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militancy, insurgency
or assassinations 

— Sunday Adelaja 

New Delhi 

March 22, 2026

The arrest of American national Matthew Aaron VanDyke and several Ukrainian citizens by India’s National Investigation Agency has cast a sharp light on a shadowy
network operating along the Indo-Myanmar border. What appears at first to be an isolated case of foreign involvement may, in fact, signal a deeper and more

complex convergence of insurgency, geopolitics, and covert influence in India’s Northeast

The recent arrest of American
national Matthew Aaron VanDyke
and six Ukrainian citizens by the
National Investigation Agency
(NIA) has exposed a sophisticated
grey-zone network operating
along the Indo-Myanmar border.
Charged under Section 18 of the
Unlawful Activities (Prevention)
Act (UAPA), the group is accused of
training Myanmar-based Ethnic
Armed Groups (EAGs) and coordi-
nating the illegal import of drone
technology-activities that the NIA
claims directly threaten India’s internal secu-
rity and sovereignty.

Who is Matthew VanDyke? From
“Documentary Filmmaker” to Mercenary

Matthew VanDyke is not a typical NGO
activist. His trajectory reflects the evolution of
the modern “independent” combatant who
blurs the lines between journalism, activism,
and private military contracting.

Between 2011 and 2013, VanDyke gained
international notoriety during the Libyan
Civil War, where he transitioned from a film-
maker to an armed rebel fighter against
Muammar Gaddafi. He was captured and
spent nearly six months in a prison in Tripoli.
Later, he appeared in Syria, ostensibly to film,
but admitted to advising rebel groups.

In 2014, VanDyke founded Sons of Liberty
International (SOLI), which he describes as a

non-profit security organi-
sation. Unlike traditional
private military companies
such as Blackwater, SOLI
claims to provide military
training and tactical advice
to “oppressed” groups free
of cost, funded through
private donations.

In 2025, VanDyke claimed
on social media to have
been running covert oper-
ations with Venezuelan
rebels since 2019. His arrest

in India suggests a shift in focus towards the
Myanmar conflict, leveraging the vacuum
created by instability following the 2021 mil-
itary coup.

The NIA’s investigation reveals a methodi-
cal breach of Indian border protocols to facil-
itate insurgent support. The group, compris-
ing VanDyke and 14 Ukrainians (seven of
whom are still being tracked), reportedly
entered India on tourist visas. This “hiding in
plain sight” tactic enabled them to move
through major hubs such as Delhi, Lucknow,
and Kolkata before converging in the
Northeast.

The accused allegedly bypassed the manda-
tory Protected Area Permit (PAP) to enter
Mizoram. From there, they are believed to have
crossed the porous 1,643-km border into
Myanmar. A central pillar of the NIA’s case is
the alleged illegal shipment of drones from
Europe via India. In modern guerrilla warfare,
drones function as “force multipliers”, used for
surveillance and improvised explosive device
(IED) delivery. Supplying such technology to
Myanmar-based EAGs-many of whom share
ethnic ties and logistical routes with Indian
insurgent groups-creates a direct security
risk for Indian forces.

Against this backdrop, the recent influx of
thousands of Myanmarese nationals war-
rants closer examination. The arrival of Chin
refugees in Mizoram has reinvigorated dis-
course around Zo reunification-the idea of uni-
fying Mizo, Chin, and Kuki communities.
Rooted in shared Tibeto-Burman ancestry

and a common Christian identity,
this movement has evolved from
a fringe cultural aspiration into a
central element of regional politi-
cal rhetoric. Mizoram Chief Minister
Lalduhoma has been particularly

vocal, taking the issue to international plat-
forms. During his 2024 visit to the United States,
he called for the unification of the “Zo”
people under a single administrative frame-
work, arguing that colonial-era borders have
unjustly divided a single nation. This position
echoes that of his predecessor Zoramthanga,
who frequently invoked the “same womb”
(chhul khat chhuak) philosophy to justify
extending sanctuary to Myanmar’s Chin and
Manipur’s Kuki populations, often in defiance
of central directives.

The narrative of a “unified Christian state”
has attracted intense scrutiny, particularly
regarding possible Western influence. Some
analysts argue that a unified “Zo-land” could
serve as a pro-Western buffer zone between
India, China, and Myanmar’s military regime.
Concerns have also emerged about potential
extra-territorial loyalties. Allegations-though
contested-suggest that Western agencies
may view the Chin-Kuki-Mizo belt as a strate-
gic foothold to counter Chinese influence in
Myanmar’s Sagaing Division and the 
Bay of Bengal.

The Government of India views these
“Greater Mizoram” aspirations with caution,
as they could challenge the territorial integri-
ty of Manipur, Tripura, and Assam, complicat-
ing New Delhi’s Act East Policy and its delicate
engagement with Myanmar’s military estab-
lishment. While the movement is rooted in
genuine ethnic solidarity, its intersection
with global power dynamics has turned it into
a sensitive geopolitical flashpoint in Northeast
India. The presence of a high-profile American
“security analyst” alongside Ukrainian nation-
als-at a time when Ukraine remains central to
global intelligence activity-raises further ques-
tions about the possible role of foreign agen-
cies. Mercenaries like VanDyke can function as
“deniable assets”, advancing the strategic inter-

ests of external powers without formal
state involvement.

The involvement of Ukrainian nationals
also suggests the transfer of battle-hard-
ened expertise. With the ongoing war in
Ukraine serving as a testing ground for
advanced drone warfare, the potential
migration of such skills to the Myanmar
theatre is a significant concern for Indian
agencies.

While the US Embassy has maintained a
“no comment” stance, there are indications
that Russian intelligence may have shared
inputs with India-possibly to counter
Western influence in the region and safe-
guard its strategic interests, including
defence ties with Myanmar’s military.

The involvement of foreign nationals
using advanced technology under the guise
of activism or documentary filmmaking
presents a complex legal and diplomatic chal-
lenge. For India, tightening border manage-
ment remains a priority. Re-evaluating the
Free Movement Regime (FMR) and strictly
enforcing PAP and Restricted Area Permit (RAP)
norms are now key focus areas.

Equally important is tracking the techno-
logical supply chain-particularly drone com-
ponents entering through civilian channels-
to ensure that India’s sensitive border regions
do not become arenas for international proxy
conflicts.

The NIA’s ongoing probe into the master-
minds and funding sources behind this
network will be crucial in determining whether
this was an isolated operation or part of a
broader, coordinated effort to
reshape the geopolitics of the
Bay of Bengal region.

(The author is presently the General
Secretary of the think tank SHARE)

Insurgency in India’s Northeast has been one of

the most complex internal security challenges

since Independence. Rooted in issues of identity,

autonomy,  and ethnic assertion the region

witnessed multiple armed movements across

states such as Nagaland, Assam, Manipur,

Tripura, and Mizoram. 

Naga insurgency: The earliest and most

influential of these was led by the Naga

National Council, which declared independence

in 1947, setting the stage for decades of

conflict. 

Multiple groups emerge : Over time, other groups

emerged, including the Mizo National Front, the

United Liberation Front of Asom, and the

National Socialist Council of Nagaland, each

articulating distinct political and ethnic

demands. 

Mizoram Peace Accord: The insurgencies were

marked by cycles of violence, counter-

insurgency operations, and political

negotiations. The movements, led by MNF,

culminated successfully in the Mizoram Peace

Accord, leading to lasting peace. 

The transformation: Over the past two decades,

a combination of sustained security

operations, peace talks, economic development

initiatives, and improved connectivity has led

to a marked decline in violence. 

Key agreements, such as the 1997 ceasefire

with NSCN (IM), and  Bodo accords and peace

deals with various militant factions have

reduced tensions in Assam.

Many former insurgent groups have either disbanded, entered ceasefire arrangements, or joined mainstream politics. States like Tripura and Mizoram are largely
peaceful, while Assam has seen a sharp drop in militant activity. Nonetheless, challenges remain, particularly in parts of Manipur and along the India-Myanmar border

THE CROSS-BORDER LINKAGES OF INSURGENTS

Is the Northeast becoming the hotbed of foreign operations? 

BHASKAR JYOTI
MAHANTA
Former DGP of Assam

Key facts about the Indo-Myanmar border

PRAMOD KUMAR SINGH

Matthew VanDyke, the filmmaker-turned-mercenary whose

Myanmar gambit has just landed him in an Indian jail. His arrest

has exposed a new threat to India’s sensitive Northeast region.

Matthew Aaron VanDyke is the archetype of the 21st-century self-

proclaimed ‘freedom fighter’ who markets himself as a

documentarian and activist while quietly building a career as a

combatant-for-hire. VanDyke’s trajectory is a textbook evolution

from observer to operator. Between 2011 and 2013, he gained

fame as a war correspondent in Libya, where he abandoned the

camera, joined anti-Gaddafi rebels, was captured, and spent six

months in a Tripoli prison. After his release, he surfaced in Syria to

advise rebels while still claiming journalistic cover.

In 2014, he formalised the business model by founding Sons of

Liberty International (SOLI), a self-described non-profit security

firm that offers free military training, tactical advice, and

equipment to ‘oppressed’ groups, funded by private donations.

Internal security experts say SOLI wraps its operations in the

language of humanitarian intervention and anti-authoritarianism.

It does not charge governments like public management

consultants. By 2025, VanDyke was openly boasting on social

media of running covert operations with Venezuelan rebels since

2019, including missions later publicised as “Operation Aurora”. In

early 2026, he simply pivoted theatres: from Caracas to the

Myanmar civil war. The NIA alleges he and his Ukrainian team had

been making repeated trips since 2024, training Ethnic Armed

Organisations (EAOs) in drone strikes, weapons handling, and

electronic warfare-capabilities that have transformed Myanmar’s

battlefield.

NE: THE ROOTS OF INSURGENCY
The rising security challenges in Northeast India

The Indo-Myanmar border is 1,643 km long.

India shares this border across four northeastern states: Arunachal

Pradesh, Nagaland, Manipur, and Mizoram.

Security challenge driven by ethno-nationalist movements, porous

terrain, and geopolitical instability within Myanmar.

These risks have increased significantly since the 2021 military coup. 

Over 64,000 people have crossed the India-Myanmar border into

India seeking refuge since the February 2021 military coup.

CONTINUED  ON >> PII



“IT IS ALWAYS EASIER TO FIGHT FOR
ONE’S PRINCIPLES THAN TO LIVE 

UP TO THEM”
— ALFRED ADLER

FROM AGENDA COVER
The cross-border
linkages of insurgents
Indian investigators further claim the network
maintained links with banned Indian insurgent
outfits operating in the Northeast.

How VanDyke’s Myanmar Presence Directly
Undermines India’s Internal Security

This is not abstract foreign adventurism; it is
a direct vector into India’s most volatile region.
The India-Myanmar border-especially the 510-km
Mizoram stretch-is notoriously porous, with free
movement regimes, ethnic kinship across the line
(Chin, Mizo, Naga communities), and a history
of insurgent safe havens. VanDyke’s alleged oper-
ation exploited exactly that corridor:

Technology proliferation: Drones and jamming
gear routed through Europe, transited via Indian
territory, and handed to Myanmar EAOs can
easily flow back into Indian insurgent hands.
Northeast groups have already begun experi-
menting with commercial drones for reconnais-
sance and IED delivery; professional training from
ex-Libya, Ukraine, and now Myanmar operators
accelerates that lethal learning curve.

Cross-border insurgent linkage: The NIA explic-
itly states the trainees included “banned outfits
operating within India”. Manipur’s ethnic clashes,
Assam’s residual ULFA factions, and Naga splin-

ter groups have long drawn ideological and logis-
tical oxygen from Myanmar’s war economy.
Training camps just across the border become
exportable skill sets-and exportable fighters.

Erosion of border sovereignty: Repeated
illegal crossings through Mizoram (a state

already grappling with refugee influxes and
drug routes) signal intelligence and enforce-
ment gaps. Each undetected transit normalis-
es foreign mercenaries treating Indian soil as
a launchpad.

The Russian tip-off that cracked the case only

underscores how external actors (even rival
powers) now monitor India’s backyard more
effectively than parts of India’s own system.

Strategic destabilisation: Myanmar’s civil war
has already spilled refugees, arms, and militan-
cy  into  India ’s  Northeast .  Adding

Western/Ukrainian-trained drone units raises
the asymmetry: Indian security forces face not
just AK-47s but precision loitering munitions
and EW-denied zones. This directly threatens
the Centre’s Act East Policy, infrastructure pro-
jects, and the fragile peace accords painstak-
ingly negotiated in Nagaland and Manipur.

In short, VanDyke did not merely film or
advise in Myanmar; he allegedly built a deni-
able pipeline that funnels modern warfare
know-how straight into India’s internal fault
lines. VanDyke’s defenders will paint him as a
romantic idealist empowering the power-
less. The evidence emerging from Delhi’s
courts suggests something more prosaic and
dangerous: a hardened mercenary whose
humanitarian brand provides plausible deni-
ability while he professionalises insurgencies
on India’s doorstep.

VanDyke’s arrest is a warning. When film-
makers trade cameras for kill lists and non-
profits become training academies for the next
generation of drones over Manipur or Mizoram,
India’s internal security apparatus changes
overnight. By arresting a CIA operative, India
has sent a curt message that it will no longer
tolerate its Northeast being used as a free-fire
training ground for foreign mercenaries.

The writer is the Resident Editor of The Pioneer

I returned soon after referendum
over in Kazakhastan (Astana) from
a long circuit of polling stations
across Kazakhstan, carrying with
me not just notes and numbers,
but impressions of a nation at a
crossroads. The chill of early
spring lingered in the air as voters,
many wrapped in heavy coats,
queued patiently to cast their
ballots. There was no frenzy, no
overt tension — just a steady, deliberate rhythm
that seemed to mirror the tone of the referen-
dum itself, controlled, significant, and quietly con-
sequential.

By the time the final ballots were counted, the
outcome was no surprise. Preliminary figures
from the Central Electoral Commission indicat-
ed that over 70 percent of eligible voters had par-
ticipated, with nearly 90 percent endorsing a
sweeping new constitution. Later that evening,
President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev addressed the
nation, declaring the vote a historic turning point.
For the government, the message was clear: this
was a decisive mandate for change.

Yet on the ground, the story felt more layered.

What comes next
The new constitution is scheduled to come into
force on July 1. Before that, the current parliament
must pass enabling legislation, after which it will
be dissolved. Fresh elections are expected later
this year, marking the next phase of this politi-
cal transition.

For now, the official narrative emphasizes
unity, reform, and forward momentum. The
numbers support that story. But
numbers alone rarely capture the full
complexity of political change.

As I prepared to leave the capital, I
found myself reflecting less on the scale
of the victory and more on its implica-
tions. Constitutions are not merely doc-
uments; they are living frameworks
that shape how power is exercised and
contested.

Kazakhstan has, without question,
entered a new chapter. Whether this
chapter leads to institutional evolution
or deeper centralisation will depend
not on the text itself, but on how it is
implemented.

From New Delhi, the referendum
may appear decisive and orderly. On
the ground, it felt more nuanced — a
moment of transformation, certainly,
but one whose true meaning will only
emerge with time.

For now, what remains is the image of those
long, quiet queues, and the sense that history,
even when it appears settled, often unfolds in
ways that are anything but predictable.

Contrasts at the ballot, Kazakhstan
and India
From the capital to smaller provincial towns
across Kazakhstan, polling stations operated with
a quiet, almost clinical efficiency. Election offi-

cials worked under bright
fluorescent lights, carefully
verifying identities and
guiding voters through the
process with minimal delay.

For an observer from India,
the contrast was immediate-
ly striking. Indian elections
are often defined by their
scale and energy—long
queues winding through

streets, animated political discussions, and a
palpable sense of competition. Here, there
were no such extended lines. Instead, in the
lingering spring chill, voters arrived in short,
steady intervals. Small queues formed briefly
and dissolved just as quickly, shaped as
much by the cold weather as by the stream-
lined process.

Yet the absence of long
queues did not signal disen-
gagement. People still turned
out, wrapped in coats against
the cold, to participate in
what was framed as a deci-
sive moment for constitu-
tional change. The atmos-
phere, however, remained
subdued. Conversations were
muted, and there was little of
the charged intensity that
typically accompanies elec-
tions in India.

Several voters expressed
cautious optimism, speaking
of stability and the impor-

tance of a strong state in uncertain times.
Others, in quieter tones, acknowledged that the
outcome felt largely predetermined. There
was participation, certainly — but not the kind
of visible contestation that defines democrat-
ic exercises in India. It is within this contrast
— between participation and competition —
that the deeper meaning of the referendum
begins to take shape.

Redrawing the
architecture of
power
At the heart of the
vote lies a fundamen-
tal restructuring of
Kazakhstan’s political
system. The new con-
stitution significantly
enhances presidential
authority, granting the
executive broader
influence over key

institutions.
Under the revised framework, the president

will have expanded powers to appoint senior
officials, including judicial and electoral author-
ities. These appointments will require approval
from a newly restructured unicameral parlia-
ment, the Kurultai. However, if the parliament
rejects nominees twice, it risks dissolution —
a provision that effectively strengthens the pres-
ident’s hand.

In such a scenario, the president would also
gain the authority to issue decrees carrying the
force of law, at least temporarily. Supporters
argue this ensures governance continuity.
Critics see it as a mechanism that tilts the
balance of power decisively toward the exec-
utive.

Institutional shifts and political
signals
The changes do not stop there. The constitution
reshapes the legislature into a single chamber
and introduces a new advisory body, the
People’s Council, whose members will be
appointed entirely by the president. While
framed as a mechanism for broader consulta-
tion, its structure raises questions about inde-
pendence.

The revival of the vice presidency — absent
since the 1990s — is another notable feature.
Though the role includes representing the
country internationally and stepping in for the
president when required, its precise powers
remain loosely defined. In practice, much will

depend on how the office is used — and by
whom. Taken together, these reforms signal a
clear trend: consolidation at the center, even
as institutional forms evolve.

Context matters
This referendum does not exist in isolation. It
is the second major constitutional overhaul in
just four years, unfolding against a backdrop
of economic strain and lingering political
memory. Inflation has weighed heavily on ordi-
nary citizens, while the unrest of 2022 still casts
a long shadow over the national psyche.

For many, stability is not an abstract ideal but
a pressing necessity. The government has
framed the reforms in precisely these terms —
arguing that a stronger executive is essential
in a volatile geopolitical environment.

Kazakhstan occupies a strategic position
between major powers, including Russia and
China. Regional tensions, particularly those

linked to the war in Ukraine, have
heightened the sense of uncertainty.
In this context, the leadership’s
emphasis on centralized authority is
presented as pragmatic rather than
ideological.

A managed mandate?
Yet the process itself raises important
questions. Opposition voices were
notably subdued in the lead-up to the
vote, with limited scope for public
debate or organised dissent. The
campaign period lacked the vibran-
cy typically associated with transfor-
mative political decisions.

As a result, while the numbers
point to overwhelming approval,
the depth of that support remains
open to interpretation. Is this a
genuine groundswell of public
endorsement, or a reflection of a
t ightly  managed polit ical  

environment?
From my vantage point at polling stations, the

answer seemed somewhere in between.
Participation was real. Engagement, however,
appeared restrained.

A regional pattern
Kazakhstan’s trajectory is not unique. Across
parts of Eurasia, constitutional reforms have
often served as instruments for redefining polit-
ical systems without necessarily expanding plu-
ralism. Leadership-driven change, rather than
bottom-up transformation, has been the dom-
inant model.

President Tokayev, currently serving a single
seven-year term set to run until 2029, has posi-
tioned these reforms as part of a term 
modernisation effort. Analysts suggest the
new framework could offer flexibility for future
political arrangements, even if no immediate
changes to term limits have been announced.

The writer is an Associate Editor (Foreign Affairs) 
at The Pioneer. He recently visited Kazakhstan.

OPINE II

NEW DELHI | SUNDAY | MARCH 22, 2026

Witnessing Kazakhstan’s historic referendum
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SCIENCE

When researchers recently analysed Antarctic ice
cores to reconstruct the earth’s climate over the
last three million years, they found that the
world’s oceans cooled by 2.5 C, most of it around
2.7 million years ago. While methane levels were
unchanged, those of carbon dioxide did so barely
2.9-1.2 million years ago. The �ndings suggest
that factors like ocean circulation and ice sheet
growth, rather than gas levels alone, primarily
drove long-term cooling.

Oceans more than gases
helped earth cool

Researchers have made a fabric coating that
o�ers to eliminate detergents from laundry. They
sprayed alternating layers of compounds called
PDADMAC and PVS onto textiles. The spray
formed a dense layer that e�ectively repelled
stains, residues, and germs, and could be washed
o� by rinsing under tap water. The team has
estimated the technique could lower water and
electricity use by 80% and also eliminate the
discharge of detergent residues and microplastics
in the wastewater.

Nifty chemistry o�ers to make
laundry cleaner

A new method called halometallurgy could
recover lithium from Li-ion battery waste. First,
the battery materials are heated to move lithium
from the cathode into a mix of sodium and
potassium chloride salts, breaking the cathode's
structure into transition metal oxides. As the
salts melt, they coat the particles to create a
barrier against oxygen, which allows graphite to
reduce the oxides into metallic alloys. Finally, up
to 96% of lithium is recovered in the saline
solution.

New reaction to recover Li
from battery waste

SNAPSHOTS
�

Where or what is the
human mind?

Evidence points to the
human mind not being a
physical object you can
touch, but a process the
brain creates. 
The foundation of the
mind consists of
approximately 86 billion
nerve cells, a.k.a. neurons.
These cells form a large
and intricate web where
they communicate by
sending electrical signals
and releasing chemical
messengers called
neurotransmitters across
gaps known as synapses.
Glial cells support these
neurons by supplying
nutrients and maintaining
the structure.
However, the mind is more

than just a bunch of cells.
Most researchers view the
mind as an emergent
property of the brain,
meaning that while
individual neurons can’t
think or feel, their
collective interaction
produces consciousness
and emotions. 
For an analogy, if the brain
is the hardware of the
body, the mind appears to
be the software or maybe
the active processing unit.
It encompasses everything
from human logic and
language to people’s
deepest feelings. And
research suggests that the
mind is quite literally what
the brain does.

Question Corner

Waves in the ocean

Readers may send their questions /
answers to science@thehindu.co.in

In everyday life, cause al-
ways comes before e�ect.
A window won’t break be-
fore you throw a ball at it.
But quantum mechanics
has long hinted that this
rule can be broken. Physi-
cists from the University of
Vienna and the Christian
Doppler Laboratory for
Photonic Quantum Com-
puter have now taken a big
step to proving it in an
experiment.

Their results were pu-

blished in PRX Quantum
on March 17.

Quantum systems like
atoms or electrons can ex-
ist in superpositions: a par-
ticle can be in two states at
once until it is measured.
When causality itself
works the same way — e.g.
if A happens before B and
B happens before A at the
same time — it’s called in-
de�nite causal order (ICO).

Scientists have shown
ICO can be used to in-
crease the performance of
quantum key distribution

— a technology scientists
worldwide, including re-
cently at IIT-Delhi, are ex-
ploring to make communi-
cations unhackable. 

But before anyone can
build technology around
it, physicists need proof
that ICO is a real
phenomenon.

In standard causality,
it’s impossible for an expe-
riment to score higher
than 1.75 on a mathemati-
cal test called VBC. 

If it’s higher, the experi-
ment has ICO. The re-

searchers created pairs of
light particles (photons)
and sent them through a
quantum switch. The
switch applied two opera-
tions to the photons but in
a blurred order: neither
operation was de�nitively
�rst. When the team mea-
sured the photons that ex-
ited, the test’s VBC score
was 1.83.

The photons were cor-
related with each other in a
way that couldn’t be ex-
plained by anything hap-
pening to them in a �xed

sequence. For instance if
the photons had gone
through operation A then
B or B then A, their proper-
ties at the end would be
correlated up to a certain
degree. But the experi-
menters measured pho-
tons whose properties
were correlated in a way
that couldn’t exist unless
there was no �xed order in
which the operations hap-
pened. The alternative: the
photons were in a super-
position of both orderings
at once.

The researchers were
candid that their experi-
ment had loopholes that
prevented the result from
being dispositive. For in-
stance, because the experi-
ment happened on a single
table, it is not yet possible
to rule out that some un-
known signal travelled bet-
ween the components to
mimic the result.

Closing such loopholes
will require separating the
participants by much larg-
er distances and improving
detection e�ciency.

Quantum test shows cause, e�ect need not follow a set order
Vasudevan Mukunth

A
re the risks to
structures in the
Himalayas and
northeastern

states from earthquakes
overestimated? Scientists,
structural engineers, and
representatives from sever-
al government ministries
are expected to deliberate
and report to the Cabinet
Secretariat in the coming
weeks.

This follows the Bureau
of Indian Standards (BIS)
withdrawing updated cri-
teria that construction pro-
jects ought to incorporate
to guard against collapse
during earthquakes. The
withdrawal was prompted,
The Hindu reported on
March 7,  by a Cabinet Se-
cretariat order stating the
new standards “materially
a�ected … ongoing and fu-
ture infrastructure pro-
jects including metro rail
projects” and that a “holis-
tic and comprehensive re-
view of the revised IS 1893
be conducted, taking into
account the perspectives
of all stakeholders.”

However, a decade of
government-commis-
sioned studies involving
scientists from geological,
seismological, and geo-
technical and structural
engineering institutions
are clear: the potential
damage to structures such
as residential buildings,
bridges, and power plants
in the Himalayan States is
higher than current risk
assessments.

Engineers and archi-
tects are required to follow
the IS 1893 standard. In-
dia’s zoning map deli-
neates four zones. 

Zone II is the calmest;

Zone V is assigned to areas
along the Himalayan front,
where magnitude 8 quakes
have occurred in living me-
mory. At such forces,
buildings experience
stresses that can buckle
steel columns and have
�oors pancaking onto one
another. 

For context, a magni-
tude 7 quake 20 km from a
fault can produce peak
ground acceleration (PGA)
exceeding Zone V’s design
threshold.

The withdrawn update
originated from a 2024
paper in the Indian Journal
of Earth System Sciences
that proposed a way to esti-
mate earthquake hazards
consonant with global
methods. 

It was the outcome of a
project the National Disas-
ter Management Authority
(NDMA) had commis-
sioned in 2019 from IIT-Ma-
dras and BIS. It was pre-

ceded by projects in
2007-11 and 2013-17 — all to
move the hazard assess-
ment towards a “probabi-
listic framework”. This fra-
mework di�ers from
India’s existing approach
to assess risk to regions on-
ly based on past seismicity;
it incorporates several va-
riables to forecast forces
on a structure in the event
of the strongest probable
quakes.

The NDMA accepted the
study and BIS published its
outcomes in IS 1893 as a
2025 update — which was
then withdrawn. 

The authors comprise
scientists from the IITs in
Mumbai and Chennai, the
Atomic Energy Regulatory
Board, and the Geological
Survey.

“These PGA values are
not derived based on any
quantitative earthquake
hazard assessment and are
abysmally low, especially

for the higher earthquake
zones,” the authors report.
“The 1897 Great Shillong
Plateau earthquake in
northeast India is reported
to have resulted in PGA va-
lues more than [1 g].” They
note that “design accelera-
tions in similar areas
worldwide are taken to be
two times (or more) com-
pared to that in the existing
zone map of India.” The
study was led by S.T.G.
Raghukanth, C.V.R. Murty,
Bhargavi Podili, and K.P.
Sreejaya of IIT Madras.

Previously, regions were
assigned Zone IV or V only
after a signi�cant earth-
quake; the surrounding
areas were assumed to be
at lower risk despite de-
cades of pent-up strain.
The framework also didn’t
account for local soil con-
ditions that amplify seis-
mic waves or data from 168
Himalayan monitoring
stations.

“The earth is a dynamic
system. Every 50 years or
so, PGA values change by
about 10%,” said O.P. Mis-
hra, former director, Na-
tional Centre for Seismolo-
gy. 

“In a probabilistic as-
sessment you account for a
variety of factors that
might in�uence shaking.”

The new map assigns
PGA values of 0.15-0.75 g
for Zones II through a new-
ly introduced Zone VI. It
draws on 69,519 earth-
quake events from 2600
BC to 2019, 36 seismogenic
source zones, and ground
motion models. These va-
lues have likely rattled
agencies such as the Delhi
Metro Rail Corporation
and the National Dam Safe-
ty Authority.

“Recent evidence shows
that 95% of those who die
in earthquakes are those
who live in 1-3 storey hous-
es that are inadequately
designed,” said a scientist
involved in the exercise.
“The 0.75 factor is also a
lower number.” Pakistan
and Nepal use values close
to 0.75g, while the U.S. and
Japan routinely calculate 1
g or more, he added.

One NDMA o�cial said
the recommended values
“were too high” and would
strain public spending.
“On one hand we have the
situation that a large pro-
portion do not follow even
the [2016] codes. Then
with these stringent num-
bers, steel, cement costs
will go up manifold; where
there is money to build
four schools or clinics in a
village, only one will be
made.” 

The NDMA didn’t res-
pond to requests for o�-
cial comment.

Cost concerns delay safer
building codes for Himalayas

Jacob Koshy

India’s earthquake safety codes are under scrutiny after the government withdrew updated building standards backed by a

decade of scienti�c research; the revision would have nearly doubled hazard estimates in the Himalaya and northeast

All living beings communi-
cate. In honeybees, com-
municative signals in the
form of a wiggle dance
transmit information on
the location of �owers. Re-
cipient bees decode this in-
formation and use it to
guide their behaviour. Hu-
man language goes beyond
broadcasting: it can be
used to intentionally resh-
ape what another person
thinks or does by adjusting
the message based on what
we believe the other per-
son already knows.

Intentionality requires
an audience towards
whom the signal is direct-
ed. How do we use a ges-
ture to ask someone to do
something for us? Take an
example of a group at a

dining table, where your
goal is for a water bottle to
be passed to you. First you
make sure someone has
your attention. Then you
make a gesture, and repeat
it if you are not under-
stood, until the water is
passed on.

Is intentionality a un-
iquely human trait? Expe-
riments suggest that apes
communicate in a goal-di-
rected manner using ap-
propriate gestures. At a
higher level, they even
seem to have an idea of
what other apes in their vi-
cinity know. Orangutans in
captivity try communicat-
ing with their human han-
dlers, using a particular
gesture until their food ar-
rives. Give them the wrong
food and they will change
over to another gesture —
they seem to know that
you know!

This brings us to ele-
phants. Elephants are large
animals that live in groups
with a complex social

structure. They are known
to have cognitive skills:
they are even known to
mourn the death of a
group member, standing
guard over the body and
covering it with tree
branches.

Individuals, females
particularly, are known to
greet acquaintances even

when they meet after
years. The exchange in-
volves �apping their ears
and swinging their trunks
from side to side, both ges-
tures that require visual at-
tention on part of the reci-
pient. Elephants also have
a repertoire of other ges-
tures. Only a few of these,
such as touching the reci-

pient with their tail, do not
require eye contact.

Elephants may also con-
vey their intentions to their
human handlers. In expe-
riments conducted in a
conservation area near the
Victoria Falls in Zimbabwe,
two trays, one empty and
the other containing six
apples, were placed before
an elephant. If a research-
er stood along with the
trays, facing the animal
and making full eye con-
tact, it would begin moving
its trunk in the direction of
the tray with the apples.
Soon, it would get its re-
ward. However, if it was
not given all the apples, it
would continue to swing its
trunk, as if indicating ‘I
want more’. When the re-
searcher stood facing away
from the elephant, there
were no gestures (Royal So-
ciety Open Science, 12-
242203, 2025).

In India, we have a long
history of mahouts, the
elephant handlers at tem-

ples and in conservation
zones, who have one-to-
one relationships with ele-
phants that can last a life-
time. Mahouts communi-
cate with elephants and
read their emotions using a
combination of touch, ges-
tures, and vocal jargon.
The zoologist Nibha Nam-
budiri has meticulously
documented elephant-ma-
hout interactions in her
book, Practical Elephant
Management. At IIT-Guwa-
hati, Seema Lokhandwala
and her colleagues, using
classi�er algorithms, have
shown that elephant trum-
pet calls to mahouts are
distinct from those aimed
at other elephants. (Speech
& Computer, 426-437,
2022, Springer).
(The article was written in
collaboration with Sushil
Chandani, who works in
molecular modelling)

dbala@lvpei.org

sushilchandani@gmail.com

SPEAKING OF
SCIENCE

D. Balasubramanian

Intentional communication is not a uniquely human trait

The elephant named Suvarna engages with her calf ‘Sudha' at

Bannerghatta National Park, 2020. FILE PHOTO
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The story so far:

A
�re tore through a house in Indore on
March 18, killing eight people, including
two children. An electric vehicle (EV)

charging point outside appeared to have sparked
the blaze. An investigation is underway.

Are EV batteries safe?
Nearly every EV on the road runs on lithium-ion
batteries, which use the same chemistry that
powers millions of smartphones and laptops.
They pack more energy than lead-acid batteries
and are generally safe when managed well.

A common cause of EV battery �res is thermal
runaway. A lithium-ion battery packs thousands
of cells tightly together, each generating heat as
it charges and discharges. Normally, an onboard
computer called the battery management
system keeps the temperature within a safe
range. But if something goes wrong, one cell can
overheat, causing neighbouring cells to overheat
in a chain reaction that can outpace the cooling
system. This process releases a toxic cocktail of
gases, including hydrogen �uoride, in a
�ammable vapour that eases the ‘path’ to a �re.

What causes thermal runaway?
Manufacturers protect battery packs by packing
them inside shells of reinforced steel or
aluminium. However, a hard impact — like from
a strong impact to the undercarriage — can

deform the casing
and puncture or
deform the cells
inside, leading to a
short circuit.

Charging a
battery beyond its
designed capacity
can force charge to
build up in the
‘wrong’ places

inside cells. Reputable EV manufacturers
include safeguards in their charging systems to
prevent this but third-party or damaged
chargers may not pay attention to these limits.
And regularly charging a battery overnight with
such a charger can increase the risk.

As the battery expands and contracts during
use, rare manufacturing defects such as a small
protrusion of metal can bring the positive and
negative electrodes in touch, causing an
enormous current to �ow between them. This
releases heat that then spreads through the
pack. Extension cords or domestic wiring in old
buildings can also overheat when they cannot
handle the sustained current.

Do external conditions matter?
In hot weather, the cooling system can struggle
to shed heat. Parking an EV in direct sunlight for
long periods or charging it immediately after a
long drive can add to the thermal stress.

As batteries age, their internal components
also degrade. So users who ignore warning lights
or skip inspections can miss early signs of
swelling or chemical decomposition.

Flooding also threatens batteries. The
contaminated water after heavy rains can
in�ltrate a battery pack and cause short circuits.
Several EV �res have occurred in the days after
vehicles were submerged in �oodwater.

EVs are not uniquely dangerous. Petrol cars
catch �re too, and more often, as they carry
�ammable fuel next to an engine running at a
high temperature. The di�erence is that EV
battery �res burn hotter, spread faster, and are
harder to put out (as the battery releases oxygen
as it burns). 

The Indore incident was made worse by the
fact that LPG cylinders were stored in the house,
a sports bike was parked inside, and electronic
door locks jammed when the power failed.

What are industry and users doing?
Most EVs today have channels alongside the cells
�lled with a coolant that absorbs their heat and
dissipates it into the air. Scientists are currently
developing a new form of cooling where the
coolant evaporates as it absorbs heat and
releases it into the air, improving heat transfer
and handling temperature spikes better.

Manufacturers are also exploring batteries
with a solid electrolyte rather than the current
liquid to reduce the risk of a thermal runaway,
while re�ning �rewalls inside existing designs so
that if one cell fails, the �re does not spread.

Users can also take precautions by using the
charger that came with the vehicle or one
certi�ed by the manufacturer, avoiding routine
unattended charging, ensuring home electrical
systems meet the necessary standards for
high-power appliances, and having EV batteries
inspected after any signi�cant impact. Experts
have recommended letting batteries cool after a
long drive before charging and also keeping the
charging area clear.

The Bureau of Indian Standards released
updated safety norms for EV batteries in 2023
after a spate of �res the previous year prompted
a government review. As part of its AIS-156
standard, the Automotive Research Association
of India also requires tests to check how heat
propagates in a battery and requires battery
packs to give a vehicle’s users at least �ve
minutes to escape before a �re.

Why do electric
vehicle batteries
catch �re?
Are they safe? Do external conditions

matter? What can industry and users do

to ensure safety?

Parking an EV in direct
sunlight for long
periods or charging it
immediately after a
long drive can add to
the thermal stress.
Flooding also threatens
batteries

Vasudevan Mukunth

The story so far: 

A
s the U.S.-Israeli war on Iran enters its
fourth week, another, perhaps more
brutal, war is unfolding in the region.
On March 16, Israel announced the

launch of a ground o�ensive in Lebanon against
Hezbollah. It has also carried out massive air
strikes in southern Lebanon and the southern
outskirts of Beirut, killing at least 1,000 people
and displacing about a million. The ground
o�ensive is concentrated in hilltop towns in
southern Lebanon, where the Israel Defence
Forces are facing sti� resistance from Hezbollah
�ghters.

Why did Israel launch the o�ensive?
On paper, a cease�re had been reached between
Hezbollah and Israel in November 2024. The
cease�re was reached after a month-long
campaign aimed at weakening Hezbollah, a Shia
militant group and political party in Lebanon
that maintains close ties with Iran. 

When Israel launched its invasion of Gaza
after Hamas’s October 7, 2023 attack, Hezbollah
�red rockets into the Shebaa Farms, a Lebanese
territory occupied by Israel. Israel responded
with air strikes, triggering further Hezbollah
rocket attacks that displaced thousands of
Israelis from the Upper Galilee region. 

In September 2024, Israel assassinated
Hezbollah Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah in

an air strike. The Israeli plan was to disrupt
Hezbollah’s command structure before
launching a ground o�ensive. During the ground
battle, Israel pushed Hezbollah �ghters away
from the border and occupied strategically
important regions in southern Lebanon. In
November that year, Israel agreed to a cease�re,
but it continued air strikes nearly every day in
Lebanon, targeting Hezbollah positions.
Hezbollah hardly retaliated. 

On February 2026, after Iran’s Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei was killed by a
joint Israeli-American air strike, Hezbollah �red
hundreds of rockets into northern Israel. Israel
retaliated with air strikes, which was followed by
the ground o�ensive.

What is Hezbollah?
Over the past �ve decades, Israel has carried out
multiple attacks in Lebanon. In 1978, Israel
launched an incursion into southern Lebanon to
push the Palestinian militias based in the region,
under the umbrella of the Palestine Liberation
Organisation (PLO), to the north of the Litani
River. In 1982, Israel launched another invasion
with the same objective. It managed to force the
PLO to relocate from Lebanon, but the
consequences of the war led to the rise of
Hezbollah as a militant Shia organisation. Iran,
where the Shia clergy established an Islamic
government in 1979, backed Hezbollah. 

When Israeli troops stayed in southern
Lebanon to keep a bu�er on the Lebanese side
of the border, Hezbollah emerged as the major
resistance force. Israeli troops, faced with
Hezbollah’s guerrilla attacks, were forced to
withdraw from Lebanon in 2000 — which was
celebrated by Hezbollah as the �rst “Arab
victory against Israel”. 

In 2006, Israel attacked Lebanon again, to
dismantle Hezbollah’s military infrastructure.
After a month-long campaign, Israel had to
agree to a cease�re and pull back. This allowed
Hezbollah to rise as a major socio-political and
militant movement of Lebanon’s sectarian
system, where the army is very weak. But Israel
has always called Hezbollah — which it
designates as a terrorist out�t alongside the U.S.
and their Western partners — an “Iranian
proxy”. There was an uneasy calm along the
Israel-Lebanon border after the 2006 war, but it
was broken by Hamas’s October 7, 2023 attack.

How strong is Hezbollah today?
Hezbollah, because of its long resistance history
and battle�eld experience, is generally seen as a
powerful �ghting force. After the 2006 war, they

joined the Syrian civil war to �ght alongside the
forces of President Bashar al-Assad. Hezbollah’s
involvement played a crucial role in turning
around the civil war from 2015 to 2018. 

Hezbollah, a state within the state in Lebanon,
possesses tens of thousands of rockets and
missiles. However, in September 2024, Israel’s
pager explosions, which targeted Hezbollah’s
mid-level commanders, and killed the group’s
top leadership, threw it into disarray. Around
that time, Abu Mohammed al-Golani, a former
al-Qaeda jihadist who was running Syria’s Idlib,
started a campaign to take over Damascus. The
Syrian Army, which was targeted by hundreds of
Israeli air strikes, was in a bad shape. Syria’s
three main supporters were Iran, Russia, and
Hezbollah. Russia was busy with Ukraine. And
Iran’s space for manoeuvre was limited.
Hezbollah was pushed back by Israeli attacks. It
took only 12 days for Golani’s Hayat Tahrir
al-Sham (formerly Jabhat al-Nusra, al-Qaeda’s
Syria branch) to capture Damascus.  

The fall of Assad’s government in December
cut a vital link between Hezbollah and Iran,
which further weakened both sides. From the
early 1980s, Iran had provided money, weapons
and training to Hezbollah, and Baathist Syria
acted as a land bridge between Iran and Syria
(through Iraq, at least since 2003). In
subsequent months, Israel continued to pound
Hezbollah and the group hardly retaliated. But
Hezbollah was also using this period to rebuild
its command structure and replenish its
arsenals, preparing for an eventual war. And
when Israel and the U.S. killed Khamenei in
February 2026, they joined the war, drawing in
thousands of troops into Lebanon.

What does Israel want to achieve?
Israel has declared that it wants to dismantle
Hezbollah’s military capabilities, push them
away from southern Lebanon, and create a
bu�er inside the Lebanese territory. Israel has
issued evacuation orders for the whole of
southern Lebanon and some neighbourhoods in
the north of the Litani River. It has bombed
some bridges on the river to cut o� supplies for
Hezbollah. Israel is also pressing the Lebanese
government to take action to disarm Hezbollah. 

Hezbollah’s version is that it is defending
Lebanese territory. It has �red more than 1,000
rockets and drones at Israel since March 2, in a
clear message that it still possesses attack
capabilities. Israel is also facing sti� resistance in
the hilltop towns of southern Lebanon,
particularly in Khiam, a high plateau
overlooking the Hula Valley in the south. While
Israel seeks to push Hezbollah out militarily, an
approach it tried several times in the past and
failed, Hezbollah, though weakened by regional
developments, is resisting with asymmetrical
tactics. It is the Lebanese people who are caught
in the middle.

Why is Israel attacking Lebanon?

Israel has
declared that
it wants to
dismantle
Hezbollah’s
military
capabilities,
push them
away from
southern
Lebanon, and
create a
bu�er inside
the Lebanese
territory

Why is the ground o�ensive concentrated in southern Lebanon? Why has Israel carried out

several attacks against Hezbollah in the past and why does it want to dismantle the Shia militant

group? What does it want to achieve?

Stanly Johny

Damaged buildings and vehicles in Beirut after an Israeli airstrike, on March

21. The Israeli military said it had launched strikes targeting Hezbollah. AFP

The story so far: 

L
ast week, the Supreme Court ruled that
adoptive mothers could avail
themselves of 12 weeks of paid
maternity leave regardless of the age of

their children at the time of adoption. Striking
down Section 60(4) of the Social Security Code,
2020 (previously Section 5(4) of the Maternity
Bene�t Act, 1961), which limited this bene�t only
to mothers who adopted children under the age
of three months, the Court said that an adoptive
mother had the same rights and obligations
towards the child as a biological mother. 

What is the law on maternity leave in India?
Statutory maternity bene�ts for working women
in India began to be granted in colonial times.
The Bombay Maternity Bene�t Act, 1929,
covered women factory workers. It was followed
by similar laws in other parts of the country in
the run-up to Independence. In 1961, Parliament
passed the Maternity Bene�t Act to provide paid
maternity leave of 12 weeks to working women
across the country.

In 2017, the Maternity Bene�t (Amendment)

Act not only extended the period of paid
maternity leave for biological mothers to 26
weeks, but also inserted a provision extending
maternity leave for the �rst time to adoptive
mothers or surrogate mothers. Section 5(4) of
the Act stated that surrogate or adoptive
mothers legally adopting a child below three
months would be entitled to maternity leave for
a period of 12 weeks from the date the child is
handed over to the mother.

Why was this law considered inadequate?
This provision was challenged in 2021 by
Hamsaanandini Nanduri, a lawyer who adopted
siblings in 2017. Ms. Nanduri told The Hindu that
her Bengaluru-based law �rm gave her only six
weeks of paid maternity leave. “I could not leave
my young children at home to turn up in o�ce
after just six weeks, so I took some additional
months of unpaid leave. But it made me angry
that there was no policy about it,” she said. 

Terming the 12 weeks of maternity leave
granted in 2017 to adoptive or surrogate mothers
as “mere lip service”, the petitioner contended
that when compared to the 26 weeks of
maternity leave granted to biological mothers,
the provision violated the fundamental rights
guaranteed under the Constitution. 

The three-month limit was unjust to both
children and parents, depriving older adoptees
from receiving the maternal care they need for
their development and integration into their
adoptive families, her lawyer argued. 

The petitioner also pointed out in Court that
adoption procedures take much longer than
three months in India. 

Also, as Ms. Nanduri told The Hindu: “I found
on �ling an RTI (Right to Information)
application with CARA (Central Adoption
Resource Authority) that less than 5% of
children adopted at that time were under the
age of three months.”

What did the Court say about motherhood?
The Court made it clear that motherhood
cannot be seen through the “narrow lens of
biology” alone. It referred to adoption as part of
the “right to reproductive autonomy”. It noted
that “the period of leave plays a crucial role in
fostering [an] emotional bond between the
mother and the child”. The Court added that

stress hormone levels in children raised in
orphanages are often higher than those in
children brought up in a familial environment,
which pointed to a greater need for paid
maternal leave for older adoptees.

How will the judgment help adoptees and
their parents?
Madhumitha Venkataraman started interviewing
for jobs as a senior HR executive while waiting
for an adoption referral, stipulating in every
interview that she would need paid time o� to
support her child. Several multinational
organisations balked at the idea of granting leave
for more than a few weeks. But Ms.
Venkataraman was �nally recruited by a global
media company that promised her one year of
paid maternity leave. “My son came home at the
age of three and a half months in 2023, so I was
not eligible for maternity leave under the old
law. But because this company was so
accommodating, I did not have to choose
between my career and my parenting,” she said.
“There are emotional needs, and not just for the
child. The time at home with my son gave me
space to grow into motherhood,” she said. It is
this time and space that other adoptive mothers
say they will be entitled to as well, from now.

Noopur Goyal’s daughter was 15 months old
when she came home in 2021. “I worked as a
paediatric cardiologist at a top hospital in Delhi.
I knew there was no provision for maternity
leave, so I had to give up my job,” said Dr. Goyal,
a single parent who works as a freelance
consultant in Noida. “I had brought her into a
new world, so I had to be present for her. An
adopted child has been uprooted twice. I
needed the time at home with her to build
attachment and give her a sense of security.” Dr.
Goyal said she was �nancially stable to be able to
do this, but she is “glad now that there is a law
mandating 12 weeks of paid maternity leave for
all adoptive mothers.” 

What did the Court say about paternity
leave?
The Court also called on the Union government
to examine the need for a formal law recognising
paternity leave for all fathers, adoptive or
biological. Noting that India’s legal framework
does not adequately account for the role of
fathers in childcare, it underlined the
importance of shared parenting. As of now, only
male government servants are entitled to 15
days’ paternity leave for the birth of a child or
adoption. Leaves in the private sector are
generally determined by company policies.

What did the SC say about paid maternity leave?

The Court
noted that the
period of
leave plays a
key role in
fostering
emotional
bond between
the mother
and the child

Why did the Supreme Court strike down Section 60(4) of the Social Security Code, 2020? What

did it say about maternity leave for adoptive mothers? What did the Court recommend that the

Union government do regarding paternity leave?

Priscilla Jebaraj

Mother and child. GETTY IMAGES
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A
merican conservative
commentator Tucker
Carlson is one of the most
consequential political

�gures in today’s United States.
Millions tune into his monologues,
interviews and shows across platforms
and formats at a scale rarely seen in
the western public sphere. He has
termed the war against Iran “evil”, and
said, following the American bombing
of a school in Iran, that a country that
thinks it is acceptable to kill innocent
children in a war was not worth
defending. 

Mr. Carlson’s in�uence comes from
the courage of innocence. He casts
himself as the child who screams that
the king is naked in the parade. He
asks the most elementary questions
about claims held as theology by the
religious and secular warriors of the
West, simply by exposing them to
scrutiny. What actually is “Israel’s right
to exist”, which is distinct from any
other country — the U.K., U.S.,
Lebanon, or Iran?, he asked The
Economist editor-in-chief Zanny
Minton Beddoes. Where exactly in the
Bible does it say that supporting Israel
is obligatory for Christians, he asked
Republican Senator Ted Cruz, who had
suggested precisely that. Can the
modern state of Israel claim all of the
land the Old Testament says god gave
to his chosen people, he asked the U.S.
Ambassador to Israel, Mike Huckabee.

After some experiments with
television on CNN and MSNBC, where
he tried to play the mandatory
conservative role, he landed in a
primetime slot on Fox News in 2017,
just as Mr. Trump was upending
American politics. They agreed on
most issues and reinforced each
other’s positions. Mr. Trump
considered Mr. Carlson as a
Vice-Presidential candidate in 2024
before choosing J.D. Vance, who is also
Mr. Carlson’s friend. Mr. Carlson tried
to persuade Mr. Trump against
launching a war on Iran. They have
since fallen out.

Mr. Carlson was let go by Fox News

in April 2023 — when his viewership
was miles ahead of the competition.
The separation turned out to be
liberation. His prime-time show on Fox
had drawn 3.5 million viewers nightly.
The day after his exit, the slot had 20%
fewer viewers; no show on American
cable news has matched him since. Mr.
Carlson launched his independent
show on X in June 2023 — the debut
episode was viewed approximately 120
million times. His interviews and
programmes have continued to
command massive audiences that no
American commentator or public
�gure, save Mr. Trump himself, can
dream of.

A worldview shaped by faith 
Mr. Carlson says his worldview is
shaped by his Christian faith — which
is against violence, war, collective
punishment, racism and
discrimination. This interpretation of
faith makes him a �rm opponent of
abortion, same-sex marriage and
a�rmative action. He argues that mass
migration is remaking the
demographic composition of western
societies, and opposes it. He calls for
large families. His hybrid views rile
champions of liberal internationalism,
global trade, Zionism and corporate
capitalism. He has so disoriented the
neat pretensions and classi�cations of
the Western public discourse that he
gets labelled a white nationalist and an
Islamist sympathiser at the same time. 

Other labels attached to him include
racist, misogynist, regressive,
antisemite and neo-Nazi. These stamps
are applied by his opponents; in his
own words, his positions and
arguments are about moral clarity,
disagreeable as they may well be to
many people. Muslims in America
must have the same rights as
Christians, Mr. Carlson told a gathering
of Christian conservatives last
December. His humanist position sits
uneasily with the textbook de�nition
of any nationalism. 

Mr. Carlson’s critique of capitalism
and corporate greed on the one hand,
and his assertion of cultural and
religious heritage on the other, is a

combination that draws public support
in many parts of the world. This
politics de�es the familiar de�nitions
of left, right or centre.

Mr. Carlson had an unsentimental
view of Mr. Trump. “Happy countries
don’t elect Donald Trump President.
Desperate ones do. In retrospect, the
lesson seemed obvious: ignore voters
for long enough and you get Donald
Trump,” he wrote in his 2018 book
Ship of Fools.

Would he himself run for the
presidency? Mr. Carlson, whose name
now appears among Republican
probables for the 2028 election, was

recently asked. He referred to his
refusal to compromise on issues and
his tendency to say things that others
remain silent about as impediments to
a political career, but did not rule out
the possibility of taking an electoral
turn. He went further, saying he would
be happy to debate Ted Cruz — the
Senator he questioned in an interview
now viewed 39 million times — on a
public platform at any time. Charges of
antisemitism, Islamophobia and race
supremacism against him rest
primarily on Mr. Carlson’s willingness
to host people of all opinions. Nick
Fuentes, an avowed white nationalist,

appeared on Mr. Carlson’s show. While
�nding common ground with Mr.
Fuentes on the U.S. relationship with
Israel, Mr. Carlson disagreed with any
equation of the Israeli state with Jews,
because, he said, it goes “against my
Christian faith”. 

Born in 1969, in San Francisco, Mr.
Carlson was raised by his father Dick
Carlson, a reporter who became
director of Voice of America and
president of the Corporation for Public
Broadcasting. His mother, Lisa
McNear, was an artist. His parents
divorced when he was a child; he
reportedly said he had not known his
mother at all when she died. He had a
wild side through school and college.
After four years at Trinity College,
Hartford, Connecticut, he failed to
graduate. He then tried to join the CIA;
his application was denied. He turned
to journalism. 

The Israel factor 
Mr. Carlson has framed a politics that
many Americans across the spectrum
�nd reasonable. In his own words:
“Any economic system that weakens
and destroys families is not worth
having”; “Market capitalism is not a
religion,” and Republicans were
“controlled by the banks”. 

What works him into real anger is
the centrepiece of American foreign
policy — unconditional support for
Israel. “My real rage, what I am
actually upset about, is directed
toward my people, Protestant
Christian, evangelical pastors who
have made deals with the Israeli
government, or have theology so
deranged that they think their
Christian faith requires them to
support the murder of children,
including Christian children.”
Conservatives are taking note. Kevin
Roberts, president of the Heritage
Foundation — the in�uential
conservative think tank in Washington,
DC — said “Christians can critique the
state of Israel without being
antisemitic”, coming out in public
support of Mr. Carlson. The debate has
only just begun, and the spotlight is
�rmly on Mr. Carlson. 

Voice of America 
Tucker Carlson

The American conservative commentator, who says his worldview is shaped by his Christian faith, has emerged as one of the most in�uential critics of U.S. interventionist
foreign policy, Washington’s support for Tel Aviv, and, more speci�cally, Israel’s war in Palestine and the ongoing U.S.-Israel attack on Iran
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Tucker Carlson was let go by

Fox News in April 2023 — when

his viewership was miles ahead

of the competition. His

primetime show on Fox had

drawn 3.5 million viewers

nightly. The day after his exit,

the slot had 20% fewer viewers

�

He launched his independent

show on X in June 2023 — the

debut episode was viewed

approximately 120 million

times

�

Carlson has framed a politics

that many Americans across

the spectrum find reasonable.

In his own words: “Any

economic system that weakens

and destroys families is not

worth having; Market

capitalism is not a religion,” he

once said
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T
wo ships moving
through the Atlan-
tic Ocean have

caught the attention of
maritime intelligence com-
panies and geostrategists
across the world. The Ana-
toly Kolodkin, owned by
the Russian government
and carrying an estimated
7,30,000 barrels of crude
oil, is heading towards
energy-starved Cuba in
clear de�ance of Donald
Trump’s illegal energy
blockade of the socialist is-
land-nation. Shipping
tracker �rm Kpler report-
ed that the Kolodkin could
reach Cuba as early as
March 23.

It would not be the �rst
tanker attempting to bring
Russian fuel to Cuba in re-
cent weeks. The Sea Horse,
loaded with 2,00,000 bar-
rels of gas oil believed to be
from Russia but owned by
a Chinese �rm, was head-
ed to Cuba before it
abruptly halted in the mid-
dle of the Atlantic last
month — likely fearing con-
sequences from the U.S.. If
the Russian ships arrive,
they will be Cuba’s �rst
energy shipments in three
months.

Russia’s help would be a
massive succour to a des-
perate Cuba. The country’s
entire electricity grid col-
lapsed last week, leaving
about 10 million people
without power. Although
the government managed
to partially restore supply
to parts of Havana, the
consequences have been

disastrous for ordinary Cu-
bans. A report from the
ground in Havana by The
Guardian indicated that
there are few cars on the
roads, most airlines serv-
ing the island have sus-
pended �ights, the Cana-
dian company Sherritt
International has shuttered
nickel mining operations
in Cuba, state o�ces have
closed, and schools have
partly suspended classes.
Many, the newspaper re-
ported, are struggling with
spoiled food, sti�ing heat,
and sleepless children.

Cuba’s dependence on
oil is structural: it accounts
for 83% of total power gen-
eration, while oil products
make up 56% of total ener-
gy consumption by indus-
try, transport, agriculture,
and households. 

None of this has de-
terred the Trump adminis-
tration which continues to
pursue illegal actions. On
January 29, Mr. Trump
signed an executive order
threatening punitive tari�s
on any country selling oil
to Cuba. Last week, he
went further, explicitly
threatening to “take” the
island. Cuba’s fuel supplies

had been highly depen-
dent on Venezuelan oil un-
der the oil-for-doctors
scheme instituted by Hugo
Chavez. In 2022, Venezue-
la supplied 75% of Cuba’s
oil imports; by 2023, this
had dropped to 58% as
Mexico emerged as a key
supplier with 31%. Vene-
zuela’s supply fell from
46,500 barrels a day in De-
cember 2025 to zero fol-
lowing Nicolas Maduro’s
abduction in early January.
After the January 29 order,
Mexico also halted
shipments.

Decades of coercion
The current crisis is also
the culmination of six de-
cades of U.S. economic
coercion. What Cubans
call the “blockade” began
in 1962 following the Cu-
ban Revolution and nation-
alisation of industries. The
embargo was reinforced in
1992 by the Torricelli Act,
which prohibited foreign
subsidiaries of U.S. �rms
from trading with Cuba
and barred ships that had
docked in Cuba from en-
tering U.S. ports for 180
days. The �rst Trump ad-
ministration redesignated

Cuba as a ‘State Sponsor of
Terrorism’ in January 2021,
days before leaving o�ce.

Cuba recently admitted
it was in discussions with
Washington and appears
willing to make some eco-
nomic changes. The New
York Times reported that
U.S. negotiators were de-
manding the resignation of
President Miguel
Díaz-Canel.

Cuba has faced and
overcome severe econom-
ic crises before. Following
the collapse of the Soviet
Union, which provided
subsidies averaging $4.3
billion annually, the island
went through what it
termed the ‘Special Period’
through the 1990s. GDP fell
by 35% between 1989 and
1993 and Cubans faced sev-
ere food shortages. The go-
vernment responded with
partial liberalisation. More
recently, it has permitted
micro, small and medium
enterprises. But these re-
forms have proved insu�-
cient against the combined
weight of the embargo and
subsequent sanctions.

The Cuban government
has remained de�ant even
as it negotiates. President
Díaz-Canel responded that
the U.S. government wants
“to take over the country,
its resources, its proper-
ties, and even the very eco-
nomy they seek to su�o-
cate in order to force us to
surrender”. He added:
“Faced with the worst-case
scenario, Cuba is guided by
one certainty: any external
aggressor will face unyield-
ing resistance.” 

Asphyxiating an island nation
Blockade on Cuba

Donald Trump’s illegal blockade on the island led to the collapse of the country’s electricity grid

last week; many are struggling with spoiled food and sti�ing heat 

Srinivasan Ramani
AFP

I
n a marked escalation
of the West Asia con-
�ict, Israel attacked

Iran’s South Pars gas �eld,
the world’s largest, shared
with Qatar across the Per-
sian Gulf, on March 18.
Iran, in retaliation,
launched missile attacks
on energy facilities in Qa-
tar, Saudi Arabia, the UAE,
Kuwait and Israel. 

The U.S. was quick to
distance itself from the at-
tack, with President Do-
nald Trump saying that Is-
rael acted alone and that
Tel Aviv would not target
the “extremely important
and valuable” site again. 

The war on Iran had al-
ready dealt a massive ener-
gy shock to the global eco-
nomy by choking o�
exports of crude oil and
LNG through the Strait of
Hormuz. Brent crude rose
5% to $108.66 a barrel on
March 18, while U.S. West
Texas Intermediate crude
rose 2.5% to $98.65 a bar-
rel. Natural gas prices also
shot up signi�cantly. Be-
neath the Persian Gulf,
straddling the maritime
boundary between Iran
and Qatar, lies a reservoir
so vast it has become cen-
tral to the energy econo-
mies of both countries and
much of the world beyond.

Qatar’s North Field and
Iran’s South Pars together
contain more than 1,800
trillion cubic feet of usable
gas, enough, according to a
Reuters report, to supply
the world’s needs for 13
years. The �eld is shared

by Iran and Qatar, giving
both countries the second
and third largest natural
gas reserves in the world,
behind Russia. The �eld
was �rst discovered in Qa-
tari waters in 1971. South
Pars was discovered in
1990. The two countries
then embarked on striking-
ly di�erent journeys with
the same resource.

Qatar built Ras La�an
Industrial City, a bustling
metropolis 80 km north of
Doha, to process the gas
from this �eld. Today, Ras
La�an processes nearly all
of the country’s LNG and is
responsible for approxi-
mately one �fth of the
world’s entire LNG supply.
The revenues it generated
transformed Qatar from a
small Gulf emirate into one
of the wealthiest countries
on earth. 

Iran’s story takes a di�e-
rent turn. South Pars ac-
counts for 70-75% of the Is-
lamic Republic’s total gas
production. The gas heats
homes, powers factories,
and fuel industries. It is the
backbone of the country’s
domestic energy supply. 

U.S. sanctions, �rst im-
posed in the early 1980s,

e�ectively shut Iran out of
global energy markets. Mr.
Trump withdrew from the
2015 Iran nuclear deal in
2018, during his �rst term,
and reimposed tough sanc-
tions on Tehran, leaving
part of one of the world’s
richest gas reserves strand-
ed behind a wall of geopol-
itical isolation. 

India’s ties
The escalation of the con-
�ict into energy sites in the
region is bad news for In-
dia. India’s energy relation-
ship with Iran has re-
mained limited as
sanctions, security and
commercial concerns kept
several ambitious projects
from taking o�. The two
countries discussed a
1,036-km Iran-Pakistan-In-
dia gas pipeline, but New
Delhi stepped back from
talks in 2007. 

In 2009, ONGC Videsh
Ltd. (OVL) and the Hinduja
Group signed agreements
to pick up a stake in Phase
12 of the South Pars gas
�eld, along with Petronet
LNG. The Indian compa-
nies were to receive up to 6
million tonnes of lique�ed
gas annually. OVL, along

with Indian Oil Corpora-
tion and Oil India, also had
plans to invest $5-5.5 bil-
lion in developing the Far-
zad-B gas �eld. None of
these projects took o�. 

India, which imports
nearly 80% of its crude oil
needs, is heavily depen-
dent on Saudi Arabia, Iraq,
Kuwait and the UAE. It also
imports 60% of its LPG
needs and around 50% of
its natural gas
requirements.

“Forty-seven percent of
our LNG imports are from
Qatar, [therefore], any im-
pact there or anything
which a�ects supplies in
the Middle East [West Asia]
would impact us,” Sujata
Sharma, Joint-Secretary at
the Ministry of Petroleum
and Natural Gas told repor-
ters on March 19. New Del-
hi is procuring LNG from
alternative suppliers, but
those supplies will take
time to arrive and are likely
to be more expensive. 

Iranian attacks have
knocked out 17% of Qatar’s
LNG export capacity, caus-
ing an estimated $20 bil-
lion in lost annual revenue
and threatening supplies to
Europe and Asia. Even if
the war ends tomorrow, it
could take years before
production is normalised.
This means that availabili-
ty would be reduced, and
the prices are elevated.

In LNG markets, where
there are limited strategic
reserves and supply chains
stretch across con�ict
zones, even short-term dis-
ruptions can have outsized
consequences.

Same �eld, two fates 
South Pars

An Israeli attack on a gas �eld straddling the Persian Gulf and Iran’s counterstrikes have laid bare

how fragile the world’s energy security really is

V. Nivedita
AP
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Water  and  gender  equality 

Canal-digging  drive  must  resist  partisan  influences
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With which is incorporated  
The Englishman ~ founded 1821

India is not facing a jobs crisis in the conventional sense. It 
is facing a utilisation crisis ~ of talent, education, and 
aspiration. Each year, millions of young Indians enter the 
labour force with degrees in hand, often as first-generation 

learners. Over the past three decades, the country has 
dramatically expanded access to higher education, driven 
largely by private institutions and supported by policy 
frameworks shaped by bodies like the University Grants 
Commission. Enrolment has broadened across caste and class 
lines, signaling real social progress. 

Yet the labour market these graduates encounter is 
structurally misaligned with their expectations. The problem is 
not merely unemployment; it is that the economy is producing 
too few quality, salaried roles that match the skills being 
created. This is why unemployment rates are often  
higher among graduates than among the less educated ~ a 
paradox that has persisted since at least the time of economist 
Joan Robinson.  

The deeper issue lies in India’s growth trajectory. Unlike the 
export-led industrialisation seen in South Korea or Taiwan, 
India’s post-liberalisation model has leaned heavily on services, 
particularly IT and business process outsourcing. Institutions 
such as NASSCOM have helped position India as a global 
services hub. But this success has come with limits: services are 
skill-intensive and selective, not mass employers. 

As a result, the economy has split into two tracks. At the top, 
a narrow segment of highly skilled workers secures stable, 
well-paying jobs. Below them lies a vast informal sector where 
most young people eventually end up ~ often after years of 
searching ~ taking up self-employment, gig work, or 
low-productivity roles. Over time, aspirations adjust downward, 
but the initial mismatch leaves lasting scars: delayed careers, 
lost earnings, and diminished confidence. 

This also explains a subtle but troubling shift. Increasingly, 
even educated young men are returning to or remaining in 
family-based work ~ farms, small shops, informal enterprises ~ 
not out of choice but necessity. What was once largely invisible 
female labour is now absorbing male graduates as well, 
signaling a regression in employment quality, not progress. 

Policy responses have so far focused on supply ~ more 
education, more skills and more training. Flagship initiatives 
like the Skill India Mission aim to enhance employability. But 
this approach assumes that jobs will follow skills. In reality, 
without a parallel expansion of labour-intensive sectors, 
particularly manufacturing, skills alone cannot solve the 
problem. Time is the binding constraint. India’s demographic 
advantage, long celebrated as its greatest economic asset, will 
begin to narrow within a decade. If the current cohort of young 
people is not productively absorbed, the country risks 
converting a potential dividend into a long-term liability. 

The real question, then, is not how many jobs India can 
create, but what kind of economy it is building ~ one that 
concentrates opportunity among the few, or one that can 
absorb the many. Until that question is answered  
decisively, India’s most educated generation may also become 
its most underutilised. 

Since 1993 the global community has 
been observing every year on March 
22 the World Water Day (WWD) 
focusing attention on the importance 

of fresh water and advocating for sustainable 
management of water resources. A core 
focus of WWD is to support the achievement 
of Sustainable Development Goal 6 on water 
and sanitation for all by 2030. Since women 
and girls are disproportionately affected by 
water-related challenges due to entrenched 
gender roles, inadequate infrastructure, 
under representation, etc., the WWD 2026 
calls for a rights-based approach where 
women have equal voice, leadership and 
opportunities for water decision making. 
Thus, the theme of WWD 2026 is “Water 
and Gender Equality”. 

The role of women in water governance 
was initially considered in 1992 at the 
International Dublin (Ireland) Global 
Conference. Principle 3 of the Dublin Statement 
establishes that women play a central part 
in the provision, management and safeguarding 
of water and therefore, positive policies need 
to be adopted not only to address the specific 
needs of women with respect to water, but 
also to empower them to participate at all 
levels of the water resources programme, 
including decision making and implementation. 
It was also observed that although in 
households, women are primary providers 
of water resources, around the world, they 
are rarely involved in water management. 

Even today the world is still far from 
achieving gender equality in water and 
sanitation. These challenges are now 
exacerbated by the consequences of climate 
change. As water scarcity, heat waves and 
droughts are now common, women and 
girls walk greater distances to fetch water. 
In many cases this can affect girls’ chances 
for being enrolled in schools. A study shows 
that a one-hour time reduction in water 
collection can increase girls’ enrolment in 
educational institutions. 

Ensuring safe and widespread access to 
WASH (Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene) for 
women and girls contributes to gender 

equality and their inclusion in society. Until 
recently menstrual hygiene was completely 
overlooked in water and sanitation places, 
excluding women and girls in public life. 
During this time girls miss school, and 
women are sometimes forced to stay at 
home affecting their employment. Thus, we 
generally risk the 2030 SDG Agenda, as 
access to water and sanitation are human 
rights. When families are unable to enjoy 
their rights, their health is immensely 
affected, curtailing their education and 
employment opportunities and denying 
their full role in society. 

The SDG 5 (Gender Equality), SDG 6 
(Clean Water and Sanitation) and SDG 
13 (Climate Action) are interrelated and 
the Paris Agreement also endorses gender 
response action as essential for climate 
resilience. Integrating a gender responsive 
approach is not only fair but also necessary. 
When women participate fully, communities 
benefit from a wide range of perspectives, 
strong local ownership and innovative 
problem-solving approaches for achieving 
sustainable, equitable water solutions. 

Globally 26 per cent of women and 
girls (1.1 billion) lack access to safely 
managed drinking water; in 53 countries 
where data exists, women and girls spend 
250 million hours per day on water 
collection, which is over three times more 
than men and boys; worldwide only two 
out of five schools provide menstrual health 
education; adolescent girls and women living 
in rural areas are more likely to use reusable 
materials to manage menstruation and to 
have no improved water services on the 
premises; 1.8 billion people in the world still 
do not have drinking water on their premises 
and in two out of three households women 
are primarily responsible for water collection; 
adolescent girls aged 15 to 19 years are less 
likely to participate in work, school and 
social activities during menstruation compared 
with women aged 20 to 49; fewer than 50 
countries have laws and policies that 
specifically mention women’s participation 
in rural sanitation and water resources 
management, while supplying almost half 
of all agricultural labour in low and middle 

income countries, and women’s agricultural 
productivity is on an average 20-30 per cent 
lower than male farmers. (FAO 2017, 
WHO/UNICEF 2019-25, UN Water 2021, UN 
Women 2024-25). 

In 2019 the government introduced the 
Jal Jeevan Mission (JJM) scheme (called 
Har Ghar Jal) for enhancing rural water 
governance for achieving SDG goals and 

providing clean water access 
to rural households. Till 11 
February 2026, out of 19.25 
crore rural households in 
India, about 15.88 crore get 
piped water access in their 
homes. 

JJM’s initiative is not for 
creating infrastructure but 
for water service delivery. 
Village Water and Sanitation 
Committee/Pani Samiti or 
user groups (with 50 per cent 
women participation) are 
required to plan, implement, 
manage, operate, and maintain 
their own water supply 
systems. Four key pillars of 
government such as People’s 
Participation, stakeholder 
participation, political will, 
and optimum utilization of 
resources define the spirit 

of the JJM. People’s participation or Jan 
Bhagidari is also an important pillar for 
success. JJM made space for women to 
share water supply decisions directly and it 
has developed a gender-responsive approach 
to water management by empowering women 
while improving water service delivery. JJM’s 
decentralized community-owned approach 
means that women are not only consulted 
but they are also decision makers. In 
Bundelkhand region, these JJM programmes 
offer training to farmers in developing 
technical skills like constructing check dams 
and participating in rainwater harvesting. 
Under the JJM schemes five persons, 
especially women, in every village are being 
trained to check the quality of water supply 
using simple ‘ready to use’ kits. 

JJM mandates 50 per cent women’s 

representation in Village Water and Sanitation 
Committees. Women are increasingly involved 
in testing, maintaining and managing water 
infrastructure. Women are increasingly 
involved in technical and operational roles 
such as managing water supply systems. In 
Odisha women take the role of water managers 
and independent water users breaking away 
from traditional restrictive roles. Gujarat 
incentivizes women-led water committees. 
In Himachal Pradesh women are actively 
involved in rainwater harvesting projects 
ensuring that during the dry season there is 
continuous water supply. 

‘Nari Shakti Se Jal Shakti’ schemes promote 
water conservation in many states such as 
Rajasthan, Maharashtra, Himachal Pradesh, 
etc. In Maharashtra women play an important 
role in adopting micro-irrigation techniques 
for increasing water-use efficiency in agriculture. 
In Rajasthan, women-led groups build check 
dams, leading to improved ground water 
levels and ensuring water availability. 

Despite the progress as indicated above, 
women’s participation is often restricted by 
patriarchal norms particularly in decision-making 
processes regarding water distribution, 
pricing, maintenance etc. There is a need to 
reverse this trend in the near future. 

In the Water Policy of the Central and 
state governments, there is a need to emphasize 
women empowerment in all aspects of water 
management. The Bundelkhand approach 
on water management should be followed 
in other states for women’s participation in 
decision making in water governance. SDG 
Goal 5 (Gender equality) should be addressed 
in all water programmes in the country. 
Women should be water leaders, water 
managers, and technical experts in water 
governance and conservation. There is a 
need to ensure legal and policy reforms that 
support equal rights of women in water 
management. 

Second, by using AI techniques, adequate 
data and knowledge on women’s participation 
in water management should be publicized 
effectively. 

Third, in every water programme, incentives 
to women should be given. These could be 
financial incentives or clear and well publicised 
recognition. The Women Water Champion 
Programme (WWCP) of the National Water 
Mission which recognizes 41 women every 
year at grassroots level for leading efforts in 
water conservation and amplifying women’s 
voice in decision-making, should be adequately 
publicized and effectively implemented. 
Such programmes should also be introduced 
in all states of India. 

Fourth, capacity building of women for 
water management should be adopted by 
involving different stakeholders, experts, 
NGOs, policy makers etc. There should be a 
facilitating platform for women, for showing 
the best practices influencing water policies. 

Finally, SDG 13 (Climate Action) stresses 
the need to take urgent action to combat 
climate change and its impacts. Since women 
and girls will be most affected in water 
resource management for water access, climate 
resilient remedial action should be addressed 
in all government policies/programmes.

Rivers and canals are to Bangladesh 
what arteries are to the human 
body. The country is uniquely 
blessed with a vast, intricate 

capillary network of waterways, including 
rivers and canals. Yet its natural circulatory 
system has suffered severe sclerosis for 
decades, falling victim to myopic 
development.  

Siltation, rampant illegal encroachment, 
and chronic institutional neglect have 
choked these channels. In their absence, 
farmers have been forced to relentlessly 
draw down the country’s precious and 
finite groundwater reserves to keep 
agricultural production afloat. 

The formal inauguration of a nationwide 
canal excavation and re-excavation 
programme by Prime Minister Tarique 
Rahman is thus a necessary intervention. 
By breaking ground on a 12-km stretch of 
the Sahapara canal in Dinajpur, the 
government has taken aim at a mounting 

environmental and economic threat. The 
launch ~ coordinated with simultaneous 
excavation efforts led by 
ministers and lawmakers in 
54 districts ~ marks the first 
phase of the implementation 
of a colossal election manifesto 
pledge made by BNP to restore 
20,000 km of rivers and canals 
across the country. 

The economic and ecological rationale 
behind the initiative is compelling. 
Redirecting the agricultural burden back 
to surface water will strengthen rural 
water management. 

A freely flowing canal network serves 
a dual purpose: it functions as a drainage 
system to mitigate severe monsoon 
waterlogging while also acting as a reservoir 
to combat drought.  

Officials at the water resources ministry 
are right to note that better use of stored 
surface water could improve irrigation, 

boost agricultural productivity, and create 
employment opportunities for rural 

communities. More importantly, it 
could halt the dangerous depletion 
of the water table in northern districts. 

Yet embedded within the DNA of 
this ambitious initiative is a political 
risk that the government must carefully 
navigate.  

Infrastructure and environmental 
projects in Bangladesh endure only when 
they achieve broad social consensus. If 
this colossal excavation effort is treated 
merely as a partisan agenda, it will 
inevitably fall short of its potential.  

The government must ensure that 
excavated canals do not fall into familiar 
traps: corruption, lack of maintenance, 
and swift re-encroachment by the politically 
connected.  

For the project to achieve genuine 
transformation, the effort must be deliberately 
and visibly depoliticised. It should evolve 

from a top-down government directive 
into a truly nationwide civic campaign. 
The state possesses the heavy machinery, 
initial capital, and hydrological expertise 
needed to break ground. But the long-term 
stewardship of these waterways must 
ultimately return to the communities that 
rely on them. 

This requires fostering a profound sense 
of collective ownership. When a farming 
community feels that a canal belongs to 
them ~ rather than to a distant bureaucracy 
in Dhaka or a local political patron ~ they 
will be more inspired to protect its banks 
from encroachers and ensure its waters 
remain clear. The government has taken 
a commendable first step in recognising 
the crisis and mobilising the state’s 
apparatus to address it. The next step is 
to ensure that the effort grows into a 
shared national mission ~ one in which 
citizens, regardless of political creed, help 
carry the work forward. 

Condemnable 
 
Sir, This refers to today’s report, “Around 

400 killed, 250 wounded in Pak airstrikes 
on Afghan rehab centre,” in The Statesman. 
The reported airstrikes by Pakistan on a 
drug rehabilitation centre in Afghanistan, 
allegedly killing 400 people and injuring 
250, represent a chilling descent into brutality 
that defies all norms of humanity and 
international law.  

If verified, this act is not merely a military 
excess but a calculated atrocity against some 
of the most vulnerable individuals ~ those 
seeking recovery and rehabilitation. 

Targeting a civilian facility, particularly 
one dedicated to healing, exposes a disturbing 
disregard for human life and the principles 
enshrined in global humanitarian conventions. 
Such an assault cannot be justified under 

any pretext of national security or counterterrorism. 
It instead raises grave concerns about 
proportionality, accountability, and the 
erosion of ethical restraints in conflict zones. 
The international community must respond 
with unequivocal condemnation and demand 
a transparent investigation. Silence or 
diplomatic hedging would only embolden 
further violations, normalising a dangerous 
precedent where civilian lives become 
expendable in geopolitical calculations. 

Yours, etc., N Sadhasiva Reddy, 
Bengaluru, 18 March. 

Sensitivity 
 
Sir, This has reference to the news item 

“Sonam Wangchuk released from Jodhpur 
jail after 170 days” (15 March).  

Ladakh’s separation from J&K and 
reorganisation into a Union Territory in 
2019 raised significant administrative, 
political, environmental and demographic 
concerns.  

Since then, it has constantly witnessed 
widespread protests over the ruling party’s 
failure to keep its promises of autonomy 
and inclusive development.  

Despite climate activist Sonam Wangchuk’s 
release from detention under the National 
Security Act,  the agitation has again gained 
momentum across Ladakh and renewed 
demands of statehood for Ladakh, constitutional 
safeguards under the Sixth Schedule, and 

greater control over land, culture, and local 
governance by tribal communities, have 
been raised. 

Ladakh is a sensitive and strategically 
important border state that needs inclusive 
and responsive governance. The ruling 
dispensation should adopt a more  
nuanced approach.  

It should move beyond mere symbolic 
gestures, actively engage in discussion and 
dialogue with all stakeholders and address 
their genuine demands. 

This would win the trust of alienated 
people, ensure lasting stability, protect the 
region’s fragile ecosystem, usher in sustainable 
development in the Himalayas, and check 
China’s trans-border encroachments and 
infrastructural build-up. 

Yours, etc.,  D S Kang,  
Hoshiarpur, 17 March.

The US Federal Reserve’s decision to hold interest rates 
steady is less a mark of confidence than an admission 
of constraint. Policymakers are confronting a familiar 
but uncomfortable scenario: inflationary pressure 

driven not by domestic demand, but by geopolitical shock. The 
Iran conflict has pushed oil prices upward, and with them, the 
cost structure of the global economy. In such a moment, 
monetary policy begins to look like a blunt instrument. 

Under chairman Jerome Powell, the Fed has chosen caution. 
That caution is understandable. Inflation, which had been 
gradually cooling, now risks re-acceleration due to energy costs 
and the lingering effects of tariffs introduced by President 
Donald Trump’s administration. Yet, the labour market remains 
relatively stable, and growth forecasts have not collapsed. This 
leaves the central bank caught between two incomplete signals: 
prices are rising again, but the economy is not clearly faltering. 

What makes this moment more complex is the nature of the 
inflation itself. Oil shocks are historically resistant to interest 
rate policy. Raising borrowing costs will not increase crude 
supply from the Gulf, nor will it ease shipping disruptions or 
geopolitical risk premiums. At the same time, cutting rates to 
pre-empt a slowdown could entrench inflation expectations, 
particularly if energy prices remain volatile. The Fed is, in effect, 
responding to a supply-side problem with demand-side tools. 

This uncertainty is already visible in financial markets, where 
rate-cut expectations are being repeatedly pushed back, 
signaling that investors themselves are unsure whether 
inflation or slowdown will dominate the months ahead. 

This mismatch explains the current pause. It is not indecision 
so much as recognition that any decisive move could be 
counterproductive. The central bank’s projections ~ slightly 
higher inflation, steady unemployment, modest growth ~ 
suggest a narrow path where the economy absorbs the shock 
without tipping into recession. But such projections rest on 
fragile assumptions: that oil prices will stabilise, that tariffs do 
not amplify cost pressures further, and that consumer 
sentiment holds. 

There is also a deeper structural shift at play. The global 
economy is entering an era where geopolitical risk is no longer 
episodic but persistent. Conflicts in energy-producing regions, 
trade fragmentation, and tighter migration policies are all 
reshaping supply conditions. In this environment, central 
banks may find their traditional playbook increasingly 
inadequate. The tools designed for managing cyclical demand 
are less effective against recurring external shocks. 

The Fed’s current stance, therefore, is best understood as 
strategic restraint. It is buying time ~ waiting for clearer data, for 
oil markets to settle, and for inflation trends to reassert 
direction. But this waiting game carries its own risk. If inflation 
proves more durable, delayed action could force sharper 
tightening later. If growth weakens suddenly, the Fed may find 
itself behind the curve. The real conclusion is stark: monetary 
policy alone cannot stabilise an economy buffeted by 
geopolitical forces. The Fed is not just pausing; it is operating at 
the edge of its relevance.

Wasted  skills 

Buying  time 

Women are increasingly 
involved in technical and 
operational roles such as 
managing water supply 
systems. In Odisha, women take 
the role of water managers and 
independent water users 
breaking away from traditional 
restrictive roles. Gujarat 
incentivises women-led water 
committees. In Himachal 
Pradesh women are actively 
involved in rainwater 
harvesting projects ensuring 
that during the dry season there 
is continuous water supply
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News Items

FIXATED BY 
FOOTWEAR 

 
J.A. RAMA MOORTY 
 

The other day, I went to bed after reading 
the Sherlock Holmes mystery novel 
The Hound of the Baskervilles. The 
entire night I was fixated over the plot. 

The next morning, I woke up to find one of 
my boots missing. I recalled how the vendetta-driven 
Jack Stapleton had stolen the boots of Sir Henry 
Baskerville so as to place it before his massive 
hound to scent out and attack when the latter 
was walking alone at night. I shuddered at the 
thought of a similar fate awaiting me. 

I confided my fears to my neighbours. They 
assured me that there were no deserted moors 
in Kolkata.  Also, I was not a politician, film-star, 
businessman, or one involved in property disputes, 
to be targeted in this manner. At the same time, 
what happened to me was not something unusual 
and that a couple of households in the neighbourhood 
had experienced their footwear being lifted by 
stray dogs.  Therefore, I should stop being carried 
away by mystery novels. 

That settled my nerves, but I could not fully 
get shoes out of my system. I recalled the 
numerous instances of my friends losing newly 
bought footwear from outside religious places. 

 I recalled how my father never went alone to 
a temple.  In those days, there were no booths 
for depositing your footwear. My father would 
take along my mother, or me. There, while one 
would go inside for darshan, the other would 
stand guard footwear. 

For a long time, I wondered why a disgusted 
person would fling only one shoe at a ‘lousy 
poet’ duing a kavi sammelan or mushaira. Had 
both been used as missiles, the hapless poet 
could at least have his shoe rack full of useable 
footwear! 

To my mind, the Japanese are the most 
innovative people in the world.  Even when they 
choose to protest, they use their creativity. Savour 
this one: the workers in a shoe factory were 
aggrieved that their demand for a substantial 
pay hike was not being met. Did they use tactics 
like strikes, or lockouts, to have their way? No 
Sir.   They started producing shoes for only one 
foot. When the factory was flooded with unusable 
shoes, the management was forced to concede 
the demands. 

Readers may recall Erich Maria Remarque’s 
iconic war novel, All Quiet on the Western Front, 
set in the backdrop of the First World War. Here, 
some of the soldiers are not unduly perturbed 
over their friends being killed. Instead, they feel 
smug in the feeling that they can now ‘inherit’ 
the boots of their fallen colleagues. 

Even Dale Carnegie, the doyen of motivational 
writers and speakers used the footwear analogy 
to put across his point for being thankful for 
what we have, instead of cribbing about what 
we do not have.  In his book, How to Stop 
Worrying and Start Living, he prominently used 
the following lines: 

I had the blues, 
Because I had no shoes, 
Until upon the street, 
I met a man who had no feet

CALCUTTA ROBBERY 

SIRCAR RELIEVED OF 
RS. 3,400 
London, Mar. 

ln connexion with a robbery committed in 
Tarachand Dutt Street, Calcutta, on Friday night, 
the Jorasanka police have arrested two taxi drivers, 
Abdul Kader and Ranki Singh. It is said that Badridas 
Brahman, a sircar in the employ of a Marwari firm, 
was going along the street, carrying Rs. 3,400 in 
notes, tied in a piece of cloth. He had just reached 
the head of Mandir Street, when a taxi occupied by 
four men, coming from behind, suddenly pulled up 
in front of him. Two men got down from the cab 
and snatching away the bundle of notes from the 
sircar boarded the taxi again and drove away. 

 

DACCA ACCIDENT 
DEATH OF TWO COOLIES: 
TWO MISSING 
DACCA, Mar. 

Yesterday, while some coolies were working 
at a sewerage under construction at the Bangsal 
Road side, the banks of the drain, plinth were 
unprotected, gave way, with the result that the 
coolies fell under the debris. Shortly after two 
men who are rescued died at the Mitford Hospital. 
A third man who was also taken out shortly 
after is lying in a precarious condition in hospital. 
It is stated that about five men were working 
when the sides gave way, but no trace of the 
other two could yet be obtained. 

 

STATE RAILWAY EARNINGS 
(From Our Correspondent.) 
DELHI, Mar. 

The total approximate gross earnings of all State 
railways for the week ended March 6, 1926 amounted 
to Rs. 2.01 crores or Rs. 22 lakhs less than the 
figures for the corresponding period of 1924-25. 
The total approximate gross earnings from April 
1925 to March 6, 1926, amounted to Rs. 91.90 crores 
or Rs. 100 lakhs less than the figures for the 
corresponding period of last year. 

ACROSS 
 

8    See 4 Down 

9    Rock partner�s 

body (5) 

10  Setter caught on 

to representation 

(4) 

11/19  Former 

wrestler now 

enjoys hand jiving 

(6,7) 

12  Trick signal from 

Robin? (8) 

13  Pour very shakily 

for dealer (8) 

15  A burden is over  

(6) 

17  South of Madrid, 

capital of Brazil � 

bizarre! (7) 

19  See 11 

22  Where you might 

be exposed to 

French letter on 

the radio? (6) 

24  Way to put down 

or flatter animal, 

maybe (8) 

26  Where to find 

novel rock? (8) 

28  Rock flower (6) 

30  You and I exist 

incompletely and 

deteriorate  

(4) 

31  Revise holy book, 

deleting additional 

words (5) 

32  Greetings around 

the world 

performed with 

this? (2-2) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    �Kept by tame 

owners,� as pet 

would say? (4) 

2    Set ovary in motion 

� be my guest! (4,4) 

3    Hard stone over 

English cathedral 

city ... (6) 

4/8  ... has turrets and 

a rocky peak (7,4) 

5    Rocky state of a 

party led by Brown, 

for example, in 

America (8) 

6    Witness struggle 

over nude twerp (6) 

7    Origins of hard 

outgrowth 

ruminant needs? (4) 

14  Adieu loyal sudoku 

solver: you 

ultimately rock (5) 

16  Ruin treat (5) 

18  Rock is a 50-carat 

amalgam, middle-

sized (8) 

20  Desperately need a 

key to perception 

without 

enhancement  

(5,3) 

21  Rock climbing in 

secret in Argentina 

(7) 

23  Star of toilet 

graffiti?  

(6) 

25  Stick poster in this 

place (6) 

27  Rocky area on 

eastern tip of 

Finland (4) 

29  Stone-working axes 

(4)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

8 9 10

11 12

13 14 15 16

17 18 19 20

21

22 23 24 25

26 27 28 29

30 31 32

S N O B B E R Y A B S O R B
T I A O X Y U A
R E L I C S P E C T A T O R
I P K E R R R I
D R A U G H T O X I N E P T
E I R T E A O

I N J O K E S I L I C O N
W T U A H E
A R S E N I C S U N L I T
S D Y H D H F
H O K U M P R O S E C U T E
E E U R P R A E
D A M P S Q U I B R E H A B
U P I S O O U L
P U T S C H S T A R G A Z E

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

NOW AND AGAIN

Last SundayÊs Solution

What his words tell us about Trump
RODRIGO PRAINO 
 

US President Donald Trump 
speaks in a way unlike 
any of his predecessors. 
His distinctive and highly 

recognisable style may even play a 
role in his appeal to his political 
base. Since the infamous Access 
Hollywood tapes, he has got away 
with saying things none of his 
predecessors would have ever 
dreamed of saying in public. This 
is particularly striking in a country 
that was shocked to learn in the 
1970s that Richard Nixon used dirty 
words in the Oval Office. 

Scholars have described Trump’s 
rhetorical style as “unbalanced 
vituperation”, stressing his constant 
use of demeaning language, false 
equivalences and exclusion. 

Even more strikingly, a recent 
study found Trump’s use of violent 
vocabulary, especially language 
linked to war and crime, represents 
a radical departure from US political 
tradition.  

Since the beginning of the war 
with Iran, Trump’s rhetoric has 
become even more combative and 
outrageous, marking an even sharper 
shift from the language used by 
his predecessors in similar occasions. 

What effect does this have and 
what does it tell us about the 
commander-in-chief’s state of mind? 

Trump announced the death of 
Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei by calling him a 
“wretched and vile man”. Later, in 
a Truth Social post, he called him 
“one of the most evil people in 
history” and referred to “his gang 
of bloodthirsty thugs”. 

A few days later, he continued 
denigrating leaders of the Iranian 
regime, describing them as “deranged 
scumbags” whose killing was for 
him a “great honor”. He has also 
insulted Mojtaba Khamenei, who 
succeeded his father as Iran’s 
Supreme Leader, describing him 
as “unacceptable” and a “lightweight”. 
He also stated during an interview 
that he believes Mojtaba is alive 
but “damaged”. 

Americans are no strangers to 
their presidents using strong language 
to describe adversaries. Ronald 
Reagan famously referred to the 
Soviet Union as an “evil empire”, 
and George W. Bush warned of an 
“Axis of Evil”.

Yet such rhetoric rarely extended 
to personal insults against individual 
foreign leaders. Leaders generally 
bring a mood to these speeches 
that recognises their words will be 
frightening for many people. It also 
acknowledges that in a war situation, 
lives will inevitably be lost. 

George W. Bush, for example, 
simply stated that US forces “captured 
Saddam Hussein alive”. Barack 
Obama announced to the nation 
Osama bin Laden’s kil l ing by 
addressing the mastermind of the 
worst terrorist attack on US soil 
simply as “Osama bin Laden, leader 
of al Qaeda, and a terrorist”. 

Trump has also shown little 
restraint in issuing threats. At the 
beginning of the conflict he stated 
in an interview that they had not 
even started hitting Iran hard and 
that the “big wave” was coming 
soon. He later posted on Truth 
Social that he was ready to hit Iran 
“twenty times harder” and threatened 
to “make it virtually impossible for 

Iran to ever be built back, as a 
Nation, again”, adding that “death, 
fire and fury will reign [sic] upon 
them”. At one point, he even suggested 
that he might strike Iran’s Kharg 
Island oil export hub again “just 
for fun”. 

This language is not only vitriolic. 
It also is in sharp contrast with 
the rhetoric of past US presidents 
who often emphasised restraint 
in the use of force and showed 
willingness to de-escalate military 
conflicts. 

Previous presidents have been 
very clear about the strength of 
the US military, but they have also 
tried to focus on diplomacy and 
negotiation. 

Obama, talking about Syria, 
famously remarked that “the United 
States military doesn’t do pinpricks”. 
Yet, moments later, he asked Congress 
to postpone a vote authorising the 
use of force while his administration 
pursued diplomatic options. 

Nixon stated during the Vietnam 
war that “The peace we seek to 
win is not victory over any other 

people, but the peace that comes 
‘with healing in its wings’; with 
compassion for those who have 
suffered; with understanding for 
those who have opposed us; with 
the opportunity for all the peoples 
of this Earth to choose their own 
destiny”. 

Trump’s threats of escalation 
also raise concerns about the safety 
of civilians and the protection of 
critical infrastructure. He recently 
stated he “didn’t do anything to do 
with the energy lines, because 
having to rebuild that would take 
years”. This remark suggests some 
awareness of the consequences of 
such actions. 

Even so, earlier presidents often 
distinguished explicitly between 
mil i tar y  targets  and civi l ian 
populations. George H. W. Bush, 
during the Gulf War, declared “our 
quarrel is not with the people of 
Iraq. We do not wish for them to 
suffer”. 

In 2003, George W. Bush warned 
Iraqi military and civilian personnel: 
“do not destroy oils wells, a source 
of wealth that belongs to the Iraqi 
people. Do not obey any command 
to use weapons of mass destruction 
against anyone, including the Iraqi 
people”. 

It is still unclear why Trump’s 
rhetoric is so violent and so far 
removed from the language of 
virtually every US president before 
him. A 2020 study found Trump’s 
foreign policy rhetoric often aims 
to create a sense of crisis to mobilise 
his domestic base – or distract from 
political troubles at home. 

Some observers argue Trump 
has used, or even manufactured, 
national crises as a mechanism to 

expand executive power through 
emergency declarations. Whether 
this is the case in the current war 
with Iran remains to be seen. 

But words certainly matter. 
On 19 December 1945, US President 

Harry S. Truman issued a special 
message to Congress recommending 
the Department of War and the 
Department of the Navy be merged 
into a single “Department of National 
Defense”. Between 1947 and 1949, 
Congress and the executive branch 
implemented this proposal.  

Many other countries went through 
a similar process in the postwar 
period, replacing the language of 
“war” from the name of their 
departments and ministries with 
the more restrained term “defence”. 

Seventy-six years later, in 2025, 
Trump reversed that tradition with 
an executive order renaming the 
Department of Defense as the US 
Department of War. 

This same executive order clearly 
states that the new name demonstrates 
a willingness to fight wars at a 
moment’s notice. And the reason 
is not only to defend, but to “secure 
what is ours”. 

Viewed in light of the current 
war with Iran, those words provide 
some insight into the administration’s 
thinking. They also invite reflection 
on other words coming out of the 
administration and its supporters, 
including the “Gulf of America”, 
the idea of Canada as the “51st 
state”, and even the far-fetched 
“Trump 2028” chant. 

 
 

(The writer is Professor & Director, Jeff Bleich 
Centre for Democracy and Disruptive 
Technologies, Flinders University. This article 
was published on www.theconversation.com)

The privilege of silence
ABHIK ROY 
 

Few scandals  in re cent 
memory have shaken public 
confidence in institutions 
as  profoundly as  the 

revelations surrounding the late 
financier Jeffrey Epstein. What 
initially appeared to be the story 
of a wealthy man engaged in criminal 
behaviour gradually revealed 
something far more disturbing: a 
network of privilege and influence 
that allowed abuse to flourish for 
years. 

Epstein was not an obscure 
criminal operating on the margins 
of society. On the contrary, he 
moved comfortably within the 
highest circles of wealth and power. 
His social orbit included political 
leaders, billionaires, celebrities, 
academics, and influential figures 
from across the world. His homes 
and private aircraft became gathering 
places for individuals whose wealth 
and status placed them among the 
global elite. The disturbing implication 
is that the scandal was not merely 
about the crimes of one individual, 
but about the social environment 
that enabled those crimes to persist. 

For years, Epstein maintained 
extraordinary access to influential 
people even after serious allegations 
about his conduct had surfaced. 
That fact raises an unavoidable 
question: how could a man widely 
accused of exploiting vulnerable 
young girls continue to enjoy the 
company and confidence of the 
powerful? 

The answer lies partly in the 
culture that often surrounds extreme 
wealth and privilege. In elite social 
circles, influence and money create 
environments where scrutiny 
becomes uncomfortable. Invitations 
to exclusive gatherings, access to 

private networks, and the promise 
of financial opportunity produce 
relationships that discourage 
confrontation. In such settings, 
troubling truths can remain hidden 
in plain sight, not necessarily 
because everyone is unaware, but 
because acknowledging them would 
disrupt a world built on mutual 
advantage and social deference. 

The Epstein scandal therefore 
illustrates how power can distort 
accountability. Allegations surfaced 
repeatedly over the years, yet 
meaningful consequences were 
slow to follow. Legal proceedings 
moved cautiously, investigations 
stalled, and the voices of victims 
struggled to gain attention. For the 
young women who came forward, 
the  imbalance of  p ower  was 
overwhelming. Many came from 
disadvantaged backgrounds and 
found themselves confronting not 
merely a wealthy individual but 
an entire social structure shaped 
by prestige, money, and influence. 
Their experiences reveal how 
systems of privilege can silence 
the vulnerable, especially when 
the accused inhabit social circles 
that command admiration and 
authority. 

In societies that claim to uphold 
equality before the law, such 
outcomes should provoke deep 
reflection. Justice cannot function 
effectively if wealth and status 
create  invis ible  barr iers  to 
accountability. The perception that 
powerful individuals operate under 
different rules is perhaps the most 
corrosive consequence of this 
scandal. When citizens begin to 
suspect that the law applies differently 
to the rich and the influential, trust 
in institutions inevitably begins 
to erode. Courts, investigators, and 
law-enforcement agencies derive 

their legitimacy from the principle 
that no one stands above the law. 
When that principle app ears 
compromised, the credibility of 
the entire system comes into 
question. 

The case also raises a broader 
issue about how modern societies 
respond to wrongdoing within 
elite circles. Extreme wealth often 
brings with it a powerful social 
shield. Individuals who move 
within exclusive networks benefit 
from prestige, influence, and access 
to resources that ordinary citizens 
c a n  s c a rc e ly  i m a g i n e .  T h e i r 
reputations are protected by 
institutions that may depend on 
their patronage, donations, or 
political connections. In such 
circumstances, allegations against 
influential  f igures frequently 
encounter hesitation rather than 
decisive action. Journalists may 
face pressure to tread carefully, 
institutions may worry about 
confronting powerful benefactors, 
and legal processes may move 
slowly when complicated financial 
and political interests are involved. 

The cumulative effect is a culture 
in which silence becomes easier 
than accountability. Such silence 
can have devastating consequences 
for victims. Many of the young 
women who accused Epstein of 
abuse spent years struggling to be 
heard, their voices overshadowed 
by the prestige of those surrounding 
him. Yet their persistence eventually 
forced the world to confront 
uncomfortable realities. 

Their courage reminds us that 
systems of privilege are not invincible. 
When victims speak out and 
investigative journalism exposes 
hidden truths, even powerful 
networks can b e chal lenge d. 
Nevertheless, the fact that such 

exposure required extraordinary 
persistence should trouble anyone 
who believes in the fairness of 
democratic institutions. 

Throughout history, societies 
have often granted moral exemptions 
to the rich and powerful. Wealth 
and success create a halo effect 
that  discourages skep ticism. 
Individuals  who acc umulate 
extraordinary influence frequently 
acquire a level of admiration that 
shields them from scrutiny. Their 
connections span politics, business, 
academia, and culture, forming 
networks in which criticism can 
feel like betrayal. Yet accountability 
requires precisely that willingness 
to question power. A society that 
refuses to scrutinize its elites risks 
creating an environment in which 
privilege becomes a substitute 
for responsibility and reputation 
replaces justice. 

Ultimately, the Epstein scandal 
represents more than a criminal 
case; it is a test of society’s moral 
resolve. The protection of the 
vulnerable must remain the highest 
priority of any civilized community. 
Children and young people deserve 
the full protection of the law 
regardless of the wealth or influence 
of those who might harm them. 

When justice appears selective, 
the moral foundations of society 
begin to weaken and public trust 
begins to crumble. History reminds 
us that injustice rarely survives 
without the quiet cooperation of 
those who choose not to question 
it. When silence protects power, 
wrongdoing thrives - and when 
silence becomes the norm, complicity 
becomes inevitable. 

 
(The writer is Professor Emeritus of 
Communication Studies, Loyola Marymount 
University, Los Angeles.)
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Nupur Amarnath

In 2022, when finance professional-turned-
gallerist Ayesha Parikh chose an old house 
in Bandra for her gallery, Art & Charlie, it 
raised eyebrows. Far from Mumbai’s art 
districts of Fort and Colaba, Bandra was 
better known for its cafés and bars. Parikh 
also reimagined programming—not just 

talks or walkthroughs, but classical music, thea-
tre, comedy shows and arcade nights. If something 
had even a 50% connection to an exhibit, she used 
it as a starting point, expanding the gallery into a 
more open, experimental cultural space.

At that time, she faced a lot of heat. People com-
mented Art & Charlie was not a gallery because 
of these “cultural” programmes. But Parikh was 
certain that fresh programming would help her 
build audiences beyond the traditional collectors. 
“It was essential because it was a new neighbour-
hood and I had to build an audience from scratch.” 
Four years and 30+ shows later, Art & Charlie has 
only widened the scope of its programming.

Parikh says the typical white cube model of art 
gallery has been primed for change for a while now. 
“There was the traditional white cube—a location 
with four white walls. That wasn’t working. New 
collectors weren’t coming in. It was becoming a silo 
and everybody was worried.”

The white cube is the minimalist gallery aes-
thetic—white walls, neutral lighting, no distrac-
tions—designed to isolate and elevate art for 
pure viewing. Institutionalised by the Museum 
of Modern Art in the 1930s New York and named 
by art critic Brian O’Doherty, white cube was once 
revolutionary but is now often seen as static and 
even alienating. The push to move beyond it isn’t 
new. After the 2008 financial crisis, New York-
based art curator Carrie Scott reimagined gallery 
as a hybrid model, arguing that art must exist in 
lived, real-world contexts.

Galleries in India too are busy rethinking and 

reinventing for the 
new audience. For in-
stance, Rina Upadhyaya, 
a newbie artist, looks 
out for well-curated, solo 
shows. Typographer Pooja 
Saxena enjoys visiting 

contemporary art galler-
ies Akar Prakar and Pulp 
Society in Delhi where the 
focus is on graphic arts, 
printmaking, independ-
ent publishing, etc.

Pulp Society claims to be 
an approachable, anti-white 
cube gallery. Approachable 
and accessible are two 
traits most galleries are 
pursuing. A paper on young 

people’s perceptions of the Auckland Art Gallery 
found that despite thousands passing by daily, few 
entered. It says cultural institutions, though pub-
licly funded and free, often maintain the illusion of 
democratic access while catering to specific social 
groups. There may be no visible barriers, but many 
young people feel they do not belong.

ACCESSIBLE ART
Parikh says these young people need to be wooed. 
Sahil Arora, founder of Method, a contemporary 
art gallery in Mumbai and Delhi, agrees and adds 
that he never saw the space as being restricted to 
visual art. He says, “If we enjoy music, spoken 
word or theatre, there’s no reason why that can’t 
exist in a gallery. It wasn’t a conscious business 
decision as much as a natural extension of our 
own interests.” Most galleries, he says, become 
a reflection of the people running them. “In our 
case, that meant focusing on young, emerging 
practices on the art side, but also building pro-
gramming around film screenings, music and 
literature. The idea was to create a space that feels 
different—not just in what is shown, but in how 
people experience it.”

He says that going to a gallery is becoming more 
of a social experience. “For us, it has always been 
about making art accessible to as many people as 
possible. Now a lot of new people are buying 

because they like something and it fits their 
budget.” Social media has become a major 
discovery channel. “We are seeing young-
er collectors, people in their 30s and 40s, 

entering the market, and that’s shifting 
how galleries think about audiences 
and engagement.”

What’s also changing is the 
nature of art, which is mak-
ing galleries rethink. Roobina 
Karode, director and chief cu-
rator, Kiran Nadar Museum of 

Art, says contemporary art is 
interdisciplinary in its outlook. 

Apart from painting, sculpture and print, there 
are video installations, immersive performances 
and even temporary architectural structures. 
“All this changes the way art is showcased and 
even imagined by institutions.”

GALLERY VIEW
Even traditional galleries are responding, like 
Delhi’s Gallery Espace that has been around 
since the early 1990s. Founder Renu Modi says, 
“The largely informal art ecosystem has ma-
tured. The segmentation between galleries, 
auction houses, museums and art fairs is much 
more distinct. Today, galleries are a key link in 
the ecosystem.”

She says even the physical space has changed as 
art requires more space. Espace, for instance, now 
occupies a three-storey space. It is also looking at 
virtual spaces. In 2020, it held its Instagram-only 
exhibition “Abstract Notations”. “During Covid, 
online viewing rooms or digital exhibitions were 
quite the trend. That hybrid model is here to stay.”

Online community is the next hunting ground 
for collectors. Bhavna Kakar, founder of Latitude 
28, says social media is important. With over 
20,000 Instagram followers for the gallery, so-
cial media is critical not just for outreach but 
for shaping audience behaviour. At one of their 
recent openings, nearly 30% of the 500+ guests 

came through so-
cial media. “Digital 
platforms bring in 
a more diverse audi-
ence and change the 
energy of the space. 
While programming 
is not conceived for 
Instagram, there is 
an awareness of how 
work is encountered, 
shared and extended 
online. It is an added 
layer of visibility 
that galleries cannot 
ignore.” 

Kakar notes that 

Lijee Philip

In the garden of L’hôtel de Maisons, 
which was once home to fashion de-
signer Karl Lagerfeld, the visitors 
of Design Miami.Paris encountered 
something unusual: a gleaming me-
nagerie of animals—elephant, tor-
toise, tiger and crocodile—crafted 
in repoussé metal and drawn from 
the fables of the Panchatantra. As 
they walked through the installa-
tion in Paris, scents 
created by smell sci-
entist Sissel Tolaas 
drifted through the 
air, transforming the 
space into an immer-
sive sensory garden.

The installation, ti-
tled The Soul Garden, 
was created by Delhi-
b a s e d  d e s i g n e r 
Vikram Goyal. The 
scu lptural pieces 
doubled as furniture 
and limited-edition 
collectibles, blurring the boundary 
between art, design and craft. It was 
a statement about how traditional 
craftsmanship could be reimagined 
as contemporary global luxury.

That approach increasingly de-
fines the way some Indian creators 
are reshaping the luxury landscape. 
Across fashion, design and gas-
tronomy, they are responding to a 
rising cohort of wealthy Indians—
particularly Gen Z and younger mil-
lennials—who are less interested in 
conspicuous logos and more drawn 

to craftsmanship, storytelling and 
experience. Instead of overt displays 
of wealth, they prefer what the in-
dustry calls quiet luxury: objects 
and experiences that feel culturally 
rooted, rare and personal.

TELL ME A STORY
Designers such as Goyal, 
couturier Tarun Tahiliani 
and chef Manish Mehrotra 
are accelerating this shift, 

introducing entry-
level lines, limit-
ed-edition collect-
ibles, affordable 
gastronomy and 
digital engage-
ment to attract 
more consumers 
without diluting quality.

“There is a deeper cu-
riosity about how things 
are made, the materials 
involved and the story 
behind an object,” says 
Goyal. “Craft offers a 

sense of authenticity and individu-
ality that resonates strongly, par-
ticularly when presented through 
a contemporary design lens.” 

A former investment banker, 
Goyal cofounded the beauty brand 
Kama Ayurveda and the life-
style brand Viya. Vikram 
Goyal Studio has 
limited edi-

tion collections, including works 
in repoussé brass and sculptural 
furniture pieces. At Viya, entry-
level accents start at `10,000 while 
Studio’s collectibles are priced high-
er. “Applying structured thinking to 
a traditional craft ecosystem helps 
bridge heritage craftsmanship with 
the expectations of the international 
design market,” he says. “It makes 
craft relevant for a new generation 
of collectors.”

Tahiliani sees the same sensibili-
ties in fashion. He is expanding ac-
cess to his designs through OTT, a 
diffusion line offering resort kaf-
tans for about `40,000 and jackets 

for ̀ 50,000. The goal is to bring her-
itage craft to everyday life rather 
than confine it to weddings. “To 
keep it relevant to younger audi-
ences, it has to feel younger in terms 
of silhouette. It cannot be cumber-
some,” says Tahiliani. “Diffusion 
lines allow people to engage with 
craft in their daily lives.” He says 
the younger HNIs are diverse in 
their spending and lifestyle choic-
es. “Some want the whole shebang 
wedding; others are more deliber-
ate. There’s a lot of projection, but 
also quiet self-awareness,” he notes. 
Tahiliani says diffusion lines act 
as an entry point, allowing younger 
consumers to gradually experience 
a brand’s universe.

The same philosophy extends to 
gastronomy. At Nisaba, Mehrotra’s 

new restaurant in Delhi, he experi-
ments with regional Indian flavours 
in unexpected ways—slow-cooked 
lamb ribs, tempered jeera and caper 
aloo bharta, all in one plate. “The 
new cohort is ready to pay for inno-
vative situations,” says Mehrotra. 
“They enjoy destination dining, 
whether it’s mountain cuisine or 
on a yacht overlooking the Gateway 
of India. Indian food is constantly 
evolving, and we experiment with 
flavours, textures and presentation 
to engage the diner’s senses.”

For Mehrotra, luxury is about 
experience, mirroring what Goyal 
and Tahiliani are doing in design 
and fashion, respectively. The fo-
cus is on craftsmanship and sen-
sory engagement.

“Although logos still matter for 
some, younger affluent consumers 
are increasingly drawn to products 
that embody culture, narrative and 
craftsmanship,” says Tahiliani.

CRAFTED IN INDIA
The luxury consumer in India is 
rapidly evolving. For many, the ap-
peal lies not in logos but in quality, 
comfort and craftsmanship.

Luxury consultant Sabina Chopra 
says the new, moneyed customers are 
discerning and not drawn to oversized 
branding. They are willing to invest 
more in pieces that offer ease of wear, 
self-expression and meaning.  There’s 
also a clear shift away from transac-
tional relationships with brands to 
deeper, more lasting value, she adds.  
For designers and luxury creators, 
this opens up scalable opportunities 
through new verticals, adds Chopra .

Indian creators are aware of this 
as they redefine Made in India on 
the global stage. 

From repoussé animals in a Paris 
garden to chikankari jackets paired 
with T-shirts in Delhi, there is a 
change in how luxury is defined and 
consumed. For designers, chefs and 
artists, craft and culture, thought-
fully reimagined, are the currency of 
modern luxury.

lijee.philip@timesofindia.com

Quiet luxury, rooted in tradition and craft, is making its presence 
felt as a growing cohort of rich Indians seeks stories beyond logos

Wealth Whisperings

The luxury 
consumer in 
India is evolving 
rapidly. They 
are not drawn 
to oversized 
branding. They 
seek quality, 
exclusivity and 
authenticity

The new cohort is ready 
to pay for innovative 
situations, says Mehrotra. 
“They enjoy destination 
dining, whether it’s 
mountain cuisine or on 
a yacht overlooking the 
Gateway of India”

Tahiliani says 
diffusion lines 
bring heritage 
craft to 
everyday life

At Nisaba, Mehrotra 
experiments with 
regional Indian � avours

Goyal with 
Nakra  The 
Crocodile

Manish 
Mehrotra

the White Wall
The contemporary art gallery is a cultural hub that’s

moving beyond the white cube, driven by younger,

digital-�rst audiences and experimental artists

5More than Art: Galleries are becoming 
multi-use spaces for performances, 
workshops, pop-ups

More Experience-led: With the rise 
of installations, digital and video art, 
exhibitions are immersive, often designed 
to be participatory

More Accessibility: Informal layouts, 
clearer interpretation, public programming 
and outreach to bring in new viewers

More Buyers: As digitally savvy collectors 
enter the market, galleries prioritise online 
platforms, storytelling and newer artists

More Phygital: Instagram, social 
community, online viewing rooms and 
digital archives are now central, not 
supplementary

55More than Art: 5More than Art: 5 Galleries are becoming 

Changes

There was the traditional 
white cube—a fixed 

address with four white 
walls. That isn’t working 
anymore. The role of a gallery 
is primed for a change”

AYESHA PARIKH,
founder, Art & Charlie

People 
engage with 

art in different 
ways. What is 
important is to 
create multiple 
entry points to the 
same material”

VARUN NAYAR, 
director, Impart

Social media has become critical 
not just for outreach but for 

shaping audience behaviour. Over 500 
people attended an opening recently, 
with 30% coming through social 

media. Digital platforms bring in a 
more diverse audience and change 
the energy of the space”

BHAVNA KAKAR, 
founder, Latitude 28

to being trans-
actional venues. Sunaina 
Anand, director of Art Alive 
Gallery, Delhi, says galler-
ies have institutional pres-
ence in the art ecosystem, 
blurring the boundaries 
of exhibition, retail, per-
formance and community. 
“Art is not just a commod-
ity; it is an experience.” She 
adds, “Collectors nowadays 
are also researching art to 
make informed decisions 
and seeking deeper under-
standing of the works.”

As audience looks for ex-
perience beyond just exhibi-
tions, Richa Agarwal, CEO of 
Kolkata’s Emami Art, says, 
“If we want art to remain 
relevant, we must allow it to 
grow beyond traditional for-
mats and become part of a 
larger cultural conversation. 
Art should be an emotional 
and lived experience, not 
something that feels distant 
or academic.”

STEP OUT OF THE FRAME
The very idea of a gallery is 
changing. Sikao is a nomad-
ic art gallery with no fixed 
home. It thrives on the idea 
that each time it arrives in a 
new city, it brings the same works into an entirely 
different context.

However, unlike Sikao, location is important 
for others. Ashish Thapar, founder of the Thapar 
Gallery in Delhi, says location plays a role in shap-
ing their programme: “It’s not just the location—
the character of the building also matters.”

He says galleries are not obligated to follow a 
pattern of engagement to stay relevant. “Some 
galleries respond more closely to collectors, 
while others are led by artists. But the grow-
ing emphasis on programming and experience 
raises an important question of what is being 
gained and what might be lost.” He says galleries 
need to walk a fine line. “Not everything needs 
to serve interpretation. Perhaps enjoyment 
plays a more central role now than it once did. 
The risk, however, is that art becomes just one 
element in a broader spectacle, rather than its 
primary focus.”

Kakar disagrees as she says that meet-
ing audiences where they already are 
has worked for her. The modern-day art 

gallery wears many hats, including a 
hangout. There’s no one traditional 
model to follow, it is a spectrum. As 
Parikh says, “It’s not just about art 
anymore, it’s about hanging out, im-
mersion, community.” The walls are 
still there, but the door is wide open.

nupur.amarnath@timesofindia.com

Even the 
physical 

space of the gallery 
has changed. 
Earlier, we needed 
less space as most 
works were 
paintings and 
drawings. Today 
we have digital 
works, 
installations, 
conceptual works, 
large sculptures 
and immersive 
practices. All of this 
requires more 
space”

RENU MODI, 
founder, Gallery 
Espace

Shilpa Gupta’s installation 
StillTheyKnowNotWhatIDream 

at Vadehra

Audiences 
seek greater 

context and 
education. Talks, 
walkthroughs and 
texts have become 
integral, expanding 
the gallery’s role 
into one of 
mediation and 
engagement”

ROSHNI VADEHRA, 
director, Vadehra 
Art Gallery   

gallery programming 
is conceptualised keeping the 

younger, under-45 audience in mind, but not 
at the cost of rigour. “The focus is on creating mul-
tiple entry points rather than simplifying content. 
The intent is not dilution but demystification.”

Varun Nayar, director of Impart, an online 
art history platform by the Art & Photography 
Foundation, Bengaluru, says, “People engage 
with art in very different ways. Some prefer to 
read, others listen or watch, while some look for 
more interactive or hands-on experiences. What 
is important is to create multiple entry points to 
the same material.” There’s also a move towards 
participation. “The audiences are looking for ways 
to contextualise, question and build relationships 
with what they see,” he says. Nayar says the big 
shift is that digital spaces have come into their 
own: “Digital allows for more flexible and ongo-
ing engagement.”

EXTENDED ROLE
The gallery has moved from being a site of exhibi-
tion to an institutional role with residencies, pub-
lications, outreach, collaborations and program-
ming. Roshni Vadehra, director of the Vadehra Art 
Gallery, Delhi, says contemporary practices have 
pushed galleries to become more flexible and col-
laborative. “There is a strong 
move toward creating immer-
sive environments, and art-
ists often look to galleries as 
partners in enabling engage-
ments and experiences,” she 
says. The new art audience, 
according to her, seeks great-
er context and education.

Mumbai’s legacy gallery 
Chemould Prescott Road 
has seen the artscape 
change since 1963. Creative 
director Shireen Gandhy 
says the experience of view-
ing is enhanced when art is 
seen in the company of po-
etry, prose, music and talk. 
Art galleries, she believes, 
are becoming spaces that 
people want to visit for a day 
out. “A city like Mumbai is thirsty 
for interactions. When we animate 
exhibitions in ways appropriate 
to them, we keep alive the habit of 
coming to galleries.”

Galleries are no longer confined 

A city like 
Mumbai is 

thirsty for 
interactions. When 
we animate 
exhibitions in 
ways appropriate 
to people, we keep 
alive the habit of 
coming to 
galleries”

SHIREEN 
GANDHY, 
creative 
director, 
Chemould 
Prescott 
Road

Ashfika 
Rahman’s 

work Than 
Para

An Odissi 
performance 
at Latitude 28

Blindfolded visitors at Mithu Sen’s 
show “What Do Birds Dream at Dusk”

Art & 
Charlie has 
programmes 
beyond art
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It was from the sky that the worst of  
hellfire rained down.

The Islamic State of  Iraq and Syria 
(ISIS) had taken control of  large 
swathes of  land across borders. In the 

Syrian region of  Deir ez-Zor in 2014, 
Maram, only 7, witnessed unspeakable hor-
rors and barely escaped with her life. If  
some miracle ensured that she survived the 
ISIS, bombs targeting the occupying forces 
flattened the homes right next to hers. 
Forced to flee, Maram, like thousands of  
others, somehow made it to the Shatila refu-
gee camp in Beirut.

Seven years later, Maram, in her early 
teens, was set to be married off. She was il-
literate and had never seen the inside of  a 
school. But at Shatila, she saw some children 
play a sport she did not recognise—cricket. 
Her curiosity about the boy hurling a ball 
with his “arm straight” and another hitting 
it “on both sides” was so sharp that she just 
had to try it for herself.

That marriage didn’t happen. Instead, 
Maram mastered the fundamentals of  crick-
et and became proficient enough to take on 
the bigger boys and captain the girls’ team.

Mohammad Kheir, a Palestinian Syrian, is 
the coach who showed Maram the basics  of  
the game. He is the cofounder of  the Alsama 
Project—an NGO providing education to ref-
ugees in West Asia—alongside Meike 
Ziervogel, Kadria Hussien and Richard 
Verity. Ziervogel is a German-born novelist 
and publisher who once worked as a journal-
ist; Hussien, a refugee herself, is a community 
leader who had the respect and trust of  
Shatila even before Alsama was founded; and 
Verity is a former McKinsey partner who 
worked in the global energy sector.

LET’S PLAY
Kheir is the backbone of  Alsama’s cricket 
programme. It’s a matter of  great pride to him 
that more than 800 people from the refugee 
camps play the game. More than 30 coaches, 
International Cricket Council Level 1 certi-
fied, grow the game, taking it beyond the 
camps. It’s a stunning achievement that 
Alsama organises an annual cricket tourna-
ment that features a joint Indian-Pakistani 
team, a Sri Lankan team and teams made up 
of  locals. At these tournaments, cricket opens 
the door, but music and food follow, with each 
diverse group bringing to their fellow dis-
placed what they miss most about home.

“People often ask me, Why cricket? 
Why not football? Or basketball? 
Cricket is unique,” says 
Kheir. “It’s a non-contact 
sport. This means boys 
and girls can play to-
gether and, through 
this, learn how to 
socialise. As a 
game, it is as 
much mental as 
it is physical, 
which means that 
even if  you are 
younger or small-
er, you can play 
against others. 
Also, in cricket, 
there are many 
events to cele-
brate—a wicket, a 
six,  a  four,  a 
catch—while in 
football, the team 
comes together to 
celebrate only 
when a goal is 
scored. That 
may happen 
a few times 
in a match. 
But in crick-
et, there is al-
ways something to 
celebrate together.”

Initially, when 
Kheir and the kids 
started a street 
game of  cricket, it 
was a curiosity to pas-
sersby. How do you know 
this game, they would 
wonder. “Cricket thus helps 
us understand their culture, 
and take our culture to them,” 
says Kheir. “In other countries, 
cricket is just one option. For us, 
cricket is a need. It is where the 
culture and values of  Alsama 
come together as a curriculum.”

LET’S STUDY
Alsama does not exist to grow 
cricket although it does a fine job of  
that. Alsama’s schools help 950 stu-
dents across four centres go from illitera-
cy to university in six years. The core sub-
jects are Arabic, English and maths, with 

skill-based training in information technol-
ogy, science, logical reasoning and profes-
sionalism. This, along with yoga, music and 
awareness, works to bridge the gap for these 
students, 60% of  whom are girls.

The traditional timeline is compressed be-
cause many of  the children in need did not 
get the start they needed and do not have the 
luxury of  12 years of  continuity. Alsama’s 
rapid literacy programme, which covers the 
basics in just six months, won the 2024 
International Prize of  the Library of  
Congress Literacy Award and the 2025 
Ockenden International Prize. Alsama has 
managed to deliver education at just 83% of  
Lebanon’s average cost for refugee educa-
tion, according to UN.

Alsama relies on institutional and indi-
vidual donations to fund its work. It’s small 
enough to be highly credible—81% of  funds 
goes directly to student education—and 
large enough to warrant grants from the 
likes of  the Altenburg Foundation and the 
Angus Lawson Memorial Trust in the UK 
and the Girls Opportunity Alliance of  the 
Obama Foundation. It counts among its 
partners the Marylebone Cricket Club, 
which is as establishment as it gets.

Alsama’s funding has grown, from about 
£260,000 in 2021, its first year, to £755,000 in 
2022, £815,000 in 2023 and £1.27 million in 2024, 
according to filings made to the Charity 
Commission for England and Wales.

This may sound like a lot of  money, but it 
isn’t when there are more than 3,000 children 
on a waiting list, hoping that a fifth Alsama 
centre will open soon. 

ROAD TO LEBANON
Richard’s surname Verity blesses him with 
cricket pedigree—his distant relation 
Hedley was a legendary Yorkshire and 

England off-spinner, peerless in his time, 
with nearly 2,000 First Class wickets. Hedley, 
who died of  war wounds in Italy in 1943, just 
shy of  his 38th birthday, is remembered for 
exhorting his fellow soldiers to “keep going” 
even after being hit in the chest by a bullet. 
Richard and Hedley share more than a sur-
name and bloodline.

It was a conversation with Ziervogel on a 
walk on the Scottish island of  Coll in the 
Hebrides in 2017 that put Verity on the path to 
Lebanon. The two outdid each other in talk-
ing about how dissatisfied they were with 
their lives, which were utterly prosperous and 
outwardly enviable. Their kids had grown up, 

and it occurred to them that there might not 
be many significant milestones between then 
and death. “We looked back and there was suc-
cess for each of  us,” says Verity. “I had an im-
pact, raising the share price of  McKinsey cli-
ents, but on the wider world? I was indifferent 
to the people at the bottom of  the social hierar-
chy, and it was here that I was drawn to those 
in the Lebanese refugee camps.”

Verity took what he learned in his job to his 
vocation: quality of  processes. He also 
brought something that set Alsama apart 
from many NGOs: honouring data and using 
it to course-correct and make decisions.

EDUCATION IS A PRIVILEGE HERE
But Verity had to rethink some of  the funda-
mentals in his new life. “The children we work 
with look different, have a different religion, 
language, culture and set of  life experiences 
from my own,” he says. “But in these teenag-
ers I could recognise the same foolishness, 
aspirations, strength, ability to grow and ac-
quire new knowledge—there are ways in 
which all teenagers are the same, irrespective 
of  context. My idea of  how different they 
were, and how hard it would be to bridge the 
gap, was challenged. There is one significant 
difference: in the rich world, teenagers per-
ceive education as an almighty chore imposed 
on them; at Alsama, teenagers realise it is a 
privilege, not a right. And that reflects in their 
attendance, discipline, work ethic and, ulti-
mately, academic achievements.”

Alsama had one near-death experience in 
2024, when the bombing of  southern Beirut 
forced many students back to Syria, and em-
bassies brought significant pressure on their 
nationals to leave. The teachers of  Alsama 
stayed. Mobile phones and data cards were 
sourced and delivered so classes could con-
tinue on WhatsApp. A fundraiser paid for 
makeshift dormitories in the Christian quar-
ter to ensure final-year students could stay 
and reach the finish line. Alsama registered 
their schools with the UN in the hope that if  a 
foreign country bombed Beirut, they might 
avoid its coordinates. A worthy bet, but far 
from certainty in the times we live in.

Alsama had to do that, says Verity, to give stu-
dents “the real certainty that we were com-
mitting to them and that if  they committed to 
us, their education would continue”.

THE ARC OF THE BALL
So, where do you see yourself  in five years?  
This overused question is not one you ask 
someone in a refugee camp. Shatila was set 
up in 1949 as a temporary settlement, but 
some of  those who ended up there have 
grown up there. They are some of  the most 
forgotten people in the world.

But Alsama has allowed Wissal, who has 
been there from the beginning and is now 18, 
the gift of  dreaming coupled with a pathway. 
“When I was 11, ISIS forced me to wear a 
niqab,” she says. “Before Alsama and cricket, 
our families underestimated us because we 
were girls. They did not believe in us. Now, as 
we learn and grow from players to coaches, 
something has shifted. They see us. They val-
ue us. When a decision has to be taken at 
home, they ask us what we would do.”

Wissal, who likes watching English cricket-
ers Sophia Dunkley and Jofra Archer, be-
lieves cricket and education are inextricably 
intertwined. “When I have spent the week, 7 
am to 5 pm, preparing for the SATs, I need that 

game of  cricket on the weekend to release 
stress, clear my mind and set goals for the next 
week. It looks like a day off, and it is, but it’s 
also not,” says Wissal. “I am Syrian by ethnic-
ity, Lebanese by nationality, I speak English... 
as a refugee, I am everybody, and I am nobody. 
But, because of  cricket, I have an identity.”

Wissal wants to be a psychologist. “Cricket 
teaches you to listen; from listening comes 
understanding,” says Wissal, who is a child 
protection officer to whom young ones come 
with their problems—of  school, friends, 
home. “I am from them, so they come to me. 
But they have the solutions. They just don’t 
know it. I listen, I speak and we unlock it.”

CRICKET IS CONNECTION 
Wissal’s friend, Maram, whom they call the 
Iron Butterfly, says, “I am happy and at peace 
when I am on the ground. My teammates are 
the flowers I flit to so I am the butterfly.” She 
adds, “But if  you hit me for a four or a six, I will 
keep bowling off  spin to you till I get you out. 
Even if  it takes 1,000 balls, I will bowl, so I am 
the iron butterfly.”

“The thing is, girls use their brains all the 
time,” she says. “Boys? They only use their 
brains when muscles don’t work. In one 
match, I got hit for a six by a good player. 
Everyone cheered and he felt like a king. I saw 
the crowd and said to myself, ‘This is the mo-
ment everything changes.’ Step by step, the 
butterfly made her move. I got him out. I won’t 
forget that moment. He won’t either.”

Maram likes Virat Kohli (obviously!), 
“adores” Smriti Mandhana and explains how 
cricket taught her equity. “How can you call 
yourself  a member of  the cricket community 
if  you have gender bias?” she asks so strident-
ly that it feels like she might pop out of  the 
Zoom screen any moment. 

“When I went back to my village, I had to 
teach a young girl how to bowl. I told her to 
draw the biggest circle she could with her 
arm, and from then on, it was straight. It takes 
a month to go from throwing to bowling, but 
she got there in two days,” recalls Maram. “I 
can talk to you about cricket for 100 years, but 
you won’t get it. Give me a ball and I can show 
you and you will learn. Cricket is connection: 
without that, would you and I be talking?”

It was initially hard to convince Maram’s 
parents that education was useful. “They 
thought I was studying to escape the family. 
Now they realise that I play, I learn and I will 
get a university degree to support my family,” 
says Maram, who has won awards, earned a 
place to finish her education in the UK, but 
chose to stay, because her ultimate goal is at 
home. “I want to bring the world to my village. 
They have no running water, no electricity, no 
technology—all the things we think are nor-
mal. I want to go back and build a small school 
because you have to start from zero. Then one 
and one make two, two and two four, and that’s 
how the world is built.”

There’s an idiom you do not use around the 
children of  Alsama: the sky is the limit. In 
Arabic, alsama means “sky” or “heavens”. 
For the children of  these camps, sky is merely 
the stepping stone to grow wings and fly.

The writer is former 
joint editor-in-chief, Wisden India

Anand Vasu

Cricket’s 
Children
in War-Torn Beirut

In the refugee camps of Lebanon, children who have escaped battles and
 bombing are coming together over a sport they have never known before,

 never played before—cricket. The non-contact game is bringing together boys 
and girls in the education centres of Alsama Project, offering them 

hope, joy, connection and a sense of identity

Children playing cricket in Beirut 

Mohammad Kheir, 
a Palestinian  Syrian,

is the backbone of Alsama’s
cricket programme

Maram (left), a Syrian 
refugee, likes Virat  
Kohli and adores
Smriti Mandhana   

Alsama Project provides education to refugees in West Asia Before cofounding Alsama Project, Verity was a McKinsey partner 

Wissal, 18, says, “Before 
Alsama and cricket, our families 
underestimated us because we 
were girls. Now, as we learn and 
grow from players to coaches, 
something has shifted. They see 
us. They value us”

More than 800 people in the 
refugee camps play cricket. There 
are over 30 coaches, with ICC 
Level 1 certification, to grow the 
game, taking it beyond the camps

Wissal (left)
says, “Because of

cricket I have an 
identity” 
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W e carried the empty paper
bag home with us on the
plane, taking care not to rip

it, and then pasted it into our scrap-
book.

Our father and mother, in the
spring of 1958, had taken my sister,
my brother and me to Florida. We
saw flamingos and acrobatic water
skiers for the first time, but all we
could chatter about on the flight
home to Ohio was the exotic new
place where we had stopped on our
way to the Tampa airport.

The white takeout bag was proof
we had been there, in case our
friends back home doubted us. On it
was a cartoon likeness of a smiling,
winking chef with a face shaped like
a hamburger bun and, in big red let-
ters, the word “McDonald’s.”

Like most Americans, we had

When McDonald’s Was an Inexpensive Treat
never seen a McDonald’s, though ru-
mors of their existence were ram-
pant. The Tampa Tribune, when the
city’s outlet opened that March, re-
ported that there were 80 of them in
the U.S. (compared with about 13,500
today). Food already cooked and
waiting as you walked up to the
counter, prices so low as to be irre-
sistible—and here a McDonald’s was,
right on South Dale Mabry Highway
as my dad drove us by in our rental
car. He hit the brakes.

In the scrapbook we would write:
“We had 6 hamburgers, 4 cheese-
burgers, 4 orders of french fries and
3 milkshakes.” Total cost of dinner
for our family of five: $2.66.

That was the gimmick, the talked-
about secret to McDonald’s growing
success: 15-cent hamburgers, 19-cent
cheeseburgers, 10-cent fries, 20-cent
milkshakes, ready for your arrival.
The cartoon chef’s name was

Speedee, and “Speedee Service” was
the McDonald’s promise.

This month, across the U.S.,
McDonald’s is introducing its largest
burger ever. Called the Big Arch, the
double-patty burger packs 1,020 calo-
ries and sells for around $9, or more
than five times the price of that orig-
inal 1958 hamburger after inflation,
though prices vary by location. Be-
cause of its eye-popping cost, the
new burger is drawing considerable
attention.

Great ideas dazzle once and only
once—the first time you experience
them—and McDonald’s great idea,
brilliant in its simplicity, was rock-
bottom prices and the assembly-line
efficiency that offered exactly nine
items, six of them drink. You knew as
you rolled up what you were getting
and that it was going to be so inex-
pensive you didn’t have to think
twice.

Walk into a McDonald’s today and
you’ll find a menu with around 140
items, including combo meals. Yet
somehow there’s no dazzle in the ex-
perience. The $9 Big Arch is more
likely to prompt an arch of the eye-
brow—a decidedly nongolden arch.
McDonald’s rightfully became
McDonald’s because of its founding,
world-changing idea, and all this is
distant from that.

Our part of Ohio didn’t get a
McDonald’s until the early 1960s. But
my sister, my brother and I felt like
pioneers. We had come across some-
thing that felt entirely new and
brought the evidence home from far-
away Dale Mabry Highway to pre-
serve in that scrapbook. A white pa-
per bag, Speedee the chef and a
bedazzling roadside memory.

Mr. Greene’s books include the
novel “All Summer Long.”

By Bob Greene

OPINION

Why Won’t Mamdani Take On Educational Redlining?
Opponents of private
education and school
choice like to say
that public schools
are open to all. A
public school “wel-
comes everyone,” Di-
ane Ravitch has
written. “It unifies
community. It is the
glue of democracy.”

This generally
isn’t true—and it’s a myth that
keeps families from better educa-
tional opportunities for their chil-
dren. In most places, students are
arbitrarily assigned to a school on
the basis of geography. This policy
has its roots in “redlining”—the
outlawed practice of keeping disfa-
vored racial groups out of certain
neighborhoods.

In the 1930s, the federal Home
Owners’ Loan Corp. issued color-
coded maps identifying neighbor-
hoods with high concentrations of

minorities. People who lived there
were denied access to mortgages.
The Federal Homeowner’s Adminis-
tration also declared that if children
were “compelled to attend school
where a majority or a considerable
number of the pupils represent a far
lower level of society or an incom-
patible racial element, the neighbor-

hood in question will prove far less
stable and desirable.”

The Fair Housing Act of 1968 out-
lawed residential discrimination,
but residential assignment for
schools lives on—and it often fol-
lows the old racial redlines.

The continued use of these
neighborhood lines in New York
state is the focus of a new report
called “And Stay Out!” published by
the nonpartisan watchdog Available
to All. It shows how children are
prevented from enrolling in better
public schools—in some cases,
schools closer to their homes—

solely because of attendance zones.
These better schools, typically ma-
jority white and Asian, have atten-
dance zones that box out lower-in-
come families.

As in the civil-rights era, defend-
ers of the status quo oppose efforts
to allow families access to better
schools. Randi Weingarten, presi-
dent of the American Federation of
Teachers, speaks of equity and fair-
ness even as she defends the pri-
macy of “neighborhood schools”—
the legacy of these exclusionary
maps.

New York Mayor Zohran Mam-

dani, who now controls the nation’s
largest school system, decries the so-
cioeconomic and racial divisions in
the public schools. New York has
“the most segregated school system
in America,” he has observed, echo-
ing a conclusion from a 2014 report
by the Civil Rights Project at UCLA.

Mr. Mamdani blames gifted-and-
talented programs—which don’t dis-
criminate by race and have been
getting more diverse in recent
years—while ignoring exclusionary
school zoning based on housing.

If New York’s political and educa-
tional leaders really care about edu-

cational equality, they could under-
take an analysis of every enrollment
zone to identify insidious redlining
boundaries. They could ensure that
district-run schools as well as char-
ter schools, magnet schools and
gifted-and-talented programs are
truly open to all. Democracy de-
pends on public schools that pay
more than lip service to welcoming
everyone.

Mr. Bradford is the president of
50CAN, a national educational ad-
vocacy organization and chairman
of Available to All.

Neighborhood school
zoning has its origins
in the 1930s practice of
residential discrimination.

CROSS
COUNTRY
By Derrell
Bradford

Ottawa

P resident Trump this week
complained that Amer-
ica’s allies hadn’t stepped
up to help break the Ira-
nian blockade of the

Strait of Hormuz. “Some are very
enthusiastic about it, and some
aren’t,” he said on Monday. “Some
are countries that we’ve helped for
many, many years. We’ve pro-
tected them from horrible outside
sources, and they weren’t that en-
thusiastic. And the level of enthu-
siasm matters to me.”

Some U.S. allies—including my
country, Canada—have enthusiasti-
cally antagonized Mr. Trump’s
America. In last April’s Canadian
federal election, Prime Minister
Mark Carney’s rallying cry was
“Elbows Up, Canada”—a hockey
term that means an aggressive
style of play. That resonated with
voters, who handed Mr. Carney’s
Liberals a victory in a contest they
had long been expected to lose.

To understand how Mr. Trump
is reshaping Western alliances and
why the Canadian attitude is a
mistake, it’s worth stepping back
and looking at the broader histori-
cal context. We are in the twilight
of the postwar era, which began
with the world divided into two
camps—the democratic, freedom-
loving West and the Soviet bloc,
which sought to expand by subver-
sion and intimidation.

In 1945 America was wealthy
and powerful, Europe impover-
ished and weak. The U.S. ac-
counted for half the world’s gross
domestic product, while much of
the Continent was a smoking ruin.
Europe’s recovery might not have
been possible without U.S. gener-
osity. The Marshall Plan used
America’s wealth to rebuild its de-
feated former enemies. The U.S.
opened its markets to imported
goods, often on much more favor-
able terms than American exports
got in return. And America took
on the responsibility of defending
the West from communism. In
1950, the North Atlantic Treaty Or-
ganization comprised a dozen
countries, and the U.S. spent more
than twice as much on defense as
all the other members combined.

America helped make Europe
wealthy again. The U.S. share of
global GDP is down to 26%, while
the European Union produces a re-
spectable 14%. The NATO alliance
has grown to 32 nations, but
America still accounts for two-
thirds of their total defense spend-
ing. U.S. allies grew handsomely—
and, freed from the need to defend
themselves from external threats,
they spent much of their new-
found wealth expanding their wel-
fare states.

Europe and Canada kept relying

on American generosity long after
the justification for it became ob-
solete. The Soviet Union collapsed
in 1991. Russia’s share of global
GDP is a mere 3.6%, while China
has climbed to nearly 20% and is
America’s chief ideological, eco-
nomic and military competitor.

The failure to rebalance the
costs and benefits of the Western
alliance created an accident wait-
ing to happen. Presidents going
back decades have asked NATO al-
lies to bear more of the defense
burden. The difference is that
America no longer asks nicely.
That Europeans and Canadians re-
sent being spoken to in this way
is self-indulgent on our part. Mr.
Trump seems to revel in giving
offense, but he isn’t wrong in re-
turning to America’s allies some
of the contempt and condescen-
sion to which we have subjected
America.

His offensive style is part of his
strategy. “Sometimes it pays to be
a little wild,” he wrote in “The Art
of the Deal.” He relies on negotiat-
ing partners’ taking his behavior
at face value, losing their nerve
and getting emotional. Driven to
distraction by his outrageous
statements, they lose the capacity
to focus on their own interests.
Canada has repeatedly fallen into
that trap.

Mr. Trump has at least three
priorities. If you follow their logic
and make allowances for his bom-
bastic style, there is little that
can’t be understood about Mr.
Trump and his actions.

First, America must be the Top
Nation, not merely “the dominant
member of the Western alliance.”
China is the only serious rival and
the main preoccupation in the
White House.

Second, allies and friends have
taken America for granted, with
the collusion of past presidents
and other Washington insiders.
From illegal immigration and inad-
equate defense spending to orga-
nized crime and cozying up to
China, Mr. Trump and his circle
are determined that any accommo-
dations granted to other countries
be matched by concessions to the
U.S. of at least equivalent value.

Third, at the forefront of Mr.
Trump’s political priorities are the
Americans who have paid the
price for decades of sacrificing the
country’s interests in the name of
the “rules based” postwar order.
These are the people immortalized
in Vice President JD Vance’s mem-
oir, “Hillbilly Elegy,” and derided
by Democrats as “deplorables”
who “cling to guns or religion.”
They regard Mr. Trump as their
tribune, and he will move heaven
and earth not to disappoint them.

With them in mind, he wants to
bring about an American economic
renaissance, so that Americans
who want work are able to get it
and the despair that has fueled the
fentanyl scourge is replaced with
hope and optimism. That goal in-
forms his tariff policy, however
counterproductive it may be. Even
more central to his economic
agenda is the free flow of energy—
the lifeblood of the economy and a
source of growth that has been

obstructed by a green ideology
propagated by the elites Mr.
Trump rejects.

To build on this foundational
analysis of Mr. Trump’s worldview,
consider his policies toward Iran,
Mexico and Greenland.

Iran illustrates how different he
is from the old “neocons,” who
sought to replace dictatorial re-
gimes with democratic ones. Mr.
Trump, by contrast, starts by ap-
pealing to the self-interest of an-
tagonistic leaders, as he has also
done with Venezuela and Cuba and
more tentatively with Russia and
China. He offers them a chance to
make a deal that leaves the regime
in place and opens the door to
American trade and investment in
exchange for dropping hostility to
America and ending policies that
damage American interests. His
appeal amounts to saying: Let’s
get rich together.

Many commentators see his
practice of making nice with bad
regimes as weakness. I venture to
say that Nicolás Maduro disagrees.
So would Ali Khamenei if he could.

A s Daniel McCarthy has writ-
ten, in Mr. Trump’s second
term he has developed a new

activist ideology marked by a will-
ingness to use military force to
compel adversaries into making
deals. His aim is to bring about
their submission to America’s in-
terests, not to its ideals. His offers
to make nice with nasty regimes
carry the implied threat that he
can engineer the replacement of
leaders who resist with more com-
pliant ones.

Lurking in the background is
Mr. Trump’s long-term aim of
weakening China and cementing
America’s status as Top Nation.
China’s greatest allies have been
Russia, Venezuela, Cuba and Iran.
Not only are these regimes either
decapitated or on notice; they are
also losing their ability to supply
heavily discounted oil, and it is
becoming clear to them that Bei-
jing’s patronage is no guarantee
of regime survival. The clear su-
periority of American arms
against forces wielding Russian
and Chinese weapons has severely
undermined Beijing’s prestige and
authority.

As for Mexico, the U.S. recently
opened negotiations on the re-
newal of the free-trade arrange-

ment between the two countries.
Pointedly, America hasn’t opened
formal talks with Canada. Why?
Because Mexico has learned not to
get distracted by Mr. Trump’s
showmanship, threats and disre-
spect. Its leaders have instead fo-
cused on its national interests and
shown respect and even deference
to Mr. Trump. Mexico’s coopera-
tion in challenging drug cartels
and even taking out one of their
principal leaders was a price
Washington exacted and Mexico
willingly paid.

Under previous U.S. administra-
tions, Mexico’s attitude toward the
U.S. was far more elbows-up than
Canada’s. But Canada has swal-
lowed the Trump shtick and fallen
into the trap of being offended
and outraged by his negotiating
strategy—never mind that we need
America far more than it needs us.
For the U.S., Canada is nice to
have. For us, the relationship is
existential, and no trade mission
to China or fanciful talk of EU
membership will change that.

Economists have concluded that
about 80% of trade is explained by
proximity. All the countries with
which the Canadian government is
desperately trying to expand trade
are thousands of miles away.
Moreover, the bulk of trade across
the Canada-U.S. border is intra-
firm trade, in which different parts
of the same company trade with
each other. These trading relation-
ships are quite indifferent to any
trade-opening efforts with other
parts of the world.

Yet even though our two coun-
tries are inextricably bound to-
gether, and despite the existential
nature of Canada’s reliance on the
U.S. market, we have maneuvered
ourselves into a self-defeating el-
bows-up mentality. When we are
offered an opportunity to do
something that Mr. Trump would
really value—like backing his Iran
campaign by sending a frigate or
even simply offering unequivocal
rhetorical support—we can’t de-
liver and end up prevaricating all
over the place.

Even if we get our act together
on Iran, we have already con-
firmed Mr. Trump’s view that we
are a weak and unreliable ally that
has little in the way of hard mili-
tary power and that has squan-
dered its energy potential over a
decade of climate obsession. We

reap what we have sown.
In the case of Greenland, the

crucial point isn’t that Mr. Trump
offended allies or displayed histor-
ical ignorance, although he did. It
is that what he was willing to set-
tle for was far less than what he
initially demanded. He neither in-
vaded nor annexed Greenland. He
has more or less carte blanche to
use the Danish territory for secu-
rity purposes and simply stopped
talking about it. He doesn’t give a
damn about the hurt feelings on
the other side, and NATO allies
now tread even more gingerly
around the White House, which
suits him fine.

Canada has a lot to offer Amer-
ica—if only we had a government
clever enough to do so. We could
make it clear to Mr. Trump that
we want to work with him to make
North America the world’s domi-
nant energy power. That would re-
lieve our partners in the Indo-Pa-
cific region from reliance on
dangerously unstable and vulnera-
ble sources in the Middle East. It
would reduce Russia’s ability to fi-
nance mischief in Europe. It would
make possible a massive shift from
coal to clean natural gas in Asia.

I f the U.S. had to supply its
own oil needs entirely from
domestic production instead of

getting 4 million barrels a day
from Canada, it would have to cut
its exports and their geostrategic
weight nearly in half. At a time
when the fracking revolution’s in-
crease in U.S. oil supplies may be
tapering off, the Canadian oil
sands’ exceptional longevity would
go a long way to fulfilling Mr.
Trump’s dream of world energy
dominance.

We could add to that an offer of
a comprehensive bargain codifying
Canada’s commitment to resolve
the full range of issues that plague
the Canada-U.S. relationship: com-
pliance with our NATO commit-
ments, becoming the indispensable
partner in defending the Arctic,
tightening our border security,
ending Canada’s status as a
money-laundering haven for orga-
nized crime, and ending our toler-
ation of terrorist movements and
nefarious activities by authoritar-
ian states on our territory.

Canada is both blessed and
cursed by its proximity to Amer-
ica, but we have little practical al-
ternative to making the best of
our relationship. Donald Trump’s
America isn’t isolationist—on the
contrary, it seeks escape from reli-
ance on unwieldy alliances so that
it can act unencumbered on the
world stage, with the support of
willing allies when possible. If
Canada establishes itself as a reli-
able and committed partner and
refuses to be bamboozled by the
president’s bombast, it could set
an example for the rest of the free
world on how to deal with Amer-
ica and Mr. Trump.

Mr. Crowley is managing direc-
tor of the Macdonald-Laurier Insti-
tute. This article is adapted from a
speech he delivered to the Energy
Security Forum March 9 in Ot-
tawa.

An Ally’s Guide to Understanding Trump
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His tactic is to provoke
negotiating partners into
losing their cool. Canada
falls for it every time.

By Brian Lee Crowley

Canadians demonstrate in Ottawa, March 9, 2025.
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Ben Sasse’s Legacy of ‘Civic Transmission’
In Tunku Varadarajan’s Weekend In-

terview with Ben Sasse (“A Public Ser-
vant Faces a Public Death,” March 14),
who has been diagnosed with Stage 4
pancreatic cancer, readers learn Mr.
Sasse is receiving a drug called Darax-
onrasib, currently in clinical trial. Co-
incidentally, on the following page was
yet another editorial regarding the
Food and Drug Administration’s latest
efforts to needlessly stymie promising
drugs and therapies, in this case eye
drops that have been shown to slow
the progression of pediatric myopia.
Though Mr. Sasse was given only
“three to four months” to live when he
was diagnosed on Dec. 14, he says,
“The trial’s going really well. I would
love to see the kickoff of Nebraska’s
football season.” The Cornhuskers be-
gin their next season Sept. 5. While
Mr. Sasse is resolved to the idea that
his life will soon end, he nonetheless
takes comfort that he may live longer
than expected because of his access to
the type of promising, life-extending
drug for which the FDA, particularly
under the regrettable leadership of bi-
ologics chief Vinay Prasad, has rou-
tinely changed its clinical trial stan-
dards and arbitrarily denied approval.
I hope Mr. Sasse’s public and coura-

geous reflections on his terminal ill-
ness will help to compel the FDA to
overhaul its dysfunctional drug ap-
proval protocols for rare diseases and
more broadly.

MARK GODES
Chelsea, Mass.

Mr. Sasse deserves thanks for
sometimes choosing working for us
over spending more time with his
family. I understand his regret for that
now and all I can offer him is that his
sacrifice was worth it, that his work
has mattered more than he may think,
that he has made a large contribution
to many of us.

I can’t claim to know every decision
he made as a public servant, nor that I
agree 100% with him on everything,
but I do know that many times, after
reading his opinion, I found myself
thinking, “Why can’t we have more
people like him representing us?”

His ideas helped me shape my
ideas, and I shared those for better or
worse with my family and friends. Mr.
Sasse’s hours at work drove the sort
of “civic transmission” he mentions
well beyond his own actions or words.

LUIS AVILA-MARCO
Johns Creek, Ga.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

“First we do no harm.
Of course that depends

on your definition of harm.”

THEWALL STREET JOURNAL

Letters intended for publication should
be emailed to wsj.ltrs@wsj.com. Please
include your city, state and telephone
number. All letters are subject to
editing, and unpublished letters cannot
be acknowledged.

Late Mail Ballots at the Supreme Court

M ass mail voting has been bad for pub-
lic confidence, and onMonday the Su-
preme Court can help.Mississippi law

says absentee ballots that are
postmarked on time are valid
even if officials don’t receive
them from the mailman until
a week later. Other states have
similar rules. The question for
the Justices: Does accepting
tardymail votes violate the federal law that sets
a uniform Election Day?

In a series of provisions beginning in 1845,
Congress fixed federal elections on a Tuesday
in early November. No problem, the state argues
inWatson v. Republican National Committee:
“Mississippi requires that ballots for federal of-
fices be cast—marked and submitted to election
officials—by federal election day.” If early vot-
ing is fine, and if the counting process can go
on for days after the polls close, then why not
the arrival of absentee ballots that weremarked
and mailed on time?

Mississippi suggests that once the U.S. Postal
Service takes custody of any outstanding bal-
lots, then the election’s winner is already deter-
mined, however long it takes the mail to arrive
and the result to become clear. “An election oc-
curs when the voters have cast their ballots,”
the state says. “The voters have then chosen
and their choice is conclusive: the election is
over. An election thus does not depend onwhen
ballots are received.”

This is giving the reliability of the post office
too much credit. In 2024 the National Associa-
tion of Secretaries of State complained to the
USPS that “officials inmultiple states report re-
ceiving anywhere from dozens to hundreds of
ballots 10 or more days after postmark.”

Another flub is when ballots show up with-
out any legible postmarks. Sometimes judges
rule that if they arrive two or three days after
Election Day, it can be simply presumed they
were mailed on time.

In a close election, the winnermight turn on

these kinds of postal hiccups and the ensuing
litigation. Mississippi’s definition, that a vote
is “cast” when it’s given to the USPS, creates a

Schrödinger’s ballot box: The
state might say the election is
finished, but some candidate’s
political career could be both
alive and dead, depending on
howmuchmail gets misdeliv-
ered that week or whether the

postmark process malfunctioned.
By theway, whatmakes the USPS so special?

Mississippi’s position lacks a limiting principle,
as the challengers to its late-ballot law explain.
“A State could say that a ballot is timely cast
once the voter hands it over to a familymember
or a party operative to deliver,” the Republican
National Committee argues in its brief. Could
states that allow ballot harvesting offer those
crews a two-day grace period, as long as they
quit collecting on Election Day?

The other interpretation ismore straightfor-
ward. “The ‘day for the election’ means the day
that election officials close the ballot box,” the
RNC says. Voting in person was historically the
norm, and a ballot isn’t cast until officials have
it: “That was the ordinary meaning of ‘cast’ for
decades after Congress enacted the election-
day statutes, and even long after absentee vot-
ing had become ubiquitous.”

Absentee voting is occasionally a necessity,
and in modest numbers it isn’t a difficulty, but
widespreadmail ballots and lax deadlines have
introduced slack into the election system. Call-
ing races in California can take nearly amonth,
and at some point control of Congress could de-
pend on its dreadfully slow tallying.

Opposing that transformation of American
elections doesn’t require buying into President
Trump’s wildest fraud claims, and it needn’t be
partisan, sinceMonday’s case pits the Republi-
can Party against GOP-leaning Mississippi. If
the Justices rule that federal lawmeans the bal-
lot box is shut on Election Day, it won’t fix all
of this. But it would be a start.

Election Day is set by
federal law. Is that also
an absentee deadline?

Iran Attacks the Gulf. Will It Fight Back?

A fter Iran hit Qatar’s Ras Laffan gas hub
with ballistic missiles on Wednesday,
the Gulf monarchy expelledmilitary at-

tachés at the Iranian embassy.
But not the ambassador. He
can stay, which raises an un-
comfortable question: What
would it take for America’s
Gulf allies to stop hedging
their bets?

The Gulf Arab caution is in one sense under-
standable. These states are on the front lines of
Iran attacks, and they have to live in Tehran’s
neighborhood after the bombing stops. The U.S.
isn’t always dependable—see Joe Biden’s de-
nunciation of the Saudis. The United Arab Emir-
ates joined the AbrahamAccords and seems to
be getting targeted for it.

Yet Iran’s attacks on the Arab states mean
they have a new and higher stake in defeating
Tehran. Gulf energy isn’t getting to market
through the Strait of Hormuz, and an Iranian
veto over oil transport is a direct threat to their
economic future. They could do more to help
the U.S. win.

To start, seize the regime’s illicit financial
assets across the Gulf. Why should Tehran be
allowed to attack “the idea of Dubai” while us-
ing the Emirate as the financial hub of its global
sanctions-evasion network?

In the first week of Iran’s wild attacks on its
neighbors, the Journal reported, “The United
Arab Emirates is weighing freezing billions of
dollars of Iranian assets.”What’s to weigh? The
Emiratis acted against a Hezbollahmoney-laun-
dering network Thursday, but they can also
seize assets of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps (IRGC).

Unlike the supportive U.A.E., Oman has con-
demned the U.S.-Israeli campaign and congratu-
lated Mojtaba Khamenei, Iran’s new Supreme
Leader. This hasn’t stopped Iran from attacking
Oman’s ports and killing its citizens.Why, then,
does Oman allow sanctioned Iranian banks to
operate on Omani territory?

Gulf states can also join the coalition to re-
open the Strait of Hormuz, and use their diplo-

matic leverage as energy suppliers to get others
to join. Clients such as Japan, South Korea and
India owe it to their Gulf suppliers to help re-

store freedom of navigation.
Gulf states can also lean on
China to stop Iran’s attacks on
Hormuz and not to rearm the
regime after the war. Beijing
might comply if the U.S.
stopped allowing Iranian oil

tankers safe passage.
Financial and diplomatic moves should be

the easy part. How about retaliatory strikes?
There’s no rule that Arab states must only play
defense, swatting down Iranian drones andmis-
siles with U.S. help, and taking hits to their
most important economic assets. Saudi Arabia
spends nearly $80 billion a year on its mili-
tary—much more than Iran. Let’s see those
F-15s in action.

On Thursday the Saudi ForeignMinister said
his country reserves the right to act militarily
against Iran. Is it waiting for Iran to knock out
its backup pipeline to the Red Sea? Riyadh has
threatened several times to retaliate, but Iran
continues to get awaywith striking Saudi refin-
eries and oil fields.

The U.A.E. has an even more advanced and
experienced air force, sporting F-16s. Air supe-
riority has already been established in Iran, and
the Gulf Arabmilitaries are integratedwith U.S.
Central Command. They use U.S.-made jets with
U.S.-trained pilots and U.S.-mademunitions. It
would not be too difficult to provide targeting
for their aircraft.

This could increase the rate of strikes on
Iran—for a war in which every day counts—and
send a true deterrentmessage. It would also tell
Tehran, and the IRGC that uses the Iranian state
as a piggy bank, that there can be no return to
business as usual so long as this regime reigns
and refuses to change.

No one is asking the Gulf states to be Israel.
All the U.S. needs is for the Gulf Arabs to stand
up for themselves. If Mr. Trump can show them
that he will see the war through, they can stop
hedging their bets.

These states can do more
to help as Tehran blocks
and targets their energy.

Cuba and New York Vie for Floridians

W hat do Cuba and New York state
have in common? Answer: They are
both eager for former residents now

living in Florida to return and
bring their money. Kathy
Hochul, meet Raúl Castro.

Ms. Hochul, the New York
Governor, was asked at a Po-
litico forum recently about
raising taxes, as New York
City Mayor Zohran Mamdani wants. She re-
plied, with a hint of sarcasm, that “maybe the
first step should be to go down to Palm Beach
and see who we can bring back home because
our tax base has been eroded.” Good idea,
Governor.

But she may have to compete with Cuba,
whose deputy primeminister Óscar Pérez-Oliva
Fraga last week made the same pitch to Cuban
exiles in the U.S. The regime in Havana is in
economic trouble and wants its emigres back.
It’s even promising protection for private prop-
erty, which will take some convincing after 67
years of Communist expropriation.

New York isn’t Communist, but New York
City’s newmayor is an avowed democratic so-

cialist and is acting like it. The Tax Foundation
has New York state dead last among the 50
states for tax policy competitiveness.

We doubt investors will
flood back to Havana or New
York simply because their
governments now recognize
they need the money of those
they caused to flee with their
destructive policies.

When the Cubans first fled to Florida, Fidel
Castro called them Gusanos, or worms. Mean-
while, in 2022, when she first ran for Gover-
nor against Republican Lee Zeldin, Ms. Hochul
told her opponents to “jump on a bus and
down to Florida where you belong.” Many con-
tinue to take her advice, as she is now belat-
edly admitting.

Hard to believe, but it’s possible Cuba could
decide to change for the better before New York
does. President Trump is putting the squeeze
on Cuba’s ability to get free oil from Venezuela,
which has been the regime’s lifeline. Who
knows if the Communist regime will fall. As for
New York, the socialist left seems to be growing
in political dominance.

Both places want their
emigres to return—and
bring their money.
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There’s No Judicial Climate Science Scandal
I cannot disagree more strongly

with your editorial, “A Judicial Cli-
mate Science Scandal” (March 14),
which raises the incorrect claim that
my co-author Radley Horton and I
committed academic misconduct in
connection with the climate science
chapter that we wrote for a federal
evidence manual.

The editorial cites an assertion by
American Enterprise Institute senior
fellow Roger Pielke Jr. that parts of the
chapter were ghost written by our col-
league Michael Burger. None of the
text was written by Mr. Burger. As dis-
closed in the chapter, we did excerpt
and adapt some content from a 2020
law review article that we co-authored
with Mr. Burger. All of that content
came from scientific sections that were
written by Mr. Horton and myself.

The editorial also describes the chap-
ter as a “brief intended to influence
judges to think every harm from climate
change is the result of fossil fuels.” The
chapter we wrote is objective and
rooted in settled science. The chapter
acknowledges that fossil fuel emissions

add to climate change, which has nega-
tive impacts. These findings reflect sci-
entific consensus and are based on mul-
tiple lines of evidence.

The chapter underwent an extensive
and rigorous peer review process. The
National Academies of Sciences has
stood by its decision to keep the chap-
ter in its version of the manual, even
as the Federal Judicial Center bowed
to pressure from Republican state at-
torneys general and removed the chap-
ter from its version. The chapter has
also received support from various sci-
entific societies including the Ameri-
can Meteorological Society, which de-
fended the chapter as “consistent with
all other comprehensive, robust, and
rigorous assessments of the science”
with which AMS is familiar. The chap-
ter also has the support of top legal
and scientific experts and other con-
tributors to the manual.

JESSICA WENTZ
Non-resident senior fellow

Sabin Center for Climate Change Law
Columbia Law School

Santa Rosa, Calif.

Taking Oil From a Democrat
I was struck by Allysia Finley’s

comments in “Gavin Newsom is Driv-
ing Up Gasoline Prices” (Life Science,
March 16) that, in addition to higher
gas prices, California’s policies are
causing refineries in the state to be
shut down. As Ms. Finley points out,
this makes about 50 military installa-
tions in California and neighboring
states dependent on imported refined
products from abroad. This poses an
obvious national security risk. So
here’s a solution for the lawyers to
resolve. Invoke something like the Se-
lective Services Act, not to seize any
specific California refinery but to
make a deal with an oil company to
operate one or more refineries as U.S.
government facilities for national se-
curity purposes.

HENRY SCOTT
Potomac, Md.

Pepper ...
And Salt

Endless Negative Nattering
Regarding Mark Penn and Andrew

Stein’s op-ed “On Iran Is Only Bad
News Fit to Print?” (March 17): Here
we are almost 56 years after the
Sept. 25, 1970 speech by Vice Presi-
dent Spiro Agnew (penned by the
brilliant speechwriter William Safire),
yet the media’s “nattering nabobs of
negativism” carry on. Sadly, some
things don’t change.

DAVID MCCANN
Akron, Ohio

One More Flaw in the 2015 Iran Nuclear Deal
In addition to the many flaws of the

2015 nuclear deal that you enumerate
in your editorial “The Real Nuclear
History of Iran” (March 16) rebutting
that withdrawing from the deal led to
the current conflict, there’s another
defect which led directly to the cur-
rent military action. The deal effec-
tively ended the restraints on Iranian
ballistic missiles, by terminating the
United Nations’ binding prohibition of
Iranian ballistic missile activity and
substituting a nonbinding U.N. “call”
for Iran to refrain from such activity.

A 2025 Washington Institute re-
port recounts what happened next.
Iran accelerated its missile program,

tested dozens of new and upgraded
ballistic missiles, placed them in
hardened underground bases, pro-
duced an arsenal capable of hitting
not only Israel but the entire Arabian
Peninsula and southeastern Europe,
launched hundreds of missiles into
Syria, Iraq, Israel and Saudi Arabia,
and transferred missiles to Hezbollah
and the Houthis. The 2015 deal not
only failed to limit Iran’s strategic
missile threat; it facilitated it.

The continuing expansion of Iran’s
missile program represented an exis-
tential threat to Israel, other U.S. al-
lies and American bases. In the negoti-
ations this year, Iran refused to
discuss its missiles, requiring military
action whose principal objectives, Sec-
retary of State Marco Rubio stated, in-
clude to “destroy their ballistic missile
capability and make sure they can’t
rebuild it.”

RICK RICHMAN
Resident scholar

American Jewish University
Los Angeles
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Now consider an economic ap-
proach with a menu designed to in-
centivize firms to self-identify. Op-
tion A—full transparency to a
certified auditor, lighter compliance
requirements, and no penalties un-
less harm is documented. Option
B—no transparency required, but
strict liability for any documented
discrimination, with penalties cali-
brated to actual social cost. The dis-
tinction is deliberate: Option A
trades scrutiny for relief; Option B
trades opacity for exposure.

A risky firm pretending to be safe
faces ruinous liability under Option
A, where an auditor will find what it
is hiding. It self-selects Option B, ac-
cepting liability exposure in ex-
change for opacity. The safe firm
chooses Option A and earns its
lighter burden honestly. Every AI
law currently on the books creates
none of these incentives. They create
paperwork.

One shortcoming, by the way, of
this menu is it works best for estab-

lished firms that know what they’ve
built. Newer entrants may still be
learning their own systems. A fuller
regulatory mechanism would need a
provisional track—reduced liability
in exchange for mandatory monitor-
ing and transparency. Baron and My-
erson were writing about monopo-
lists, not startups. Extending their
logic to dynamic markets is the next
frontier of this research.

The problem compounds when an
agent’s actions, not just its type, are
unobservable. My research on polic-
ing illustrates the point. The Justice
Department, unable to observe offi-
cer type or effort, writes a rule trig-
gering a negative consequence—in-
vestigation—for a certain pattern of
complaints. But a bad cop in an easy
situation can produce identical sta-
tistics to a good cop in a difficult
one. Economist Tanaya Devi and I
found in a 2020 study that federal
investigations caused police effort to
collapse. Officer-initiated contact
with civilians in Chicago fell 89% in

The Economics of Regulating AI

T he most consequential
technology of our life-
times is being regulated
by people who can’t agree
on what it is. Several

states and the European Union have
enacted sweeping rules governing
artificial intelligence. Illinois prohib-
its using AI in hiring decisions with
discriminatory outcomes—a reason-
able goal—but defines AI so broadly
that nearly any recommendation
system, including statistical methods
that go back centuries, may be im-
plicated. New York’s RAISE Act re-
quires developers of “frontier” AI
systems to report safety incidents
within 72 hours. The EU AI Act im-
poses penalties of up to 7% of global
revenue for violations. The regula-
tory architecture is vast, fragmented
and largely incoherent. But the
greatest harm may not be what
these systems fail to prevent. It may
be what they cause.

I’m working with companies that
have abandoned hiring algorithms
that produced more meritocratic
outcomes than human judgment

alone—not because the algorithms
were flawed, but because the legal
exposure wasn’t worth it. The regu-
lation designed to reduce discrimi-
nation is, in practice, increasing it.

The hardest part of regulating
isn’t deciding what you want. It’s
figuring out how to get it. The basic
challenge is one of asymmetric in-
formation. A regulator—a federal
agency, a state legislature or an at-
torney general—wants a certain be-
havior from an AI developer, a police
department or a hospital. But the
regulator often can’t observe the

agent’s true costs, under-
lying motivations, or
day-to-day behavior. And
the agent, knowing this,
behaves strategically.

David Baron and
Roger Myerson tackled
this problem in a 1982
paper that I read in
graduate school and
which forever changed
how I look at regulation.
They asked: How do you
design rules for people
who know more than you
do? The answer most
legislators default to is
more surveillance. Audit
harder. Hire more in-
spectors. Messrs. Baron
and Myerson showed
this intuition is com-
pletely wrong.

Rather than demand
information (which
agents can falsify), you
should offer a menu of
regulatory options. Each
is designed so that
firms—high cost or low, safe or
risky—find it in their self-interest to
choose the option meant for them.
The trick is to make truthful revela-
tion the rational choice and misrep-
resentation unprofitable.

Every risky firm has an incentive
to claim it is safe. A well-designed
menu removes that incentive. The
“safe” track carries strict liability for
any harm, which is cheap for a genu-
inely safe firm but ruinously expen-
sive for a risky one. The risky firm
rationally self-selects onto the over-
sight track.

Consider the Illinois law. A com-
pany uses a résumé-screening algo-
rithm. Under the new statute, it
must send applicants a notice: “We
use AI in our hiring process.” The
regulator learns nothing. The appli-
cant receives no meaningful protec-
tion. The algorithm may or may not
discriminate. The regulation does
nothing to find out—and creates no
incentive whatsoever for a risky sys-
tem to reveal itself.

a single month. Officers
rationally reduced effort
to minimize risk. We es-
timated nearly 1,000 ex-
cess homicides, predomi-
nantly black lives, in the
next two years. Not be-
cause of bad actors. Be-
cause of bad design.

Economists Jean-
Jacques Laffont and Jean
Tirole extended the
Baron-Myerson frame-
work to address exactly
this combination of hid-
den type and hidden ac-
tion. Their insight: Out-
come-based penalties
only work when embed-
ded in a menu that first
induces honest self-se-
lection. Get the menu
right, then let liability do
the work. The same
patchwork of state man-
dates that purports to
make AI safer is guaran-
teeing we learn less
about the systems being

deployed, not more.
Regulators are always in the dark,

at least a little. The question is
whether they build systems that re-
veal information or bury it deeper. If
we want to regulate complex, fast-
moving domains like AI—or even
persistent ones like policing—we
have to start with humility. We don’t
know what’s happening inside the
black box. But with the right tools,
we can coax it to open just enough
to align incentives, discourage harm
and reward truth. In regulation, the
greatest danger isn’t bad actors. It’s
being arrogant enough to design
policy as if we have perfect informa-
tion when we don’t.

Mr. Fryer, a Journal contributor,
is a professor of economics at Har-
vard, a founder of Equal Opportunity
Ventures and a senior fellow at the
Manhattan Institute.
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Government often tries to
make rules for industries
it doesn’t understand.
There’s a better way.

By Roland Fryer

Peggy Noonan is away.
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The U.S. Ammo Shortage Is Worse Than You Think

T he conflict with Iran is an ur-
gent reminder that the U.S.
needs a defense industrial

base that can wage a high-intensity
war against American adversaries—
especially China. The Trump admin-
istration has taken important steps
to increase production of some mu-
nitions, reform an antiquated acqui-
sition system, and establish incen-
tives for private-sector innovation.
It is critical now to accelerate these
changes.

There have rightly been growing
calls to increase stockpiles of long-
range munitions for precision
strikes, as well as munitions for Pa-
triot, Thaad, and other air-defense
systems. But the challenge is much
bigger than Iran. The U.S. lacks
enough munitions to support its war
plans if a protracted conflict with
China, Russia or North Korea arises.

Military planners should be par-
ticularly worried about China,
which has vastly superior capabili-
ties to Iran. The Chinese industrial
base, which is on a wartime foot-
ing, has produced thousands of hy-
personic, cruise and ballistic mis-
siles capable of precision strikes,
along with millions of drones. U.S.
bases, aircraft, naval vessels and
other infrastructure operating
within the First Island Chain—
which extends south from Japan
through Taiwan, the northern Phil-
ippines and Borneo—are highly vul-
nerable to attack.

The Chinese threat makes it es-
sential that the U.S. have enough
long-range munitions and un-
manned systems to strike ships, air-
craft and land targets from a dis-
tance. The U.S. military also badly
needs more air-defense systems and
equipment to defend critical infra-
structure. Empty bins won’t deter
China.

The Trump administration has
started to address some of these
problems. The Pentagon has com-
mitted to rebuilding what it calls
the “arsenal of freedom” and plac-
ing the defense industrial base on a

wartime footing. Deputy Defense
Secretary Steve Feinberg estab-
lished a Munitions Acceleration
Council in 2025 to increase produc-
tion of 12 critical weapons, from Pa-
triot interceptors to Long Range
Anti-Ship Missiles. He has also
spearheaded efforts to reform a
woefully slow acquisition system,
minimize stifling regulations, and
take advantage of an innovative pri-
vate sector.

But more needs to be done—and
fast. The Pentagon should urgently
focus on fully funding multiyear
contracts for several critical muni-
tions that Congress has already au-
thorized, such as the Joint Air to
Surface Standoff Munition, Stan-
dard Missile 6 and Patriot Ad-
vanced Capability 3. It should also
fund research, development and
production of cheaper alternatives.
The Pentagon has sometimes
reached strategic framework agree-
ments—not contracts—with defense
companies. But these aren’t binding
obligations. The lack of firm com-

mitments creates unnecessary risk
for companies that have to report
to their shareholders.

Multiyear contracts can help
strengthen a fragile supply chain.
Production is limited, and there are

too few suppliers for solid rocket
motors, castings, forgings and seek-
ers for munitions. Longer-term
commitments are essential for de-
fense companies to fund their sup-
pliers adequately and reliably.

Another priority should be main-
taining aircraft and ship readiness.
The U.S. has heavily used F-35
stealth fighters, B-2 bombers, C-17
transport aircraft, Arleigh Burke-
class destroyers and other aircraft

and ships against Iran. These are
even more vital in other theaters,
particularly the Indo-Pacific. The
Pentagon and Congress need to
work together to authorize and fund
multiyear contracts to maintain air-
craft and ship readiness.

In addition, Iran has conducted
missile and drone strikes against
U.S. bases and critical infrastruc-
ture—and other adversaries would
do the same. U.S. bases and installa-
tions throughout the Indo-Pacific—
such as in Japan, the Philippines
and Guam—are in desperate need of
hardened aircraft shelters, air de-
fenses, reinforced munitions storage
bunkers and fuel bladders. Congress
should increase the Pentagon’s facil-
ities sustainment, restoration and
modernization funds to address
these gaps.

A Pentagon supplemental request
to Congress is the most immediate
solution to secure funding, and the
Defense Department is reportedly
planning to ask for $200 billion.
The administration shouldn’t pitch

its request just as support for the
Iran war, but rather as an invest-
ment to revitalize the lagging U.S.
industrial base.

In the longer term, the adminis-
tration should make good on Presi-
dent Trump’s pledge to increase the
defense budget by $500 billion for
fiscal 2027. The Pentagon should
use the money to procure systems
necessary to support Indo-Pacific
Commander Adm. Samuel Paparo’s
Hellscape concept, which uses a mix
of drones, long-range missiles and
other capabilities to target Chinese
forces attacking Taiwan.

The Iran war is the latest wake-
up call to revitalize the defense in-
dustrial base. It is time to move
faster.

Mr. Jones is president of the De-
fense and Security Department at
the Center for Strategic and Inter-
national Studies and author of “The
American Edge: The Military Tech
Nexus and the Sources of Great
Power Dominance.”

By Seth G. Jones

Congress and the Pentagon
need to revitalize the U.S.
defense industry base—
and they need to act fast.

Why the Trump FCC Cares About Your Sports Viewing
The Trump’s ad-
m i n i s t r a t i o n ’s
Brendan Carr is a
different fish.
Most Federal Com-
munications Com-
mission chairmen
would visibly
shrink if caught
carrying water for
the White House.
I’m thinking of the

Obama administration’s Tom
Wheeler and his embarrassing net
neutrality reversal of 2014. But Mr.
Carr has turned expectations on
their head. He has used the novel
tack of publicly proclaiming his
lack of independence to enlarge
himself.

Hardly a minute passes without
Mr. Carr energetically pursuing
some Trump interest, whether ad-
vancing the media mergers of the

president’s allies or bashing late-
night hosts who make fun of Mr.
Trump. This week Mr. Carr threat-
ened the broadcast licenses of out-
lets that report skeptically on the
Iran war.

Then there’s the intrusion that
needs a little explaining. The FCC
Media Bureau recently launched an
inquiry into competition from
streaming giants for sports broad-
cast rights.

Those of ancient lineage may be
thinking of the infamous LBJ phone
call badgering the head of ABC to
get college-football broadcasts for
Lady Bird’s TV station. They’d be
on the right track. In the Trumpian
mindset, local news is more “main
street” and more MAGA than
broadcast networks, Hollywood or
(heavens) PBS. Hence FCC pressure
on sports leagues, the NFL most of
all, to keep supplying major events
to local stations for the ad wind-
falls they generate.

And it works. Leagues comply
partly because they fear a politi-
cized revisiting of the 1961 law
granting them an antitrust exemp-
tion to negotiate TV rights on be-
half of their member teams.

You might doubt such an exemp-
tion is necessary. I do. There’s
plenty of competition over what to
watch and what to do instead of
watching. Netflix says its biggest
competition is sleep. A sports
league is simply a business with
franchises, in competition with in-
finity of entertainment choices.

But never mind. Amazon is obli-
gated by contract to make Thurs-
day night football available to local
broadcasters, but Amazon might do
so anyway for a technical reason—

to avoid egg on its face if local
bandwidth infrastructure isn’t up to
delivering an unbuffered game to
neighborhoods with the most con-
centrated and engaged viewership,
say Philadelphia during an Eagles
game.

Unhappily for the FCC, the
same force helping to keep the big
game on local TV in the short run
is undermining it in the long run.
Right now, even without conges-
tion, streaming delivers the game
45 seconds or more later than

broadcast, which is about 15 sec-
onds behind real time. Yuck. The
streaming viewer isn’t only sub-
ject to social-media spoilers, but
the lag undermines the most lu-
crative kind of gambling: in-play
betting on the next pitch, free
throw, snap, etc., which already
accounts for a reported 50% of
betting revenue.

Sports bookies are reduced to
fan-frustrating fiddles to prevent
betting on plays that already hap-
pened. Consider the conundrum
presented by the courtside fan wa-
gering on his phone. A bookie
needs to close the betting window
to this fan while keeping it open an
optimal bit longer for fans watch-
ing on a screen.

In-play betting is nirvana for the
leagues and their TV partners. It

allows multiple bets per game. It
allows blowout games or games in-
volving teams, or even sports, you
don’t care about to be interesting
because every minute there’s some-
thing to bet on.

Betting works better by far on
streaming because interactivity can
be merged with video on one plat-
form. Hence the driving quest to
reduce the latency problem and
bandwidth bottlenecks to make
sure the local game can be diverted
eventually to mass streaming
(though it’s noteworthy that five
years have passed since I wrote
about this subject and the solutions
are still coming).

Speaking of betting, prediction
markets have lately reduced the
GOP’s odds of retaining control of
the U.S. Senate, thanks to a real-
world event, the Iran war. This
suggests a deeper truth of the
Trump-Carr focus on a declining
local broadcast industry. Mr.
Trump has run his last election. He
might value friendly coverage now
more for maintaining a market for
MAGA hats and Trump swag than
for controlling the fate of the na-
tion by controlling public opinion.

TV and Hollywood opposition,
after all, caused not the slightest
hindrance to Mr. Trump’s political
success. If Mr. Carr really wants to
wear his media-critic hat, he might
rub the industry’s face in how its
lying about many matters, from Joe
Biden’s cognitive decline to Rus-
siagate, ended up advancing Mr.
Trump’s political interests. The fact
is, Mr. Trump’s return to the presi-
dency in 2024 would be difficult to
explain but for the help he got
from his media enemies.

Its irrepressible chairman
never runs out of ways to
advance the president’s
political interests.
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