
T
he Malayalam movie actor-director,
Sreenivasan, who passed away at the
age of 69, had become a legend in his
own time. His filmography includes two

directorial ventures, screenplays for 60 films, 
and acting roles, including as the lead, in more
than 200 movies. These stats, however, are not
what make Sreenivasan a unique and distin-
guishing figure in Malayalam movies. 

He once remarked that his contribution to
Malayalam cinema is not what he has scripted
or acted in but the 500 films he didn’t do. This 
casual remark had an immediate effect, and it 
was then rehashed in different contexts, help-
ing to create an impression of a witty sensibility.
Several of the dialogues he wrote for the movies
are used in different situations to give context to
the banalities of everyday life and poli-
tics. These dialogues have come to 
occupy a significant part of the Mala-
yali urban folklore and lingo. 

Take, for instance, his popular dia-
logue in the 1991 cult movie, San-
desham (Message), released in the 
backdrop of the collapse of commu-
nist regimes in Eastern Europe: “Don’t
utter a word about Poland.” The Com-
munist Party cadre essayed by Sreeni-
vasan in this movie aggressively delivers this 
while vehemently arguing politics with his sib-
ling, who is affiliated with the Congress Party. 
Usually, over repetition leads it to become a cli-
ché; nevertheless, this cliché has now assumed
a cult status of a quasi-religious utterance that
carries within it layers of meaning suitable to 
the context in which it is expressed.

Similarly, dialogues from other movies for
which he wrote screenplays and acted have 
been transformed into cult expressions. Each 
time election results are announced, and when
the Communist Party loses, the explanation 
that it gives does not answer the simple ques-
tion of why the party lost. Instead, the theoreti-
cally “complexified” explanations they offer go
above the heads of the average worker and the
public. However, it is insisted that the explana-
tions given by the party intellectuals can never
be questioned by an ordinary worker, even if 
they don’t understand. Sandesham is still 
derided by the Communist Party activists as this
movie satirically exposes the almost ritualistic
and deceitful politics of both the Communist 
and Congress in Kerala. He strips the serious-
ness from the politics that the parties seem to 
pretend to, and it is narrated, making it highly 
convivial. Before Sandesham, the movies he 
penned for director Sathyan Anthikkad had 

ingeniously captured the changing middle-
class Malayali life. 

Sreenivasan started his career in movies as
an actor when he first acted in PA Bakker’s 1976
movie Manimuzhakkam. He had by then com-
pleted a course in acting from the Adyar Film 
Institute, and one of his classmates was Rajni-
kanth. In the mid-eighties, Sreenivasan started
writing screenplays. He wrote his first screen-
play for Priyadarshan for the slapstick comedy
Odaruthu Ammava Aalariyam (Don’t Run 
Uncle, Everyone Knows Who That Is), in which
he also played the role of an unemployed youth
trying to make an impression on himself. In the
subsequent movies written for Anthikkad, the
theme of unemployed youth struggling to sur-
vive with all allied problems of poverty, starva-

tion, and the desire to prove oneself is
an important thread. 

Over time, many of his films
became cult classics with a large fol-
lowing across generations, its scenes
reappearing in reels and as memes. In
the year 1986, two movies (TP Balago-
palan MA and Gandhinagar Second
Street) from the Sathyan Anthikkad
and Sreenivasan duo became instant
hits and still have huge viewership on

YouTube. These movies deal with the internal 
schisms of the aspirational Malayali middle 
class who have lost their ties with their native 
village and are compelled to seek a new life in 
cities. They hardly have anything of their own,
and they have to scheme a life from this noth-
ingness. Implicit in his movie narrative was the
reproval of the corrupt licence raj state that bul-
warked against individualistic aspirations and
entrepreneurship. In a sort of way, it welcomed
economic liberalisation. This was at the high 
noon of leftist rhetoric in Kerala. His 2007 
script, Katha Parayumbol, was made in Tamil as
Kuselan with Rajnikanth and in Hindi as Billu 
with Shah Rukh Khan as leads. 

In the later part of his movie career, he
focussed on the institutional degeneration in 
the film industry. Movies such as Udayananu 
Tharam (Udayan in the Star) and Sarojkumar,
brought him accolades, but alienated him from
the power group of the industry. The large 
crowd that turned up to bid him goodbye was 
the final acknowledgment of what Sreenivasan,
who did not have the looks of a film star, meant
to legions of Malayalis. 
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with Xi added weight to this perspective.
Reporting suggests that the Taiwan issue was
discussed during the call, although the Japa-
nese government has denied this. Whatever
the scope of the discussion, it is foolhardy to
believe that the US is being co-opted by Bei-
jing into its worldview around the Taiwan
issue. For sure, this is how Beijing would like
to frame the discourse. In fact, a prominent
commentary in the People’s Daily claimed
that the Trump-Takaichi call had “significant
practical implications” and both China and
the US had a “shared responsibility…to
jointly safeguard the post-war international
order and resolutely oppose any attempts
and actions to revive militarism or under-

mine regional and global peace
and stability”.

On the contrary, what is likely
taking place is that the Trump
administration is interested in sus-
taining the positive momentum in
the broader US-China relationship
for now. Trump is clearly keen on
trying to ease domestic pressures
on the farm sector and arrive at
some sort of a broader economic

agreement. Trump’s recap of the call and
treasury secretary Scott Bessent’s summary
of the talks are indicative of this. None of this,
however, means that Trump or the adminis-
tration at large does not view the relationship
with China from a competitive lens. Rather,
it indicates that for the moment, Washington
is prioritising immediate economic interests.
Beijing, meanwhile, is seeking to leverage the
moment and gain some tangible acquies-
cence on its position with regard to Taiwan.
For this purpose, it will use the opportunities
presented to manufacture crises and gain the
concessions that it can. This, in fact, has been
a pattern of Chinese behaviour over the past
few years, as it has sought to expand its red-
lines, limiting others’ ability to engage with
Taiwan.

Beijing understands that if the US is seen
as shifting and dithering on Taiwan, it will
heighten the anxieties of America’s regional
allies. That said, it is also true that Trump
wants allies and partners to spend more on
defence and share greater burden. Conse-
quently, they are all committing greater
defence spending and capability develop-
ment. Japan, in fact, is on track to expand its
defence budget to 2% of GDP well ahead of
schedule. In addition, it is moving ahead to
deploy Type 03 Chu-SAM missiles on Yona-
guni island near Taiwan. Moreover, the US
has also steadily intensified military drills
with Japan. Some of these exercises are
reportedly rehearsing joint operational plans
for a Taiwan Strait conflict. It is these tangi-
ble actions that impact the balance of power
rather than words. In addition, as much as
there is anxiety around US policy with regard
to Taiwan, it is also the case that Trump’s
administration approved $1 billion in arms
sales to Taiwan in November, and a few days
later, weapons worth $11 billion to Taipei.
These are substantive developments that
matter much more than rhetoric.
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state-wise normative allocations. This
risks constraining the programme pre-
cisely where it is needed most. Poorer 
states with weaker fiscal capacity and 
administrative systems may now use it
less, not because need has fallen, but 
because their costs have risen. Finally,
mandating a 60-day pause adds little 
efficiency — because MGNREGS work
already drops naturally in peak seasons
through worker self-selection. Yet, it 
introduces uncertainty about work 
availability that can weaken the pro-
gramme’s broader labour-market and
demand effects.

One concern that the reform may be
seeking to address is that some richer
states draw far more MGNREGS funds
than their share of the rural poor. 
However, the solution should be to 
improve implementation quality in 
poorer states, not penalise those that 
have implemented it well. If the aim is
to reduce the Centre’s fiscal burden, a
better way to operationalise a 60:40 
split would be for the Centre to fully 
finance a basic guarantee of 75 days, 
while allowing states to top up for an 
extra 50 days if they choose. This 
would reduce central outlays to richer
states without weakening incentives 
for poorer states to provide at least 75
days of employment.

India does need to modernise its
rural safety net. But evidence suggests 

that the central challenge with 
MGNREGS was never its basic design;
it was inconsistent implementation, 
especially in states where political will
and administrative capacity were 
weakest. The priority should therefore
be to strengthen implementation pre-
cisely in those states — through timely
wage payments, effective grievance 
redressal, and administrative support 
that makes access predictable and cred-
ible.

For a country aspiring to become
both viksit (developed) and atmanir-
bhar (self-reliant), boosting rural wages
and sustaining demand growth is 
essential for raising productivity, 
expanding non-farm employment, and
deepening domestic markets. A credi-
ble, well-implemented employment 
guarantee programme is one of the few
interventions with high-quality evi-
dence that it can deliver these outcomes
at scale — improving equity while also
supporting economic growth. Reforms
should build on this strength, and not 
weaken the essential features that 
make it work.
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The key to obtaining the benefits of MGNREGS is effective implementation, 
which makes it a credible outside option for workers. SHUTTERSTOCK

C
hina-Japan ties are likely to see a pro-
longed chill after newly minted Japa-
nese Prime Minister (PM), Sanae Tak-
aichi, described a Taiwan Strait con-

flict as a “survival-threatening situation” for
Japan. Beijing seized on the remark to push
its narrative and signal regional dominance,
even pressing Washington to toe its line. But
the real story lies beyond the rhetoric. Japan
is increasing defence spending and strength-
ening military posture, while US policy
towards China remains competitive, even on
the issue of Taiwan.

In order to grasp the evolution of the recent
spat, it is first important to understand the 
context around Takaichi’s remarks. First, 
under Japan’s security legislation, 
declaring a situation “survival-
threatening” legally allows the gov-
ernment to activate collective self-
defence. The current controversy 
stems from Takaichi’s comments 
around a hypothetical scenario of a
blockade of Taiwan. She said that if
American forces were to attempt to
break the blockade, Japan could 
use force to work with them. In 
other words, she was not talking about Japan
independently deploying forces or waging war
over Taiwan. Second, Takaichi is not the first
leader to articulate such a position. In 2021, 
then-deputy PM Taro Aso made a similar 
comment at a fundraising event in Tokyo. The
same year, PM Shinzo Abe declared that a Tai-
wan contingency would be a Japan contin-
gency.

The Chinese response to this entailed
repeated public admonishment, soliciting
other States’ endorsement of its position,
curtailing people-to-people ties, economic
coercion and direct threats. While demand-
ing that Takaichi retract her comments, the
Chinese side has engaged in a sustained dis-
information campaign to shape the global
narrative and policy orientation on Taiwan.
For instance, Chinese commentators have
argued that Takaichi’s remarks indicate a
desire to revive Japanese “militarism”, and
pose “a grave threat to peace in the Taiwan
Strait and to regional security and stability”.
Such developments must, therefore, be
resisted by regional States. Significantly, Chi-
nese officials and commentators have con-
tended that the PRC’s sovereignty over Tai-
wan is an outcome of the post-World War II
international order, which must not be
undermined. This was the argument that
Chinese president Xi Jinping underscored to
US president Donald Trump in their recent
call.

Soon after that call, some have argued that
China was establishing a new dynamic with
the US as a partner in promoting its vision of
the post-War order. The fact that Trump
called Takaichi soon after his conversation
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Gaining ground 
at the grassroots

T
he earliest radio station in Asia, Radio Ceylon,
turned 100 last week. Nearly a decade older than
All India Radio (AIR), the Sri Lankan radio 

service was once the Indian Subcontinent’s ears to the 
world of entertainment as it broadcast in Hindi, Tamil, 
and Telugu besides Sinhala, and found listeners in 
faraway places. It came to symbolise the soft power of 
Ceylon/Sri Lanka, but also the commercial genius that 
recognised the radio’s potential as a transnational 
popular communications platform. In the process, 
Radio Ceylon mostly managed to sidestep the 
treacherous political fault lines in the subcontinent 
and win listeners across languages and nationalities. 

For Indians, Radio Ceylon is identified mostly with 
Binaca Geetmala and its legendary host, Ameen 
Sayani. This popular weekly programme of Bollywood 
music contributed more to the popularisation of Hindi 
in the voice Mohammad Rafi and Lata Mangeshkar 
than all the government-funded promotional 
propaganda. Colombo carried its colonial cultural 
inheritance lightly and was least coy about celebrating 
Western popular music (Binaca Hit Parade) as much 
as Bollywood, whose popularity it understood very 
early. For sure, its task was made easy by BV Keskar, 
the Sorbonne-educated I&B minister in the Nehru 
cabinet, who considered popular music a crass form 
of entertainment and banned it on AIR stations. That’s 
how Jhumri Telaiya, a town in Jharkhand, discovered 
Radio Ceylon and Sayani. Later, AIR made amends by 
inventing Vividh Bharati, hurting Radio Ceylon’s 
popularity. The arrival of satellite television and the 
internet ended the reign of Radio Ceylon (Sri Lanka 
Broadcasting Corporation after Ceylon was renamed 
as Sri Lanka in 1972) and turned radio itself into an 
object of nostalgia. But not before it had taught us the 
lesson that music transcends national borders.

The soft power of 
Radio Ceylon 

T
he results of the first phase of the Maharashtra
local bodies polls are in step with the trend the
state witnessed in the assembly polls held in
November last year. Mahayuti, the alliance that

included the BJP, Shiv Sena, and NCP, won a landslide 
235 seats in the 288-seat legislative assembly. The 
Opposition alliance, Maha Vikas Aghadi (MVA), that 
included the Congress, Shiv Sena (UBT), and NCP 
(Sharad Pawar), was reduced to a mere 50 seats. 
Despite infighting among allies and the resignation of 
two ministers, the Mahayuti has consolidated the gains 
of the assembly poll wins and expanded its footprint 
across Maharashtra. In contrast, the Congress has 
further shrunk, while the Sena (UBT) and NCP(SP) 
stare at irrelevance. With city corporations, including 
in Mumbai, Thane, Pune, and Nagpur, set to hold polls 
in January, the signs are ominous for the Opposition.

The big win for the Mahayuti in the local body polls
is not surprising. Voters tend to favour the ruling 
party/alliance in bypolls and local body elections: The 
Mahayuti won 207 of 288 municipal president posts, 
whereas the MVA was restricted to just 44. There are 
multiple takeaways from these results. One, the BJP is 
now the principal pole of Maharashtra politics: It won 
117 municipal president posts and over 3,300 
councillor seats, accounting for nearly 48% of the total 
councillors elected. Two, the decline of Congress is 
continuing and is visible across the state. Three, the 
cadres of NCP (SP) and Shiv Sena (UBT) have shifted to 
the groups led by Ajit Pawar and Eknath Shinde: Ajit 
Pawar’s outfit has won conclusively in Pune district, 
which includes Baramati, the base of Sharad Pawar. 
And Eknath Shinde’s Shiv Sena is pushing the Shiv 
Sena (UBT) into irrelevance. These electoral patterns 
were visible in the assembly polls results, but the local 
body election outcomes confirm that they may be 
irreversible. That’s likely to facilitate realignments in 
state politics.

The results offer a sobering thought for the MVA. Its
obsession with the EC and electoral rolls seems to 
reflect on its lackadaisical preparation and the failure 
to regroup politically after the rout last year. Multiple 
factors influence elections, but voters reward parties 
that do the hard yards of outreach and agitation. The 
impending Brihanmumbai Municipal Corporation 
polls, which are fought on distinct urban concerns, 
development agendas, and identity issues, offer the 
MVA an opportunity to regroup and fight even as the 
Mahayuti eyes the big prize. For the Shiv Sena (UBT) 
especially, it will be an existential fight. 

I
ndia’s rural employment pro-
gramme, Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employment
Guarantee Scheme (or
MGNREGS), has long attracted
two criticisms. First, that it is

wasteful, and plagued by leakages and
corruption; second, that it is distor-
tionary — raising wages without 
boosting productivity, and hurting 
employment. Both critiques point to 
the same policy question: Should the 
answer be to fix implementation, or to
redesign the programme itself?

Over the past decade, credible
research has delivered a clear lesson. 
When implementation improves — by
making work more readily available, 
reducing leakages, and ensuring timely
wage payments — the gains are sub-
stantial. In a large-scale randomised 
evaluation of improving MGNREGS 
implementation, covering around 19 
million people in Andhra Pradesh and
Telangana, we found sharp income 
increases and meaningful poverty 
reduction. Crucially, these gains mostly
came not from MGNREGS wages them-
selves, but from higher private labour 
market earnings.

These findings overturned our own
prior beliefs. Like many economists, we
were sceptical that MGNREGS could 
raise wages without reducing employ-
ment. The data, however, showed the 
opposite. Better implementation 
increased both market wages and pri-
vate employment by strengthening 
workers’ outside options in rural 
labour markets with employer market
power. Higher incomes then boosted 

local demand, leading to a significant 
expansion of non-farm enterprises and
employment, as confirmed by Eco-
nomic Census data. Thus, better 
MGNREGS implementation improved
both equity and efficiency, which is rare
for a welfare programme.

The gains were also broad-based.
Ordering households from those with 
the smallest to largest landholdings, the
bottom 93% were better off, and only 
the top 7% were worse off due to higher
wage costs. But many large landowners
also own non-farm businesses that ben-
efit from higher local 
demand. So, when we assess
the distributional impacts by
households’ overall socio-
economic status, and not 
landholding alone, we find 
that nearly everyone benefits
from a better implemented 
MGNREGS. The deeper 
point is that a well-function-
ing MGNREGS is not just a 
pro-poor policy; it is also a 
broad-based rural growth 
policy.

Work-based guarantees
also have two other 
strengths. First, the work 
requirement helps target 
the most vulnerable effec-
tively without relying on 
fine-grained administrative identifica-
tion. Consistent with this, data shows 
that landless labourers, women, and 
Scheduled Castes and Tribes are dispro-
portionately represented among 
MGNREGS workers. Second, it is a 
powerful automatic stabiliser. Demand
for employment rises during droughts,
downturns, and major shocks (as seen
in surging MGNREGS demand during
Covid-19), and falls in good times. 

Thus, the key to obtaining the bene-
fits of MGNREGS is effective imple-

mentation, which makes it a credible 
outside option for workers. Yet, imple-
mentation quality has varied widely 
across states over the last two decades.
Some — such as Tamil Nadu, AP/Tel-
angana, Kerala, and Rajasthan — have
generated high person-days of work 
and paid wages reliably. Others, 
including some of India’s poorest 
states, have persistently under-pro-
vided work despite high need. The 
constraint was not a flawed design, but
uneven implementation capacity, and
political and administrative will.

Against this backdrop,
Parliament has replaced the
Mahatma Gandhi National
Rural Employment Guaran-
tee Act with a new law: the
Viksit Bharat — Guarantee
for Rozgar and Ajeevika
Mission (Gramin). Some
elements of the reform
deserve praise. The statu-
tory ceiling is raised from
100 to 125 days. Greater
emphasis is placed on
timely wage payments. And
there is a welcome effort to
align public works with
durable assets related to
water security, rural infra-
structure, livelihoods, and
climate resilience. If the

reform stopped here, the debate would
largely be about implementation — 
which is where it should be.

The concern is that the new law
introduces changes that risk weaken-
ing the programme’s core function as a
credible employment guarantee. It 
replaces a rights-based guarantee that
can be demanded by citizens with a 
centrally designed scheme, and moves
from full central financing of wages to
a 60:40 Centre–state cost-sharing 
model (90:10 for some states), with 

Reform jobs scheme, 
but build on its gains 
Fix implementation, but 
do not revoke the right to 
employment itself
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More ambition needed

India and New Zealand on Monday announced that they had concluded discussions 

successfully on a free-trade agreement (FTA). Shortly before that, it was revealed that 

a Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement, or Cepa, had been signed with 

the state of Oman, West Asia. While neither of these two economies is large or of sig-

nificant global scale, these agreements are an opportune moment to consider India’s 

fresh approach to such pacts in recent years. An initial distrust of FTAs, particularly 

those signed by the previous dispensation, has now been partly rescinded. India has 

not gone so far, however, as to begin meaningful negotiations with any of its peer 

economies. There is still a belief that other developing countries might be able to out-

compete India and thus there is more benefit to be had in economic integration with 

richer nations. In an age in which competitiveness depends on the ability to be part 

of flexible and disaggregated global supply chains, this is not entirely true. However, 

any attempt to open up new markets and deepen global integration will be a net posi-

tive for the Indian economy, and thus these new agreements are welcome, as is the 

broader shift in policy that they represent.  

Both build on existing, if recent, precedent. A Cepa was signed with the United 

Arab Emirates shortly after New Delhi began to take a relook at the possibilities of 

such pacts. And the agreement with New Zealand follows a similar deal with 

another agricultural powerhouse, Australia. An FTA has also been agreed upon with 

the United Kingdom (UK), which means that India now has formal trade pacts with 

three of the five Anglosphere economies. Union Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal 

has said that discussions with Canada will now resume — which is significant, given 

the downturn in ties between the two nations, which had held up such talks in 

recent years. Mr Goyal has also indicated that talks with the United States (US) are 

at “an advanced stage”. That agreement, of course, will be harder to obtain.  

These piece-by-piece deals with smaller countries are a useful indicator of a new 

attitude in New Delhi, but it is deals with larger economies, like the US, or with pluri-

lateral groupings, such as the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 

(RCEP) or the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Part-

nership (CPTPP), that have a far greater impact and must be a priority. Deadlines 

for concluding talks with the European Union (EU) and the US have already been 

missed. They must be finished, however, latest by the end of the first half of calendar 

2026 before the new age of tariffs begin to really bite and take a chunk out of the 

growth momentum that the Indian economy is displaying. For the EU, a possible 

visit by the senior leadership in the first months of next year serves as an informal 

deadline. As for the US, the longer it takes to finalise a deal, the more exporters lose 

valuable contracts that they will not be able to replicate elsewhere. Finally, it is past 

time to take a relook at larger blocs. Even if the RCEP, which includes China, is con-

sidered geopolitically too sensitive an idea at this point of time, the CPTPP — which 

includes several countries with which India now has FTAs, including New Zealand, 

Australia, Japan, and the UK —  remains a possibility. New Delhi’s direction of travel 

on trade agreements is welcome, but it must show more ambition. 

India’s Bangladesh options

Escalating violence and a rampup in anti-Indian rhetoric in Bangladesh ahead of elec-

tions have raised the stakes for New Delhi in shaping an appropriate response. After 

the death of a prominent student leader on December 19, seven days after he had sus-

tained a wound from a shootout in Dhaka allegedly by an Awami League activist, the 

wave of violence that followed focused on minorities. That included the lynching of 

a Hindu garment worker on December 18 and the targeting of assets of the Indian gov-

ernment. So far, India’s response has been low-key. Visa-related service has been sus-

pended in Khulna, Rajshahi, and, most recently, at its assistant high commission in 

Chittagong after protestors gathered outside. But the trading of charges over recipro-

cal threats to each other’s consular facilities has undeniably upped the ante in already 

fragile India-Bangladesh relations. New Delhi’s approach, therefore, increasingly 

demands a focus on its immediate and long-term security perceptions.    

For India, the political situation in Bangladesh is poised between Dhaka’s grow-

ing proximity to Pakistan and China. With national elections scheduled for Feb-

ruary 12, it is becoming increasingly clear that Muhammad Yunus, Bangladesh’s 

“chief advisor”, wields minimal control over the “interim government”, which is 

determining the country’s trajectory right now. Buoyed up by overt Pakistani sup-

port, the Islamist political party Jamaat-e-Islami, which gained negligible votes in 

national elections in the past, appears to be gaining traction over the relatively 

secular student movement, which had initially played a role in Sheikh Hasina’s 

ouster as Prime Minister last year. In January this year, the chief of Inter-Services 

Intelligence (ISI), Pakistan’s spy agency, led a senior delegation to Dhaka to 

strengthen intelligence-sharing ties — the first such visit since 1989. In March, Mr 

Yunus broke tradition by making his first inaugural visit to China instead of India. 

The visit yielded a raft of economic collaborations and a deepening of defence ties. 

Adding a layer of complexity is the fact that India continues to provide shelter to 

Sheikh Hasina and has not acted on a formal extradition request after she was sen-

tenced in absentia for “crimes against humanity”. 

The growing anti-Indian movement has added an element of uncertainty to 

the safety of Indian economic assets too. The interim government has assured 

India of the security of its assets and personnel but the growing intensity of civil 

unrest has disrupted supply chains, especially in Bangladesh’s signature textile 

sector, in which around a quarter of the units are owned by Indians. Indian-owned 

fast-moving consumer goods firms have seen markets dwindle, and with Bangla-

deshis increasingly suspending travel out of security concerns, India’s medical-

tourism business has seen a notable slump. Given this sharp deterioration with a 

country once considered a dependable ally, India’s options are limited. There are, 

to be sure, several calls for New Delhi to exercise its heft as a major power and opt 

for some version of “neutralising” intervention to ensure the accession of a friendly 

regime. Doing so would not, however, be an optimal answer, not least because the 

objective is unclear. Regime change is an undesirable playbook at any time, and 

there is considerable opacity around the strength of pro-Indian forces to warrant 

such an exercise. A more measured response would be to ensure the safety of 

Indian citizens in Bangladesh, continuing engagement with the forces of moder-

ation, and avoiding a popular temptation to communalise a volatile situation. His-

tory has shown that temperance has served India better than activist intervention.

Measured responses will serve New Delhi better

New FTAs welcome, but bigger targets lie ahead 

In 1978, a new development approach was introduced 
by Deng Xiaoping in China. A centrally planned, 
public-sector oriented and inward-looking economy 
was transformed to one that relied on attracting for-
eign corporate investors, promoting local private cor-
porations, and rapid export growth. In India, the 
major policy shift came later in 1991 with delicensing, 
major financial sector reforms, and enhanced links 
with the global economy.  

The difference between the two economies has 
widened since these basic policy shifts. Until 1978, 
China’s per capita gross domestic product (GDP) was 
below India’s. Thereafter, it rose rapidly and had 
reached twice India’s per capita GDP by 1992. This 
widening of the per capita GDP ratio continued even 
after India’s liberalisation started in 1991 
and tripled by 2000, quadrupled by 2007, 
was fivefold by 2012, and about five-and-
a-half times in 2024. It is widely believed 
that China’s growth forging ahead of 
India’s growth is largely because of the 
exceptionally rapid expansion of the 
manufacturing sector, with its share in 
global manufacturing shooting up to 28-
30 per cent in 2023, while India’s share 
was just 3 per cent. 

The first and perhaps the most impor-
tant point worth noting is the rapid development of 
the private sector in China after 1978, when there were 
virtually no significant private sector enterprises in 
China. The growth of the private sector in China in the 
post-1978 reform era came from new entrants. They 
were often individuals with technological skills who 
focused on rapid growth. In fact, it has been argued 
that the rapid emergence of private enterprises was 
not envisioned or promoted by the central govern-
ment initially and much of the early governmental 
funding went to public-sector enterprises. The private 
sector development at the start of the liberalisation 
reform was led by new enterprises that were set up 
with support from local governments. Most of the pri-
vate sector firms that are now large players, not just in 
China but also globally, were established after 1995. 

In India, despite the focus on the public sector as the 
driver during the pre-liberalisation era, there were a sig-
nificant number of private sector enterprises and con-

glomerates. Even after liberalisation, the inherited pres-
ence of an established private corporate sector, particu-
larly the large conglomerates, constrained the 
emergence of newcomers in manufacturing.  Where 
newcomers did emerge and grow large was primarily in 
the services sector, particularly in the skill-intensive 
information technology sector. Perhaps this accounts 
for the fact that India’s exports of services are com-
parable in quantity with China’s, while its manufactur-
ing exports are just one-tenth of China’s. 

This suggests that, for increasing our growth rate, 
one lesson from China’s growth boom and from our 
infotech boom is that the government’s financial and 
policy support should be strongly directed at new 
starters, move away from support for established con-

glomerates and rely on competition from 
newcomers to stimulate them. A closely 
related issue is government spending to 
support private manufacturing develop-
ment. The Make in India scheme has sev-
eral programmes, the main ones being the 
production-linked incentive (PLI) 
scheme, and a scheme for the promotion 
of electronic components and semicon-
ductors, which between them have a 
budget of about $36 billion. 

Compare this with government spend-
ing in the Make in China scheme, which involved sub-
stantial funding amounting to about $330 billion to 
support manufacturing enterprises. This near ten-fold 
difference in public spending on promoting new manu-
facturing is one of the reasons behind the difference in 
performance of the two initiatives. Hence, another 
lesson from the Chinese experience is that more care-
fully planned and more substantial financial support 
should be directed mainly at new starters. 

A third lesson from China is the substantial role 
played by local authorities. In China, local political elites 
played a major role in promoting and protecting the 
new entrepreneurs who emerged, providing welcome 
options for employment and local financial develop-
ment, even when it was not a formal part of the central 
government’s policy. This continued at the level of prov-
incial government when private sector development 
was an accepted part of oicial strategy. One particular 
point of interest is the role  played by city governments 

in promoting industry in China, for instance, recently 
in the development of electric vehicle companies.  

In India, control over financing and formal support 
for private enterprises rests largely with the central gov-
ernment, although state governments exercise some 
influence through their direct involvement in land 
acquisition and the provision of local infrastructure 
support required by companies. But the substantial 
role of the Union government in choosing and provid-
ing support to specific private projects gives an advan-
tage to large conglomerates and national-level 
corporate entities relative to local enterprises, particu-
larly the small and medium starters. Learning from the 
Chinese experience, India should shift the responsibil-
ity for supporting projects to states. Perhaps even more 
important is to strengthen and empower our munici-
palities to play a much more active role in promoting 
local entrepreneurship. 

Another area where the difference between China 
and India is substantial is the promotion of research and 
development (R&D) by the government. R&D spending 
as a percentage of GDP was more or less comparable 
between the two countries until 1999. It was 0.75 per cent 
in China and 0.72 per cent in India. China’s industrial 
strategy evolved to focus on emerging technologies 
such as solar and wind power, chip manufacturing, 
robotics, and later AI and electric vehicles. This was 
accompanied by a substantial rise in R&D, which 
reached 2.4 per cent of GDP by 2020. In contrast, India’s 
R&D as a percentage of GDP declined from 0.85 per cent 
in 2008 to 0.64 per cent in 2020. In absolute terms, the 
difference in R&D investment is roughly 20:1. 

China also strengthened the link between research 
institutions, producing enterprises, and universities, 
8-10 of which have risen to the global top-100 univer-
sities list. This has not happened in India. Perhaps the 
most important lesson from China for India — raise 
R&D spending substantially and improve the link 
between research institutions, producing enterprises, 
and IITs and other universities. This should be the 
strategy to guide the recent initiatives by the govern-
ment, such as the Anusandhan National Research 
Foundation and the RDI scheme. One thing worth 
adding here is the importance of a sharper focus on 
improving the quality of school and college education. 

There are some aspects of China’s strategy that India 
cannot and should not emulate. India is a democracy, 
and its governments cannot be as authoritarian as the 
Chinese government. As a democratic federation, the 
Union government cannot favour a few selected regions 
or control the regional migration of workers as the Chi-
nese government did. But the Union government can 
and should focus more on supporting new starters, 
reducing bureaucratic red tape to speed up decision-
making, encouraging more effective action by states 
and municipalities for industry promotion, substan-
tially accelerating R&D initiatives by public institutions, 
and pressurising private enterprises, particularly large 
conglomerates, to do the same. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
desaind@icloud.com

How clean energy can cut food waste
In a small village in Odisha, a group of women farmers 
turned rising temperatures into an opportunity. With 
support from the Harsha Trust, the Markoma Women 
Farmer Producer Company (FPO) — a collective of 
more than 460 farmers — set up a 5 metric tonne 
Ecozen solar-powered cold storage unit to serve local 
vegetable growers.  

Piloted in 2018 after a careful assessment of farmer 
needs, the initiative has reduced post-harvest losses, 
improved productivity, stabilised prices through organ-
ised market linkages, and spread awareness of solar 
technology across neighbouring communities. This 
experience shows that reducing food loss requires not 
just better supply chains, but smarter energy systems. 

India loses an estimated 30-40 per cent of its fruit 
and vegetables after harvest, often before they reach 
consumers. These invisible losses 
happen during transport, storage, 
and processing — all of which 
depend on reliable energy. Without 
it, food spoils quickly, farmers are 
forced to sell at distress prices, and 
emissions rise as produce rots. Yet 
discussions on food loss tend to 
focus on infrastructure and logistics 
while overlooking the energy sys-
tems that power them. A cold stor-
age unit is useless without 
electricity; processing centres 
cannot run on intermittent power; even simple pres-
ervation techniques like drying increasingly rely on 
mechanical equipment. For smallholders, depend-
ence on unreliable grids or diesel generators can  
be devastating. 

India’s clean energy transition is usually framed 
around solar parks, wind farms, and electric mobility. 
But its most transformative, least discussed potential 
lies in agriculture. Decentralised renewable energy 
(DRE) solutions — solar mini-grids, rooftop systems, 
hybrid units — can power cold storages, dryers, and 
packaging facilities close to farms. These community-
level systems reduce grid dependence, cut diesel use, 
and enable local ownership of energy assets. 

Government schemes such as PM-KUSUM, the 
National Solar Mission, and the PM Surya Ghar Muft 
Bijli Yojana have already expanded renewable energy 
access in rural India. If these initiatives were strategi-
cally linked with agricultural value chains, they could 
help bridge the infrastructure gaps that drive post-har-
vest losses. DRE systems can reduce reliance on diesel, 
cut operating costs, and make cold storages and pro-
cessing units viable even in remote areas. However, 
policy coordination remains limited. Agriculture and 
energy continue to operate in silos, with separate min-
istries, financing channels, and implementation path-
ways. Bridging these divides is essential if renewable 
energy is to address post-harvest losses effectively. 

The employment potential of DRE is also signifi-
cant. The International Labour Organization estimates 

India could generate 3.7 million new 
green jobs, much of it in renewable 
energy and its agricultural linkages. 
Building decentralised solar infra-
structure requires technicians, electri-
cians, logistics staff, and operators. 
Cold chain management and decen-
tralised processing create additional 
local employment. A solar-powered 
cold storage unit is not just a piece of 
infrastructure — it is an enterprise 
that demands skills, coordination, 
and community ownership. These 

green jobs span the entire food system, reducing post-
harvest losses while raising farmer incomes. 

The clean energy transition also intersects with 
India’s rapid digital transformation in agriculture. 
Platforms like ITC MAARS offer artificial intelligence-
based crop advisory, diagnostics, and market intelli-
gence. But digital tools alone cannot resolve 
post-harvest challenges. Farmers need energy infra-
structure to act on information: Cold storage to pre-
serve produce, processing units to add value, and 
logistics to reach markets. Digital innovation can 
guide farmers on when to harvest; renewable energy 
ensures the harvest does not go to waste. Together, 
these twin transitions — smart advisory and smart 

energy — can strengthen rural resilience. 
Technology, however, tells only part of the story. 

Across India, rural communities innovate using what 
is often dismissed as “jugaad” — improvised, low-cost 
solutions rooted in local knowledge. In renewable 
energy, these solutions are not stopgaps but context-
specific designs. Farmers have adapted solar dryers 
from local materials, converted old refrigerated trucks 
into mobile cold storages, and set up community-run 
processing units. These small, decentralised interven-
tions rarely appear in policy reports, yet they solve real 
problems where they arise. Too often, policy conver-
sations frame success in terms of “scaling up,” assum-
ing replication at national levels. But agriculture and 
energy systems are inherently place-specific. What 
works in the hills of Himachal Pradesh may not work 
in coastal Odisha. Instead of vertical scaling, India 
may benefit more from horizontal replication — 
enabling multiple, locally adapted solutions to flour-
ish. DRE systems are naturally suited to this approach.  

As India advances towards its 2070 net-zero target, 
linking renewable energy with food systems must 
become a national priority. Programmes like PM-
KUSUM have shown how solar can power irrigation; 
similar linkages are needed for post-harvest systems 
such as cold storages, dryers, and processing hubs — 
especially in horticultural clusters prone to spoilage. 
Financing and skills remain key challenges, particu-
larly for farmer collectives facing high upfront costs. 
Targeted credit, public-private partnerships, and 
green skills training can help bridge this gap. 

When a woman farmer in Odisha saves her tomato 
harvest in a solar-powered cold storage, she shows 
how energy access can reshape the future of food. As 
India builds its green energy future, anchoring this 
transition in local, adaptive, community-led solutions 
is essential. Sometimes, what works best is what stays 
small — rooted in its own soil, yet capable of lighting 
the path towards a more resilient tomorrow. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The authors are assistant professors of economics at 
Vidyashilp University, Bengaluru, and the University 
of Delhi, respectively. The views are personal 

India today is awash in content yet 
increasingly starved of sustained 
thought. An endless churn of reels, hot 
takes, memes, and algorithmically 
amplified outrage now structures public 
discourse, privileging immediacy over 
reflection and visibility over meaning. 
The Great Indian Brain Rot by Anurag 
Minus Verma enters this landscape not 
as a nostalgic lament for lost attention 
spans, but as a diagnosis of how thinking 
itself is being reorganised under plat-
form capitalism. As Mr Verma notes, 
“The internet is neither good nor evil. It 
is simply a mirror to society and culture.” 
But this mirror is neither neutral nor 
passive. It is engineered by markets and 
metrics that convert expression into 

output, attention into currency, and 
influence into measurable value. What 
emerges is not merely a degraded media 
ecosystem, but a political economy of 
cognition—one that reshapes how cul-
ture is produced, how politics is 
mediated, and how the self learns to 
speak, feel, and exist online. 

What distinguishes The Great Indian 
Brain Rot  from familiar critiques of digi-
tal culture is its refusal to pathologise 
either technology or its users. Mr Verma 
writes against the grain of moral panic, 
approaching the internet not as a cor-
rupting force but as a social infrastruc-
ture — one through which aspiration, 
precarity, visibility and desire are 
unevenly distributed and intensely felt. 
Moving between essays, anecdotes, and 
close observation, he reads online behav-
iour as socially produced rather than 
cognitively degraded. This empathetic 
mode allows the book to foreground pro-
cess over judgement. Instead of con-
demning digital life as evidence of 
cultural decline, Mr Verma asks how 
people come to inhabit platforms struc-
tured by competition, performance, and 

constant evaluation. The result is a 
critique that resists easy blame and 
instead traces the conditions under 
which contemporary subjectivities are 
made legible, rewarded, or rendered dis-
posable online. 

A central insight of the book lies in its 
sustained attention to influence as a 
social and economic form. In Mr 
Verma’s account, the influencer ceases 
to be a person and instead becomes a 
format — repeatable, optimisable, and 
endlessly scalable. What circulates is no 
longer subjectivity but a calibrated per-
formance, shaped by algorithms that 
reward consistency, recognisability and 
output. Influence, in this formulation, 
functions as a commodity: Accumulated 
through visibility, measured through 
engagement, and convertible into econ-
omic and symbolic value. The internet 
thus reorganises social relations by 
transforming presence into productivity 
and expression into labour. In doing so, 
it reveals the extent to which contem-
porary capitalism has absorbed atten-
tion, affect, and personality into its 
circuits of accumulation. 

Once influence is rendered measur-
able, it becomes governable. Mr Verma is 
attentive to how metrics, likes, views do 
not merely record popularity but 
actively shape behaviour. Individuals 
are reduced to dashboards of engage-
ment, their social worth increasingly leg-
ible through numbers. Within this 
system, controversy operates less as dis-
ruption than as resource. Outrage and 
scandal are folded into the same circuits 
of accumulation, generating visibility 
that can be readily monetised. The cre-
ator, as Mr Verma suggests, becomes 
increasingly indistinguishable from the 
machine that evaluates them: Com-
pelled to respond, optimise and remain 
legible to algorithms that reward atten-
tion regardless of its content. 

Mr Verma’s use of the assembly line as 
a metaphor for digital production is par-
ticularly generative. It allows us to see 
how content creation is organised less 
as expression than as output, calibrated 
to the demands of algorithmic circula-
tion. This points to a process of digital 
dehumanisation, where individuals are 
apprehended primarily through metrics 

and performance indicators 
rather than social meaning. 
When creators produce in 
order to feed the algorithm, 
they risk becoming, as Mr 
Verma notes, “indistinguish-
able from the machine.” What 
is at stake here is not creativity 
alone, but the reorganisation 
of participation itself: Visibil-
ity is granted on the condition 
of regularity, recognisability, 
and scale, aligning cultural 
production with the logics of 
contemporary capitalism. 
Controversy in this ecosystem 
does not function as a break-
down of norms but as a mode 
of accumulation. 

Political positions, moral 
stances, and even personal 
crises are rapidly converted into con-
tent, stripped of context and recircu-
lated for engagement. In such a system, 
dissent risks becoming performative 
rather than disruptive, its value 
measured less by consequence than by 
traction. What emerges is a public sphere 
organised around metrics rather than 
deliberation, where the line between 
political speech and market logic grows 

increasingly thin. 
What The Great Indian 

Brain Rot ultimately offers is 
not a critique of digital excess 
but an anatomy of the condi-
tions that organise contem-
porary life online. Mr Verma 
shows how the internet has 
become a dense social terrain 
where markets, politics, and 
everyday interaction blur into 
one another, producing forms 
of participation that appear 
open and voluntary while 
remaining tightly governed 
by visibility, circulation, and 
metricised value. The book’s 
strength lies in its refusal to 
moralise or prescribe. In 
doing so, it invites readers to 
reckon with a question that 

extends beyond the screen: What kinds 
of selves, publics, and possibilities are 
being shaped when attention itself 
becomes the dominant currency of 
social life? 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The reviewer is a feminist researcher 
and writer, currently pursuing a PhD in 
political science from University of 
Delhi. X: @chauhananjali98

The cultural life of platform capitalism
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China’s rapid development since 1978 shows why govt 
support should be strongly directed at new starters and R&D
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T
he violent unrest that rocked Bangladesh
on Thursday night, following the death of
Sharif Osman Hadi, a prominent youth

leader of the July 2024 uprising against Prime Mi-
nister Sheikh Hasina’s government, was both a
re�ection of where the country stands today and
a warning of what lies ahead. Hadi, an Islamist
and a virulent critic of India, played a key role in
transforming the July uprising into a broader
movement aimed at remaking the country. He
sought a decisive break from Bangladesh’s libera-
tion-era values and advocated greater political
space for parties such as Jamaat-e-Islami, as well
as for Islamist student groups. Hadi was shot by
masked gunmen on December 12 and suc-
cumbed to injuries on December 18 at a hospital
in Singapore, triggering widespread protests
across Bangladesh. Although the police have ar-
rested at least half a dozen suspects in connec-
tion with the attack, it remains unclear who or-
chestrated the killing. Some of Hadi’s supporters
blamed the Awami League. On December 18,
mobs torched the o�ces of Prothom Alo and The
Daily Star, two of the country’s largest dailies,
trapping sta� inside. Cultural centres, Awami
League o�ces, the homes of former ministers,
and even the residence of Mujibur Rahman, Ban-
gladesh’s liberation hero, were attacked. In My-
mensingh city, a Hindu man aged 25 was lynched
over alleged blasphemy, as a crowd cheered and
�lmed while his hanging body was set on �re.

Fifteen months after Ms. Hasina was toppled,
Bangladesh continues to reel under mob rule.
Ms. Hasina’s authoritarianism undoubtedly con-
tributed to the eruption of public anger in July
2024. Her fall o�ered Bangladesh a chance to be-
gin anew, grounded in reconciliation, pluralism,
and democracy. That opportunity has since been
squandered. The period following the uprising
saw widespread violence against minorities and
Awami League workers. The Awami League and
its student wing, the Chhatra League, were
banned, while the ban on Jamaat-e-Islami was lift-
ed. Mr. Yunus failed to keep Islamist forces, who
have a dark past, in check even as reactionary
groups pressed for a total rupture with the imme-
diate past. The result has been near-anarchy. An-
ti-India sentiments, ampli�ed by Islamist forces,
have further in�amed tensions. Bangladesh’s rul-
ers must heed these warning signs. The focus
must shift from vendetta politics to rebuilding
state capacity and restoring law and order. Mr.
Yunus appears to lack either the legitimacy or the
resolve to steer the country through this crisis.
For Bangladesh, the only viable path forward lies
in inclusive elections with the participation of all
the major political parties.

Unrest unlimited

Yunus lacks the legitimacy to steer
Bangladesh through the latest crisis

T
he December 19 judgment by a Supreme
Court Bench placing corporate environ-
mental responsibility inside the legal

meaning of corporate social responsibility (CSR)
reframes how the Court reads CSR in Indian com-
pany law while continuing its attempts since 2021
to reduce deaths of great Indian bustards from
power infrastructure. The Bench has treated the
CSR regime as an enforceable obligation rather
than an undertaking at companies’ discretion
while also reading social responsibility to include
environmental and wildlife protection through
the Companies Act itself. According to the Court,
a corporation as a legal person shares the duty
under Article 51A(g), which means spending CSR
funds on environmental measures can be framed
as discharging one’s constitutional obligation
rather than engaging in charity. For great Indian
bustards, the Court has thus strengthened the le-
gal basis for conservationists to demand corpo-
rate �nancing for projects to recover species en-
dangered by corporate activity. The Court’s 2021
interim order restricted overhead transmission
lines across 99,000 sq. km and required a com-
mittee-led approach to feasibility and under-
grounding. In 2024, it constituted an expert com-
mittee to balance species protection with climate
commitments and renewable energy build-out,
which the new order has operationalised. If CSR
and project-linked �nancing become easier to
compel, they can support the recurring costs of
breeding and releasing chicks and of restoring
grasslands and maintaining them.

However, the verdict is also a legal interpreta-
tion; it does not specify which companies must
pay how much, where, when, and with what au-
dit trail (the penalty for non-compliance will re-
main according to existing provisions). The
Court’s shift from a large-area approach, as in its
2021 order, to revised priority areas also reduces
con�ict with renewable energy deployments
while pushing some of the onus to the accurate
mapping of habitats — a problem given bustards
move around and infrastructure risks can lie out-
side formal boundaries. The judgment improves
the legal position for getting companies to pay for
prevention and recovery and speci�es a narrow-
er but more detailed habitat and infrastructure
plan. Whether it is su�cient will depend less on
the doctrine it announces and more on whether
governments and utilities can deliver the under-
grounding and rerouting work at the required
pace, and whether corporate funding translates
to outcomes on the ground.

Step up

CSR as corporate obligation can support
costs of restoring grasslands

R
ussian President Vladimir Putin’s visit
to India (December 4 and 5) for the
India-Russia Annual Summit had
sparked a great deal of interest across

the world, apart from India itself, though for
di�erent reasons. The West, which since the
Ukraine con�ict in 2022, has boycotted the
Russian President, was keen to see how the visit
would turn out, and whether it would undermine
the embargo they had imposed on him for
reasons that are well known. The Elephant and
the Bear, however, managed to adroitly handle
the situation, and in a manner that gave little
reason for satisfaction to the West, even while
maintaining a veneer of strategic autonomy.

A deep connection
Meetings between the heads of state of India and
Russia have always been viewed as seminal
events. They have often produced transformative
results. Few in India can possibly forget how the
India-Soviet Treaty of Peace, Friendship and
Cooperation signed between the two countries in
1971, when Indira Gandhi was the Prime Minister
of India and Leonid Brezhnev was the General
Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet
Union, transformed the strategic landscape of
South Asia. It enabled India to defeat Pakistan
and ensure the liberation of East Pakistan, which
became the nascent state of Bangladesh. Less
signi�cant, but reminiscent of Russia’s willingness
to extend its hand of friendship to India, was Mr.
Putin’s gesture in 2009 during a summit meeting
with Prime Minister Manmohan Singh of waiving
penalties to enable India to secure its second
aircraft carrier supplied by Russia. Other
instances, not all of it known to the outside
world, but signi�cant in so far as the close
friendship between the leaders of the two
countries, also exist. This has been the glue
sustaining a relationship born out of mutual
accommodation and faith.

The closeness of the relationship has often
irked the West, which, even as it tilted towards
Pakistan most of the time and railed against
India’s policy of non-alignment, viewed Russia’s
backing for India as an anti-West manoeuvre.

After 1971, the India-Russia relationship took
on a fresh dimension, and since the Gorbachev
era in Russia, India-Russia ties have gone from
strength to strength. The presidency of Mr. Putin
for the past quarter of a century further
cemented the friendship. Successive Indian Prime
Ministers have sustained this relationship.

The Russia-Ukraine war, however, became a
test case in so far as India-Russia relations were
concerned; India maintained strict neutrality, but
it refused to join the anti-Russia bandwagon. This
has since been a point of contention between
India and the West.

The recent visit of the Russian leader is his �rst
to India after the West imposed embargo on visits
and meetings. Mr. Putin’s Delhi visit was, hence,

invested with far greater interest than might
otherwise have been the case. An earlier summit
between the Indian and Russian leaders had
taken place in Tianjin (in China), where Mr. Putin
and Mr. Modi had displayed a great deal of
warmth towards each other. This had, however,
been anathema to the West.

The Joint Statement
Relations between Russia and the West have, if
anything, deteriorated further ever since. Some
in the West were possibly anticipating a shift in
the content of the India-Russia relationship given
the current �ux in global politics, U.S. President
Trump’s heightened tari�s on India for
continuing to purchase Russian oil in the wake of
the con�ict in Ukraine, and other aspects.
However, this has been belied, as the optics of the
latest visit indicate.

The West, especially the U.S. and countries of
the European Union, are certain to be
disappointed at the outcome. Apart from the
public display of warmth by the Indian Prime
Minister and the Russian President on the latter’s
arrival in Delhi, the relationship between the two
countries, often touted as a relationship carved in
stone, remains una�ected.

The Joint Statement issued following the 23rd
India-Russia Annual Summit makes this clear.
Support for a further strengthening of the Special
and Privileged Strategic Partnership between
India and Russia (marking the 25th Anniversary
of the Declaration of Strategic Partnership
between India and Russia), for instance, remains
unchanged. The statement reiterates the special
nature of the longstanding time-tested
relationship characterised by mutual trust and
respect for each other’s core national interests.
The Joint Statement further envisages exploring
new avenues for cooperation, while
strengthening cooperation in traditional areas.

The optics of the visit were, hence, excellent.
The media coverage exceeded expectations. The
body language demonstrated by the two
principals left nothing to be desired. There were
more than the usual references to connectivity,
and cooperation on transport corridors,
especially on the Northern Sea route through the
Arctic, and the Chennai-Vladivostok Eastern
Maritime Corridor. Technology and industrial
collaboration also found prominent mention.

Leaving out defence matters
Yet, defence matters, which had so far provided
the main spark as far as the relationship was
concerned, were conspicuously absent from the
Joint Statement. This has been a core item during
the Putin era — and unless there was a deliberate
decision to maintain diplomatic silence on
supposedly controversial aspects and subjects, it
would appear that the essence of the India-Russia
relationship was changing. The reasons for this
have yet to be explained, and give room for deep

thought, especially during a period of global �ux.
The defence relationship and cooperation had
always been seen and accepted as the bedrock of
India-Russia relations; in this instance, however,
it has been pushed into the background as of
now. This is not merely signi�cant, but could
mark a shift in India’s attitude and approach,
which has so far been (at least in defence matters)
largely pro-Russia in outlook.

India has, of late, diversi�ed its defence
purchases to include countries such as Israel and
France. Nevertheless, Russia has over the years
provided the main sinews for India’s defence. It
has been India’s most consistent ally in con�icts
with countries such as Pakistan, with the latter
being consistently backed by the West. It is not
merely the consistency of Russian support, but
also the quality of many of the items that Russia
has been willing to supply India that has added a
great deal of heft to India’s defence capabilities.
At present, as was amply proved during
Operation Sindoor in May 2025, Russia’s S-400 air
and missile defence system (which has acquired a
near mythical status and is widely credited with
India’s success during the con�ict), the Brahmos
missile that India has jointly developed with
Russia, and is a critical part of India’s arsenal,
apart from items such as the Sukhoi SU-30 MKI,
the T-90 Tanks, and transport helicopters, form
an integral part of India’s defence structure.
Considerable advances have also been made with
regard to joint manufacturing and future
collaboration between India and Russia in the
arcane area of defence.

While India, no doubt, has certain new options
to enlarge its military stockpile, Russia has
historically been its largest most reliable and
signi�cant supplier of state-of-the-art weaponry
on land, sea, and air. Of late, Russia has o�ered
more of the same. A shift towards Western
sources, given the current state of global politics,
could therefore prove detrimental to India’s
interests. While this might bring about greater
European and U.S. endorsement of India’s
policies, the actual costs need to be weighed
carefully. It should be evident that little scope for
a change exists, given that the West has never
been a reliable partner while Russia has been.

To provide verisimilitude to what has been
mentioned here about the less-than-friendly ties
between India and the U.S., the U.S.
Administration has recently noti�ed Congress of a
$686 million sustaining and modernisation
package for Pakistan’s F-16 �ghter jet �eet. The
package would include avionic upgrades and
cryptographic modules, mission planning
software, simulators and logistical support from
contractors. The latest noti�cation comes on top
of the $400 million upgrade programme,
announced earlier in 2025. This is
notwithstanding a recent Washington Declaration
that has averred that U.S.-India ties are the
de�ning relationship of the 21st century.

Putin’s visit to India and the aftermath

M.K. Narayanan
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Intelligence Bureau,
former National
Security Adviser, and
former Governor of
West Bengal

India and Russia
adroitly handled
the situation,
and in a manner
that gave little
reason for
satisfaction to
the West, even
while
maintaining a
veneer of
strategic
autonomy

T
he Right to Disconnect Bill has been
introduced as a private member’s bill, a
form of legislation that is rarely enacted. It

comes in the context of India’s recent
consolidation of labour law through the four
labour codes, which regulate working hours,
overtime, and employer control. Against this
background, the Bill marks a pivotal moment in
Indian labour law. In this age of digital
technologies, work increasingly extends beyond
the physical workspace. Therefore, it is only
prudent for the legislature to reconsider how
labour law responds to constant connectivity.
However, it does so in a framework that regulates
work primarily through time-based constructs.

Indian labour law is yet to de�ne what
constitutes as ‘work’ in a digital economy. While
the Bill regulates after-hours communication, it
does so without clarifying the scope of ‘work’.
This omission becomes crucial when the Bill is
read alongside other codes governing working
time and employer control. Therefore, we
examine unresolved questions concerning the
de�nition of ‘work’, the scope of the proposed
right, and its potential constitutional character,
while drawing a comparison as well.

Some ambiguity
The Bill provides employees the right to not
respond to work-related calls or mails beyond the
prescribed working hours. However, it fails to
address whether such after-hours engagement
falls within the legal constructs of work.

This ambiguity is particularly obvious in the
interaction of the Bill with the Occupational
Safety, Health and Working Conditions Code,
2020, which continues governing working hours
and overtime in Indian labour law. However, the
Bill does not clarify whether after-hours digital

engagement amounts to “work” under the Code.
This inadvertently creates a conceptual gap
where communication is regulated without being
integrated in the legal framework governing
working time. As a consequence, the right to
disconnect operates more as a behavioural norm
than a labour standard.

Approach of other jurisdictions
The gaps become apparent when compared with
jurisdictions that have already imbibed the right
to disconnect in their legal regimes. In the
European Union, employer control became a key
parameter for assessing working time. Through
judicial precedents, an expansive de�nition was
adopted, which included on-call time, standby
periods, and other forms of availability, even
where no active work is performed but the
employer continues to exercise control. This
principle further evolved through decisions such
as SIMAP, Tyco, and Jaeger, where the European
Court of Justice equated employer’s control with
work. Similarly, France does not try to rede�ne
work. Instead, its labour law demarcates working
time and rest time. Periods of availability under
employer control are considered working time,
and digital communication is integrated into this
framework through collective bargaining.
Germany enforces strict working time and rest
period regulations as well. These comparisons
are not o�ered for replication in India, but to
engage with an unresolved legal question: when
does an employee’s time belong to the employer?

The Indian labour code contains mandatory
rules, prescribing limits on working hours, and
contractual terms negotiated through employer
policy and agreements. The Right to Disconnect
Bill does not specify whether the given right is a
mandatory labour standard or its term can be

modi�ed via a contract.
Another question concerns the Bill’s

constitutional character. The freedom to
disengage bears an evident relationship with
Article 21 of the Constitution. Yet the Bill neither
traces its constitutional lineage nor articulates
how these guarantees are to be realised within
the workplace. The Bill leaves unresolved
whether the right to disconnect is purely
statutory or indicative of a deeper constitutional
engagement between work and individual
autonomy.

Conclusion
The Bill recognises that digital work has blurred
the traditional boundaries between working time
and personal time, but it does not explain how
this transformation is to be accommodated
within the legal framework which governs
working hours, overtime and employer control.

A comparative study reveals that the right to
disconnect becomes e�ective when an
employee’s time is treated as working time. This
gap is yet to be �lled. Until the Bill addresses how
digital labour complies with existing labour laws,
it will continue to rely on a framework designed
for regulating physical workplaces.

The Bill leaves open whether the right has a
constitutional character. Although there is an
evident connection between Right to Disconnect
and individual autonomy under Article 21 of the
Constitution, this is not made apparent by the
legislature. The Bill neither identi�es this gap nor
acknowledges it, which leaves it open to
divergent interpretations.

For these reasons, the Bill is best seen as the
beginning of a broader conversation, one that the
Indian labour law jurisprudence will eventually
address.

Right to Disconnect: Drawing the line after work
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Crisis next door
The unrest in Bangladesh is
unsettling (“Keeping a close
watch on Bangladesh
events: India”, Dec. 22). The
deaths of the two student
leaders, Sharif Osman Hadi
and Motaleb Shikder, need
to be investigated. It is very
worrying that Hindus are
being persecuted and that a
man was killed so brutally.
The Jamaat-e-Islami clearly
wants the rift between the

mode or take up non-issues
to debate, even as pressing
problems like this continue
to take a toll on our health.
V. Nagarajan
Chennai

pollution in Delhi-NCR and
elsewhere (“Lessons from
China on tackling air
pollution”, Dec. 22). The
situation is so bad that
doctors are urging people
with respiratory problems
to leave the city when the
AQI worsens. The crisis has
dragged on for over a
decade. It is tragic that in
the world’s largest
democracy, leaders either
remain locked in election

operations through
elephant migration routes is
needed. It is very sad that
we are losing these
beautiful animals.
Monita Sutherson

Nagercoil

Toxic air
Despite having adequate
laws and abundant
technical know-how, it is
clear that India lacks the
political will to tackle air

calf, the eighth killed in the
Sairang Rajdhani Express
train tragedy in Central
Assam’s Hojai district, calls
for urgent measures
(“Elephant calf injured in
Assam train collision dies;
Centre seeks report”, Dec.
22). Drones could be used
to detect elephants near
railway tracks. There must
be a mandatory speed limit
for trains in these areas.
Also, reducing train

India and Bangladesh to
deepen. The interim
government led by
Muhammad Yunus needs to
course correct. It is time for
Bangladesh to hold
elections with the
participation of all the
political parties.
Kirti Wadhawan

Kanpur

Jumbo tragedy
The death of an elephant

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 

To read more letters
online, scan the QR code.

Avantika Shukla

Advocate practising at
the Delhi High Court



STATE OF PLAY

G
rowing up in Himachal
Pradesh in the eight-
ies, I have often heard

my civil engineer father la-
ment about the lack of adeq-
uate budget with the State go-
vernment to make a good hill
road while also containing and
managing the damage to the
mountain slope. He under-
stood the importance of for-
ests but always spoke of the
disproportionate burden on
the State. He thought that
since the forests provide many
important services which be-
ne�t the entire country, the
State should be provided
more resources to protect and
preserve them. His ideas
stayed with me and when the
concept of ecosystem services
gained currency much later, it
instantly resonated.

Similar thoughts were ex-
pressed in a letter written by
the Constitutional Conduct
Group, a group of former civil
servants, to the chairman of
the 16th Finance commission.
The letter refers to a 2025 re-
port of the Institute of Forest
Management Bhopal. It pegs
the total forest wealth of Hi-
machal Pradesh at ₹9.95 lakh
crore. It calculated the annual
total economic value of Hima-
chal’s forests at ₹3.20 lakh
crore; this includes ₹1.65 lakh
crore for carbon sequestra-
tion, ₹68,941 crore for eco sys-
tem services, ₹32,901 crore as
the value of bio-diversity,
₹15,132 crore for water provi-
sioning and ₹3,000 crore for
regulatory services such as
�ood control and sediment re-
tention. These contributions
bene�t the entire country.

The regulatory system un-
derstands the importance of
forests for the ecological se-
curity of the country, and the

costs mountain States incur
and the support they need to
pursue an eco-centric deve-
lopmental model. Despite the
understanding, till date, most
regulatory instruments in the
country do not comprehen-
sively address these issues or
adequately compensate the
mountain States so that they
are not unduly encumbered.

Himachal Pradesh has been
a Special Category State since
its inception in 1971, because
of its geographical and climat-
ic conditions resulting in limit-
ed resource generating capac-
ity. This got the State some
preferential �nancial treat-
ment from the Centre till it
was abolished by 14th Finance
Commission (FC) in 2015 due
to increase in allocation from
the Central taxes devolved to
the State. Himachal Pradesh
like other States had to enact
the Fiscal Responsibility and
Budget Management Act in
2005, which imposed limits
on its �scal and revenue de�-
cits, and in�uenced its expen-
diture patterns without adeq-
uately taking into account the
limitations of its largely agrar-
ian economy and higher deve-
lopmental costs. 

Some amends have been
made over the years to accom-
modate the special circum-
stances of the State.

The FCs speci�cally
evolved a mechanism to com-
pensate the States which
maintain, protect and pre-
serve forests but the same has
fallen short on delivering the

intended results in Himachal
Pradesh. It started with 12th
FC when a total of ₹1,000
crore was allocated as Green
Bonus to be distributed
among States on the basis of
their share of the country’s to-
tal forest area. This was
changed to an incentive-based
grant by 13th FC to reward
States for maintaining and im-
proving forest covers, focus-
ing on canopy density. The
14th FC went a step ahead and
incorporated “forest cover” as
a criterion in its formula for
horizontal tax devolution, as-
signing it a weight of 7.5%. 

The 15th FC increased both
the scope and weightage of
this criterion to “forest cover
and ecology” and 10% respec-
tively, which needs to be furth-
er enhanced signi�cantly to
make any meaningful contri-
bution. The present metho-
dology for calculating the area
under “forests and ecology” is
also �awed as it only uses the
data regarding dense forest,
despite there being a separate
mention of ecology. About a
third of the State’s geographi-
cal area is permanent snow,
glaciers, cold deserts, and al-
pine pastures where no vege-
tation grows but has a tremen-
dous amount of ecological
value. While calculating area
under forest in the State, this
area should either be deduct-
ed from the total area to arrive
at the e�ective forest cover in
the State or this area should be
recognised in its own right un-
der the head ecology. 

The 16th FC needs to look
into these issues. Higher allo-
cations are needed to protect
the forest and ecology of the
State for the bene�t of the en-
tire country.

The writer is a Natural Resource

Management/Environment Law

consultant and an advocate in the High

Court of Himachal Pradesh. 

Views are personal.

Himachal needs a �nancial boost
The State needs more money to protect and preserve its vital forest cover 
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New Delhi, Dec. 22: Export utilisation of India’s
road motor vehicle industry aggregated to Rs.
30.2 crores in 1974-75. Besides growing oversees
supply if automobile equipment and
accessories, the industry has now emerged as a
signi�cant supplier of buses and trucks, says an
o�cial press release. 

India exported during the year 430 buses
valued at Rs. 3.64 crores. The importers were
Zambia, Uganda, Iran, Guyana Arab Republic of
Egypt, Bahrain Islands, Mauritius, Abu Dabhi,
Dubai and Sri Lanka. The maximum number of
buses were bought by Zambia (75 buses at Rs. 75
lakhs) Mauritins bought 47 buses, Guyana 39
buses, Arab Republic of Egypt 37 buses, Iran and
Uganda 36 each, Bahrain Islands 44 buses,
Afghanistan 34 and Sri Lanka 24 buses. 

India’s licensed capacity for the production of
commercial vehicles including jeeps is about
110,000 a year. Of this the capacity for heavy
and medium commercial vehicles is 78,000,
light commercial vehicles 12,000 and jeeps
20,000 per year. An additional capacity of
90,000 is being planned in respect of light
commercial vehicles. There are eight
manufacturers engaged in the production of
commercial vehicles in India. -PTI

FIFTY YEARS AGO DECEMBER 23, 1975

Auto Industry’s exports
fetch Rs. 30 crores

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

(Special Cable- copyright) London, Dec. 21:
Replying to Mr. Applin, Earl Winterton said that
certainly he could not admit that Anglo-Indian
or the domiciled community su�ered any
disability under the present dual classi�cation as
statutory natives of Indian and European British
subjects. Mr. Wardlaw-Milne asked if Earl
Winterton would inquire into the question of the
Indian Medical Service to which the dual
classi�cation did make a di�erence.

Earl Winterton replied that it was rather a
di�erent point of the question and referred to
the classi�cation of the Domiciled community as
such. Further replying to Mr. Applin, Earl
Winterton said Lord Binkenhead and the
Government of India were considering the
whole question of military employment of
Anglo-Indians. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO DECEMBER 23, 1925

No disability by dual
classi�cation

T
he Viksit Bharat -
Guarantee for Rozgar
and Ajeevika Mission
(Gramin) Act (VB-G

RAM G), 2025 Act, which replaces
the Mahatma Gandhi National
Rural Employment Guarantee Act
(MGNREGA), received the
President’s assent on Sunday. 

Article 21 of the Constitution
guarantees the right to life. The
Supreme Court in Olga Tellis v.
Bombay Municipal Corporation in
1985 ruled that “if there’s an
obligation upon the State to secure
to the citizens an adequate means
of livelihood and right to work, it
would be sheer pedantry to
exclude the right to livelihood
from the content of the right to
life.” 

MGNREGA, arrived at through
sustained social movements and
passed unanimously in
Parliament, envisions the right to
work as a necessary condition for
the right to life. It is, therefore, a
departure from earlier public
works programmes as MGNREGA’s
provisions amount to justiciable
rights — the right to work on
demand, the right to
unemployment allowance if work
is not provided within 15 days, the
right to payment of wages within
15 days and payment of delay
compensation otherwise, gender
parity in wages, minimum wages,
among others. The Act also
envisaged relief from ecological
distress through the creation of
long-term sustainable assets. As an
engine to implement the 73rd
Constitutional Amendment,
MGNREGA strengthened the
panchayat raj institutions.

Five broad positive outcomes of
MGNREGA can be identi�ed as (a)
it is universal and not targeted, (b)
it resulted in an increase in rural
incomes, (c) it counters gender
and caste inequalities, (d) it
creates quality assets and (e) it
empowers communities. Within a
few years of MGNREGA, studies
showed that incomes of workers
increased, overall poverty fell and
school enrolment increased.
According to an India Human
Development Survey, reliance on

money lenders decreased by 21%.
About 45% of female MGNREGA
workers were either not working
or worked only on family farms
before the Act. Women’s
participation has been around
58% in MGNREGA over the last �ve
years. In the face of mounting
evidence, even the World Bank
changed from referring to it as a
“barrier to development” in 2009
to calling it a “stellar example” of
rural development in 2014.
MGNREGA’s role during the COVID
pandemic is widely known.

Many issues 
Perhaps the chronicle of death
was foretold over the last decade.
Chronic underfunding has
resulted in persistent wage
payment delays, a fact
acknowledged by the Ministry of
Finance. Budget constraints have
meant that o�cials have resorted
to rationing work. Activists and
researchers routinely brought up
exclusions leading to denial of
rights arising from opaque
technocratic initiatives such as a
photo-based attendance app and
complex payment systems. Such
initiatives gave new ammunition
for corruption as these widened
the gulf between workers and
o�cials. Sta� shortage
exacerbated corruption. Built-in
principles to mitigate corruption
like social audits have been
underfunded.

The VB-G RAM G Act was
steamrolled in Parliament in such
a scenario. Section 5(1) of this Act
gives arbitrary, discretionary
powers to the Union government
to decide where, what and how
public works will happen.
According to Section 4(5), the
Union government will determine
and prescribe “State-wise
normative allocations” of funds
based on “objective parameters”.
Instead of demand-driven, as MP
Manoj Jha put it, this makes it
“command-driven” rendering it to
a centrally sponsored allocation
based model, putting States at the
mercy of the Centre. Local
autonomy ideas of MGNREGA
stand compromised.

In the Swaraj Abhiyan case in
2018, the Supreme Court ordered
the Union government to pay
compensation for delays in
payments caused by it. The new
Act places no obligation on the
Union government for payment
delays. Roughly 90% of the
MGNREGA expenditure is borne
by the Union government and 10%
by the States. As per Section 22 of
the new Act, barring some States,
the Centre to State ratio of funds
has been altered to 60:40.
Further, the new Act states that
“expenditure by a State in excess
of its normative allocation shall be
borne by the State government”.
Taken together, these clauses
might lead to political favouritism
towards some States and
victimisation of others. 

Forced to be �scally prudent,
States are likely to sti�e work
demand leading to increased
unemployment and distress
migration.

The opportunity to work
anytime in the year is vital,
especially for the landless and
women. However, the proposition
(Section 6(2)) in the new Act to not
provide any employment for 60
days during the agricultural
season, will only ossify the
entrenched land, caste and gender
inequalities. Despite support for
MGNREGA from farmers’
platforms and evidence pointing
to farmers bene�ting from
MGNREGA, the new Act attempts
to legally pit farmers with
labourers. The new Act claims to
provide 125 days of employment
per household per year. However,
if in the current funding situation,
average days of work per year per
household was around 50, the
claim of 125 days of employment
in a year is a red herring. Finally,
the new Act has no new provisions
to mitigate corruption.

MGNREGA combines Mahatma
Gandhi’s ideas of local governance
with B.R. Ambebdkar’s spirit of
empowering citizens with rights.
By formalising the decade-long
slow poisoning of the MGNREGA,
the new Act undermines both
Gandhi and Ambedkar.

Death knell for the rural job guarantee
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The MGNREGA
envisions the right
to work as a
necessary
condition for the
right to life

I
ndia has recorded the highest
number of doping o�enders
globally for the third consecu-

tive year, according to the latest
World Anti-Doping Agency’s (WA-
DA) report. According to the WA-
DA’s 2024 report, India recorded
260 positive doping cases from
7,113 samples (Chart 1A) — a 3.6%
positivity rate (Chart 1B). This �-
gure is more than double of any
other nation’s numbers, as no oth-
er country exceeded a 1.75% posi-
tivity rate in 2024.

Norway documented the se-
cond-highest proportion of posi-
tive cases at 1.75%, followed by the
U.S. at 1.15% (Chart 2). In terms of
absolute �gures, France registered
the next highest volume of viola-
tions in 2024 with 91 cases, fol-
lowed closely by Italy with 85. Rus-
sia and the U.S. reported 76 cases
each, while Germany and China
recorded 54 and 43 cases, respec-
tively. 

Crucially, these nations record-
ed fewer positive results in both
absolute and percentage terms
than India, despite maintaining
much more rigorous testing re-
gimes. China, for example, con-
ducted over 24,000 tests in 2024
(Chart 3), more than triple India’s
volume, yet reported fewer than
one-�fth of the violations. 

The �ndings have come at a
time when India is positioning it-
self as a credible global sporting
host. The country is preparing to
host the 2030 Commonwealth
Games, seen as a stepping stone
towards its larger ambition of host-
ing the 2036 Olympics.

Sport-wise data from India
shows that athletics recorded the
most positive results in absolute
terms. Of the 260 positive cases in
2024, as many as 76 came from
athletics, followed by weightlifting
(43) and wrestling (29). Boxing and
powerlifting recorded 17 cases
each, while kabaddi accounted for

10 cases. (Table 4) These �gures
re�ect a pattern that has held over
several years, with endurance and
strength-based sports dominating
the list of violations. In July, un-
der-23 wrestling champion and Pa-
ris Olympics quarter-�nalist Reeti-
ka Hooda tested positive for
banned substances and was provi-
sionally suspended, drawing atten-
tion to doping risks even among
elite athletes.

At the grass-roots level, enforce-
ment itself appears to be a deter-
rent. During India’s University
Games earlier this month, there
were reports of several athletes
skipping track and �eld events af-
ter anti-doping o�cials arrived at
venues, in some cases leaving only
a single competitor to participate.

India’s National Anti-Doping
Agency (NADA) has defended its
record, arguing that higher num-
bers re�ect improved detection
rather than rising drug use. In a
statement issued on Wednesday,
the agency said India had “signi�-
cantly strengthened” its anti-dop-
ing framework in recent years. 

However, global comparisons
suggest that India’s problem is not
merely one of testing volume. Sev-
eral countries with comparable or
higher testing numbers continue
to report far lower positivity rates.

The WADA report comes
months after the International
Olympic Committee (IOC) ex-
pressed concern over the wides-
pread use of performance-enhanc-
ing drugs in India and urged
authorities to “set their house in
order”. In response, the Indian
Olympic Association constituted a
new anti-doping panel in August.

The government has also
moved to tighten the legal frame-
work. Parliament recently passed
the National Anti-Doping (Amend-
ment) Bill, 2025, incorporating
changes sought by WADA to bring
India’s anti-doping regime in line
with global standards. The Bill pro-
hibits doping in sports, and pro-
vides a framework for testing, en-
forcement, and adjudication of
violations. 

India tops global doping list for the third consecutive year
Global comparisons show that despite more rigorous testing regimes, the doping rate is much lower in many other countries

Devyanshi Bihani

DATA POINT



A ND-NDECM
YK

The steady growth in
India’s IT hiring
market this year

16
In per cent. India’s IT sector

showed signs of recovery in

2025, with total job demand

touching 1.8 million roles, marking a 16%

increase over the previous year and

highlighting renewed momentum in hiring

across the industry, a report said on

Monday. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Number of farmer
activists booked in
Muza�arnagar

100
A case has been

registered against more

than 100 persons in

connection with the incident that took

place on Sunday. The police said activists

assembled at the Jagahedi toll plaza and

staged a sit-in, alleging misbehaviour by

toll plaza employees with farmers. PTI

The duties imposed by
China on dairy
products from the EU

42.7
In per cent. The “duty

deposits”, which range

from 21.9% to 42.7%,

come into effect on Tuesday. They hit a

range of items including fresh and

processed cheese, curd, blue cheese and

some milk and cream, the commerce

ministry in Beijing said in a statement. AFP

Institutional
investments in Indian
real estate in 2025

10.4
in $ billion. The

institutional

investments in Indian

real estate are estimated at $10.4 billion as

against $8,878 million last year. JLL India

data showed that domestic investors

contributed 52% of the total institutional

investment in Indian real estate in 2025. PTI

The �ne imposed on
Apple by Italy over app
privacy feature

98
in million euros. The Italian

Competition Authority said

that Apple had violated

privacy regulations for third-party

developers in a market where it “holds a

super-dominant position through its App

Store”. Apple said it would appeal. AFP

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

C
ome winter and the national
capital wakes up with thick
smog and severely low air
quality, which cripples the city

and poses serious health challenges. The
directions given by the Delhi government
and the Directorate of Education to
ensure work from home and to run
classes in schools in hybrid mode
respectively do not bring much succour,
as possible health hazards continue to
haunt Delhiites and those living in the
National Capital Region (NCR) districts.  

Some of the major causes of air
pollution include the burning of fossil
fuels, transport, industrial processes,
waste management, demolition and
agriculture. However, particulate matter
is the most deadly of them all causing
major health hazards like stroke, heart
and lung diseases which kill large number
of people every year. 

Severity of particulate matter
Particulate matter is de�ned for the
purpose of quality regulations. Particles
having a diameter of 10 microns or less
(PM 10) may enter the body through
breathing and adversely a�ect health. On
the other hand, �ne particulate matter
includes particles having a diameter of
less than 2.5 microns (PM2.5). Particles
emitted from the burning of diesel called
DPM (Diesel Particulate Matter) are
mostly less than 1 micron in size and
constitute a sub-category of PM2.5. These
cause severe health hazards, even in
children. In this context, the Commission
for Air Quality Management (CAQM) has
amended the Graded Response Action
Plan (GRAP) and made it mandatory to
close schools in Delhi and NCR districts
under Phases 3 and 4 of the plan. Earlier,
the decision to implement these
measures was at the discretion of the
State government. Moreover, as an
additional directive under Phase 3 of the
GRAP, State governments will now have to
stagger the timings of public o�ces and
municipal bodies in Delhi and NCR
districts.

Constitutional provisions
Though the original Constitution did not
mention any provisions for
environmental protection, the concepts
of natural justice and protection of nature
were enshrined in the entire
constitutional scheme. This is the reason
why, by way of literal interpretation, the
Supreme Court gave its opinion that clean
environment shall be included in the
meaning of life under Article 21 in Maneka
Gandhi versus Union of India, 1978. 

However, over the years, especially
after growing demands for proper
safeguards for the protection of the
environment and sustainable
development, India has adopted policies
for which it needs proper and e�ective
constitutional provisions. This led to the
insertion of Articles 48A and 51A (g) as
responsibilities of the state and citizens
respectively. A signi�cant aspect of Article
48A is that the Constitution intends to
make agriculture and environment
compatible. In Subhash Kumar versus
State of Bihar, 1991, the Supreme Court
read Articles 48A and 51A (g) with Article
21, and inferred that the state is
constitutionally obliged to take steps to
protect and improve the environment so
that every citizen is able to enjoy his right
to pollution-free air and water, which are
necessary for a meaningful life.

However, since the mid-1980s,

increasing privatisation and economic
liberalisation have degraded the
environment on a large scale due to
which the judiciary had to step in to
provide guidelines to strike a balance
between economic development and
environmental protection. The judiciary’s
commitment to social good in general,
and environmental protection in
particular, has resulted in the innovative
use of Public Interest Litigations (PILs)
under Articles 32 and 226 of the
Constitution, as a tool for social and
environmental justice.

Moreover, a healthy environment is
also one of the elements of a welfare state.
Under Section 2(a) of the Environment
(Protection) Act, 1986, ‘environment’
includes water, air and land, and the
interrelationship which exists between
the three and human beings, other living
creatures, plants, microorganisms and
property. The right to live in an
environment free of danger of disease and
infection is an important attribute of the
right to live with human dignity. 

The right to live in a healthy
environment as part of Article 21 of the
Constitution was �rst recognised in Rural
Litigation and Entitlement Kendra versus
State of U.P., 1985.  In 1987, the Supreme
Court in M.C. Mehta versus Union of India
treated the right to live in a pollution free
environment as part of the fundamental
right to life under Article 21 of the
Constitution.

Disasters and environmental
protection 
During times of disasters and calamity,
whether natural or man-made, the issue
of protecting the environment assumes
greater signi�cance. The concept of
‘absolute liability’ was introduced for
disasters arising out of the storage, leak or
use of hazardous substances such as in
the Oleum Gas Leak case. While strict
liability is the concept that makes a
defendant responsible for the
consequences of an action, even if he did
not intend to cause harm or was not at
fault, absolute liability is the imposition of
legal responsibility on a party for
damages caused, regardless of fault or

negligence, but with certain exceptions.
Moreover, strict liability is used in both
criminal and civil law. 

Two more principles that assume
signi�cance in cases of disasters which
a�ect the environment include the
‘precautionary principle’ and the
‘polluter pays principle’. These concepts
were explained in the Vellore Citizens’
Welfare Forum versus Union of India, 1996.
The precautionary principle is an
approach wherein states should adopt
precautionary measures if there are
serious threats to the environment.
According to the United Nations, this
principle needs to be widely adopted by
nations according to their own
capabilities. In cases where there are
threats of serious or irreversible damage,
a lack of full scienti�c certainty shall not
be used as a reason for postponing
cost-e�ective measures which could
prevent environmental degradation. The
precautionary principle is a part of the
law of the land and should be applied
when there is a threat of serious or
irreversible environmental damage. The
traditional concept that development and
ecology are opposed to each other, is no
longer acceptable. Sustainable
development should be prioritised. 

On the other hand, the polluter pays
principle is the commonly accepted
practice that those who are responsible
for the pollution should bear the costs of
managing it to prevent damage to human
health or the environment. For instance,
a factory that produces a potentially
poisonous substance as a by-product of its
activities is held responsible for its safe
disposal. The polluter pays principle is
part of a set of broader principles to guide
sustainable development worldwide. 

Public trust doctrine
Another major idea behind the principles
of environmental protection is the public
trust doctrine. In M.C. Mehta versus Kamal
Nath, the Supreme Court explained the
doctrine as a re�ection of a social
contract between the state and the
people, in which the state serves as the
trustee while the people or the
communities own the resources.

Although the state holds certain rights
over said resources, it shall not utilise
them for personal gains and shall be used
only for the bene�ts of the people. 

In India, Clause (b) of Article 39
provides that material resources shall be
owned by the community and Clause (c)
of the Article says that the state shall have
the responsibility to prevent any
concentration of the means of
production. Further, when the state takes
steps for the welfare of the people, the
citizens have a duty to allow the state to
do so. Thus, the relationship of the state
and citizens is guided by jus publicum, or
public law. It also refers to the right, title
or dominion of public ownership which
means that the government has the right
to own resources for the bene�t of the
public. This is very well articulated in the
Constitution, especially in the Directive
Principles. 

For example, in Radhey Shyam Sahu,
the Supreme Court held that the doctrine
of public trust emanates from the
provisions of Article 21 of the Constitution
protecting the life of the people and put
the state under the obligation to maintain
public parks for the citizens.

So far as the e�ects of climate change
are concerned, the top Court in M. K.
Ranjitsinh versus Union of India, 2024
recognised the right against adverse
e�ects of climate change as being part of
the right to life under Article 21 and also
with the right to equality under Article 14
of the Constitution.  

Despite the fact that national and
foreign governments have claimed to have
taken steps for the protection of the
environment, their claims have been far
from satisfactory. Moreover, as judicially
recognised rights cannot be directly
claimed unless linked to any of the rights
provided in Part III of the Constitution,
the state may also become reluctant to
take steps with concern. It is therefore,
the opportune moment to expressly
include the right to a clean and healthy
environment in the Constitution to make
both the state and the citizens equally
responsible.  

The author is President, Centre for
Applied Research in Governance, Delhi 

On the right to a healthy environment
Amid rising air pollution, legal interpretations linking environmental rights to the right to life and explicit constitutional provisions to enforce

environmental protections, emphasising the state’s responsibility, is the need of the hour 

Intense pollution: A layer of smog seen over moving tra�ic near the ITO area, in New Delhi on December 22. SUSHIL KUMAR VERMA

C.B.P. Srivastava
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The directions given by the
Delhi government and the
Directorate of Education to
ensure work from home and to
run classes in schools in hybrid
mode respectively do not bring
much succour, as possible
health hazards continue to
haunt Delhiites and those living
in the National Capital Region
(NCR) districts.
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During times of disasters and
calamity, whether natural or
man-made, the issue of
protecting the environment
assumes greater significance.

�

Despite the fact that national
and foreign governments have
claimed to have taken steps for
the protection of the
environment, their claims have
been far from satisfactory.
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with the subject ‘Text & Context’

X

QUESTION 1

“If you build it, he will come.”
X

QUESTION 2

“I love the smell of napalm in
the morning.”
X

QUESTION 3

“Please boss, don’t put that
thing over my face, don’t put
me in the dark. I’s afraid of the
dark [sic].”
X

QUESTION 4

“Never rat on your friends,
and always keep your mouth
shut.”
X

QUESTION 5

“Is that my daughter in there?
Is she in there?”

X

QUESTION 6

“We want to be nations. Home is
everything.”
X

QUESTION 7

“All I know is, you’ve got to get
mad. You’ve got to say, ‘I’m a
human being, goddamn it. My life
has value.’”
X

QUESTION 8

“Forget about it.”
X

QUESTION 9

“Back there I could fly a gunship, I
could drive a tank, I was in charge
of million dollar equipment, back
here I can’t even hold a job
parking cars!”
X

QUESTION 10

“If you ride like lightning, you’re
gonna crash like thunder.”

Questions and Answers to the

previous day’s daily quiz: 1.This word
was declared the word of 2025 by
Cambridge Dictionary. Ans: Parasocial

2. This word refers to the vacant
expression that members of this
particular generation seem to have in a
situation where a spoken response is
usually expected. Ans: Gen Z stare

3. The meaning of the word broligarchy.
Ans: It is a slang term describing a

system dominated by wealthy male

figures in positions of power

especially in the tech sector

4. The origin of the modern use of this
term is thought to be from a song. Ans:

67

5. A word that refers to the low quality
content that is produced using AI. Ans:

Slop

Visual: Name the word and the person.
Ans: Bio hack and Bryan Johnson

Early Birds: C. Saravanan| Siddhartha
Viswanathan

THE DAILY QUIZ

Of men and monologues: can you identify the �lms based on these one-liners?

X

Visual question:

In his first talkie, Charlie Chaplin delivered one of the most powerful speeches in
cinema history. Can you guess the movie title? FILE PHOTO

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

Mohammed Hidhayat

What is the di�erence between ‘He
was killed’ and ‘He was feared
killed’? (R. Venkaturamaiah,
Labbipet, Vijayawada)
When you say that somebody was ‘killed’
in an accident, it means he/she died in the
accident. You are pretty sure that the
person involved in the accident is dead.
Perhaps you have the person’s body to
prove that he/she is dead. If, on the other
hand, you say that Mohan was feared
killed in an accident, it implies
uncertainty. You are not really sure if he
died in the accident or not. Maybe you
haven’t found Mohan’s body to prove that
he is dead. Or maybe the body you found
doesn’t look anything like Mohan’s. The
inclusion of the word ‘feared’ in ‘feared
killed’ and ‘feared drowned’ introduces
an element of uncertainty. When
newsreaders announce that a particular
�ight has gone down and all passengers
are ‘feared killed’, it indicates that the
authorities are not really sure if all
passengers are dead. There is no
con�rmation from the crash site that all
are dead. The authorities suspect all
passengers to be dead, but they are not
really sure.

What is the meaning of ‘He can barely
read and write’? (D. Singarajan,
Tiruchi)
There is a big di�erence in meaning
between ‘He can neither read nor write’
and ‘He can barely read and write’. When
you say that Suman can’t read or write, it
means that the individual doesn’t know
how to read or write. If, on the other
hand, you say that he can barely read and
write, it implies that the individual can
read and write a bit — perhaps very little.
He is not an illiterate person. With some
e�ort he can perhaps read a simple text
and write a sentence or two. But as I said
the individual has to put in a lot of e�ort
to do this. Here are a few more examples:
The teacher could barely read the
student’s handwriting (Meaning, the
teacher with a great deal of di�culty
managed to read what the student had
written). The patient could barely walk
(The patient had a great deal of trouble
walking. Perhaps he/she managed to take
four or �ve steps. Whatever the distance
he/she walked, he/she had great di�culty
in doing it).

Which is correct? Gopal marries with
Radha. Gopal marries to Radha. (S.
Prabhakar, Mancherial, Adilabad)
Both are wrong. The correct sentence is
Gopal marries Radha. You don’t ‘marry
with’ or ‘marry to’ someone. You ‘marry
someone’. For example, in the movie,
Amir Khan marries Madhuri. Amitabh
married Jaya several years ago. My friend
wants to marry a rich girl. You can be
‘married to’ someone. For example,
Mohan is married to Radha. Gopa is
married to the Chairman’s daughter.
Sandhya is married to Mani’s brother. You
cannot replace ‘to’ with ‘with’ in any of
these sentences. It is wrong to say,
‘Sandhya is married with Mani’s brother’
etc. 

Published in The Hindu on January 19,
1999. 

Know your
English
S. Upendran

FROM THE ARCHIVES

The story so far:

M
illions of naturally occurring
Micrometeoroids and Orbital
Debris (MMOD) orbit the
earth, posing a constant

threat to all spacecraft and space stations.
The menace attracted global attention
recently when a piece of debris struck the
Chinese crewed vehicle Shenzhou-20,
causing a minor crack in the window of its
return capsule, rendering it unusable for
crew travel.

What is MMOD?
Micrometeoroids are typically extremely
small, with sizes ranging from a few
micrometres (a millionth of a meter) — the
approximate size of a grain of dust — to up
to about two millimetres. Each weigh less
than a dried grape. Most of them (about
80 to 90%) originate from collisions
between asteroids in the Asteroid belt
(between Mars and Jupiter) with a small
portion coming from comets. They also
travel at extremely high velocities (about
11 to 72 km/s).

Orbital debris (also called space debris,
space junk or space trash) consists of
human-made objects in the Earth’s orbit
that no longer serve any useful purpose.
All orbital debris originated primarily
from exploded rocket stages, satellites,
accidental collisions and intentional
anti-satellite weapon tests. The typical
average speed of orbital debris is about 10
km/s. With increase in density of space
debris, there could be a theoretical
scenario wherein collisions between them
may create a cascade of further collisions,
eventually making space travel
impossible, a phenomenon known as the
Kessler Syndrome.

The Inter-Agency Space Debris

Coordination Committee (IADC) — an
international forum of major space
agencies such as NASA, ESA, ISRO, JAXA,
etc. — plays a vital technical role by
generating the foundational standards for
space debris mitigation. These technical
standards form the basis for the space
debris mitigation guidelines adopted by
the United Nations Committee on the
Peaceful Uses of Outer Space
(UNCOPUOS). However, the guidelines are
considered as “soft law” implying that
they are voluntary, and have no legally
binding enforcement mechanism to
compel the countries to adopt them.

How is MMOD distributed in space?
Orbital debris is mostly concentrated in a
“shell” around the Earth in Low earth
Orbit (LEO) ranging from about 200 km
up to 2,000 km altitude. In contrast,
micrometeoroids exist everywhere in
space, but due to the Earth’s gravity pull
their distribution is slightly higher near
our planet. There are hundreds of
millions of pieces of orbital debris in the
LEO — an estimated 34,000 objects larger
than 10 cm (and are accurately tracked)
and over 128 million pieces greater than 1
mm in size. The micrometeoroids in
Earth’s orbital environment are e�ectively
uncountable and they deliver billions of
impacts to orbiting spacecrafts annually.

How are space systems designed for
MMOD impact?
The risk of being hit by MMOD in the LEO
is not uniform; it is highly directional. The
face of the spacecraft in the direction of
travel experiences the maximum overall
hazard because the debris collides
directly with the highest relative speed.
Because of the very high velocity of the
debris, even tiny fragments carry enough
kinetic energy to cause catastrophic

failure or critical damage to onboard
systems.

Space agencies utilise complex
engineering models that process tracking
and statistical data to determine the
MMOD �ux, which is the expected
number of particles of a given size that
will hit a spacecraft over its mission
lifetime. This data with other relevant
information is fed into specially
developed software tools to perform a
vulnerability analysis and to calculate the
probability of loss or failure of critical
components under the impact of MMOD.
If the calculated risk exceeds the
established safety standard, then the
spacecraft is protected by physical
shielding against the impact. 

How are satellites protected from
MMOD?
MMOD threats are countered using a
strategy of design and operational
methods. Engineers rely on Whipple
shields to protect the space vehicle from
MMOD where energy dissipation is
achieved through fragmentation and
turbulence, analogous to sea waves
breaking against tetra pods and splitting
its energy. Whipple shields have an outer
“bumper” and inner “rear wall” with a
stand-o� or gap between two. The
bumper shatters the incoming
high-velocity debris into a cloud of
fragments. As the cloud expands across
the stando� distance, the momentum is
distributed over a wide area, allowing the
rear wall to absorb the energy without
failing.

For avoiding the risk from larger
debris, space agencies maintain detailed
tracking catalogs of objects larger than 10
cm. When a potential collision with a
trackable object is projected, a debris
avoidance manoeuvre is executed by

�ring the spacecraft’s thrusters to slightly
alter its orbit and move out of the
projected impact zone. 

How is Gaganyaan crew protected?
The main di�erence in Gaganyaan
compared to other ongoing human space
missions is that it is a standalone mission
as there is no space station where the
orbital module can dock and seek help in
case of any exigency during the orbital
phase. Since the mission duration is very
short (less than a week), the probability of
being hit by a catalogued space debris is
extremely low, though the risk from small
un-catalogued, high-velocity fragments
still necessitates protective measures.

The MMOD protection scheme for
Gaganyaan is based on internationally
accepted standards, such as employing
passive defences like Whipple shields. To
ensure that these shields meet stringent
human-rating requirements, ISRO uses
specialised facilities and software tools for
design and validation. The gas gun facility
at DRDO’s Terminal Ballistics Research
Laboratory (TBRL), Chandigarh, is one of
the facilities used for validating the design
where a 7 mm spherical projectile can be
accelerated to achieve an impact velocity
of up to 5 km/s. 

The era of expanding human presence
beyond the Moon, driven by both nations
and commercial entities, can only be
secured if the global community
collectively addresses the risks of debris
and adopts stringent zero-junk practices
to de-escalate the MMOD menace for
ensuring a safe, sustainable orbital
highway for all future endeavours.

Unnikrishnan Nair S. is Former Director,
VSSC & IIST; founding director, HSFC; and
an expert in launch vehicle systems, orbital
re-entry and human space�ight
technologies.

How are we protecting astronauts
from deadly space debris?
Orbital debris consists of human-made objects in the Earth’s orbit that no longer serve any useful purpose. All orbital debris originated primarily

from exploded rocket stages, satellites, accidental collisions and intentional anti-satellite weapon tests

CACHE

Dangerous obstacles: The commander of Shenzhou-20, Chen Dong, arrives at the Dongfeng landing site in the Gobi Desert, Inner Mongolia, China on November 14. AFP

Unnikrishnan Nair S.
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SCIENCE

For feedback and suggestions

for ‘Science’, please write to
science@thehindu.co.in with the
subject ‘Daily page’

X

QUESTION 1

On December 23, 1947, John Bardeen,
Walter Brattain, and William Shockley
demonstrated the first transistor at Bell
Labs. The facility picked the name
“transistor” to ensure the device was
easily marketable, and is a combination
of two words. Name the words.
X

QUESTION 2

In the late 1950s, scientists at Bell Labs
invented the MOSFET, a transistor design
that was compact and cheap to produce
en masse — the first of its kind — and
thus set the electronics revolution in
motion. What does MOSFET stand for?
X

QUESTION 3

Dennard scaling is the idea in

semiconductor electronics that shrinking
the transistor size lets engineers lower
the voltage and current, so the transistor
can still switch currents fast while
keeping the _____ _______ roughly
constant. Fill in the blanks.
X

QUESTION 4

A _________ is a new kind of transistor
whose electrical resistance depends on
the history of voltage or current through
it, so it ‘remembers’ past states.
Researchers are exploring its use in new
kinds of computers where the CPU and
the memory are closer together, reducing
the distance data has to move. Fill in the
blank.
X

QUESTION 5

X are transistors whose channel is a thin
vertical fin of semiconductor, with the
gate wrapping around multiple sides.

This geometry allows X to maintain
better electrostatic control than flat
transistors, reducing current leaks and
better supporting miniaturisation. Name
X.
Answers to December 18 quiz:
1. American astronomer who found
Epimetheus – Ans: Richard Walker

2. Moon whose orbit Epimetheus shares –
Ans: Janus

3. Epimetheus, Janus do this as they
exchange momentum – Ans: Swap

orbits

4. Name for Epimetheus, Janus for
‘sweeping’ their orbits – Ans: Shepherd

moons

5. Material in which Epimetheus’s terrains
are rich – Ans: Water ice

Visual: Prometheus

First contact: K.N. Viswanathan | Tamal
Biswas | Mohammad Sohail | Rohit Koli |
Anmol Agrawal

THE SCIENCE QUIZ

Life and times of the transistor

X

Visual: Name this German physicist who along with Herbert Mataré
independently invented the transistor in 1948. PUBLIC DOMAIN 

Please send in your answers to 

science@thehindu.co.in

Vasudevan Mukunth

N
ASA has lost contact with its Mars
Atmosphere and Volatile Evolution
(MAVEN) spacecraft, the Mars

orbiter that has worked for more than a
decade to study how the planet’s
atmosphere is escaping into space. The
spacecraft went silent in early December,
and engineers are still trying to
re-establish communication.

MAVEN’s job at Mars has been to
measure the thin upper atmosphere and
the ionosphere (charged particles high
above the surface), and to watch how
sunlight and the solar wind interact with
them. Those measurements help
scientists estimate how Mars went from a
planet that once had �owing water to the
cold, dry world we see today.

Beyond science, MAVEN also carries a
relay radio that can pass messages
between the earth and rovers on the
ground, including NASA’s Curiosity and
Perseverance.

On December 4, MAVEN sent its last
full set of routine “health” data about its
systems. Two days later,, it passed behind
Mars from the earth’s point of view. This
kind of temporary blackout is normal:
when a planet blocks the line of sight,
radio signals can’t get through. But after
MAVEN was expected to reappear, NASA’s
Deep Space Network didn’t detect its
usual signal. NASA publicly described the
problem on December 9 and said it was
investigating.

In an update on December 15, NASA
reported a small clue: during an ongoing
radio science campaign, the team
recovered a brief fragment of tracking
data from December 6. From that
fragment, NASA said MAVEN appeared to
be rotating in an unexpected way when it
emerged from behind Mars. The signal’s
frequency also suggested MAVEN’s orbit
may have changed. NASA hasn’t yet said
what caused these changes.

MAVEN orbits Mars and repeatedly
samples di�erent heights above the
planet, which is useful because the upper
atmosphere changes with time of day,
season, and solar activity. Its instruments
measure gases and ions as well as the
solar wind and magnetic environment
around Mars. When it serves as a relay,
MAVEN receives short UHF

(ultra-high-frequency) transmissions from
a rover, then sends the data back to the
earth using a high power radio link.

With MAVEN having gone silent, NASA
has shifted more relay work to other
orbiters, including the Mars
Reconnaissance Orbiter and Mars
Odyssey, and has coordinated with
European orbiters as needed as well.

NASA launched MAVEN in November
2013 from Cape Canaveral in Florida.
After a months-long cruise through
interplanetary space, it reached Mars and
entered orbit in September 2014. MAVEN
was designed for a two-year primary
mission but has continued operating on
an extended mission since, building a
long record of how Mars’s upper
atmosphere responds to the Sun.

India’s Mars Orbiter Mission (MOM), or
Mangalyaan, entered Mars orbit on
September 24, 2014, days after MAVEN
arrived. The Indian Space Research
Organisation framed MOM as a
technology demonstrator, with �ve
instruments added for basic imaging and
atmospheric studies.

Many in India often compared MOM to
MAVEN at the time using their headline
costs — about ₹450 crore for MOM v. $671
million for MAVEN — but the missions
were built for di�erent goals and
payloads. MAVEN was also the more
technically ambitious science mission.

NASA loses touch
with MAVEN craft
which reached
Mars just before
Mangalyaan 

A NASA illustration depicting the MAVEN
spacecraft orbiting Mars. AP 

MAVEN appeared to be rotating
in an unexpected way. The signal
frequency also suggested its orbit
may have changed

Vasudevan Mukunth

P
lanarian �atworms are small,
unassuming creatures with an
astonishing talent. Cut one into
pieces, and each fragment can

regrow a complete animal. This seemingly
magical ability comes from their proli�c
stem cells, known as neoblasts, which can
produce every tissue in the body.

In most animals, such regenerative
stem cells grow under the care of nearby
niche cells, small micro-environments
that signal when to divide. But planarians,
despite their extraordinary powers of
renewal, appear to lack any such
neighbourhoods, leaving biologists
puzzled about where their stem cells get
their cues.

In a new study in Cell Reports,
researchers at the Stowers Institute for
Medical Research in Missouri, USA, found
that the missing niche might not be local
at all, but comes from the gut. They
combined a powerful gene-mapping tool
called Slide-seqV2 with electron
microscopy to chart where thousands of
stem cells sit and which genes they switch
on. The maps revealed that neoblasts
rarely stay in contact with nearby tissues,
yet their activity depends on chemical
messages sent from the intestine. When
key intestinal genes were turned o�, the
usual post-injury burst of cell division
disappeared and regeneration faltered;
even day-to-day cell replacement
changed.

“The planarian gut functions as a
central regulator for whole-body
regeneration,” the study’s corresponding
author Alejandro Sánchez Alvarado, a
molecular biologist at the Stowers
Institute, said. He added that the same gut
signals may also help guide routine tissue
renewal across the body.

The �ndings don’t put the intestine in
charge. Instead, they point to a
cooperative system in which many
tissues, including the gut, help steer stem
cells through shared chemical cues.
Because stem and intestinal cells sit only a
few micrometres apart (roughly a single
cell’s width), their conversations are likely
carried by molecules such as small
proteins, fats or other metabolic signals
rather than direct contact.

That is to say, in planarians,
regeneration seems to depend on a
di�use web of nearby chemical signals
rather than a single, �xed neighborhood.

Poised to heal
In another species, that same kind of
long-range communication runs through
the nervous system rather than the gut.

When an axolotl (Ambystoma
mexicanum) loses a limb, the cells at the
stump gather and multiply into a mound
of tissue called the blastema, which
becomes an engine of new growth. For
decades, scientists believed this small
structure contained a major part of the
regenerative programme. But a new study
in Cell by a group at the Harvard Stem Cell
Institute in Massachusetts, USA, has
reported that the body itself joins the act.

After amputation, a burst of activity in
the animal’s stress response nerves brie�y
drives cells throughout the body to
reenter the cycle of division. This
organism-wide systemic activation seems
to prime the animal for repair. When a
previously uninjured limb is later
amputated, its blastema is noticeably

larger by two weeks.
The response was found to be carried

by special proteins on cells that sensed
stress signals. In distant tissues, one
group of these proteins switched on a
growth control system called mTOR,
putting the body into a temporary state of
readiness. At the injury site, another
group kept the new limb growing. In both
places, the same stress hormone,
norepinephrine, a close chemical cousin
of adrenaline, acted as the messenger.

When the researchers blocked the
animal’s stress nerves, regeneration
slowed down. But when they used
common blood pressure drugs to mimic
or block those stress signals, they could
dial the response up or down, showing
that the body’s repair mode could be
switched on and o� chemically. The
primed state itself faded after about four
weeks, suggesting that regeneration is not
a permanent condition but a short-lived
‘repair mode’ under the nervous system’s
control.

The group also expressed suspicion
that the system actively shut down this

state rather than letting it fade, perhaps
through a surveillance mechanism that
reined in cell growth once the injury
response had served its purpose.

Rethinking regeneration
The same signalling machinery exists in
mammals, so scientists are now
wondering if mammals could have such
abilities, too. However, regenerative
biologist and associate professor Jessica
Whited, who led the Harvard group,
strongly emphasised that any parallels to
humans remain speculative.

“It could be possible that humans have
latent regenerative abilities that need to
be coaxed out with the proper molecular
instructions, in a speci�c sequence,” she
said, stressing that such hypotheses still
require direct testing.

Her team is considering whether
mammals could even trigger a similar
adrenergic response after severe injury
but become “stuck” before the process
can proceed, a failure that could re�ect
molecular brakes blocking the later steps
of regeneration.

Even in axolotls, she noted,
regeneration is tightly con�ned to the
wound.

“Systemically activated cells don’t grow
new limbs all over the body,” she said.
“They appear to be held in check by
brakes that limit where and how
regeneration proceeds.”

Some of these cells near the stump
may themselves become blastema

precursors while others might act
indirectly, signalling to their neighbors to
initiate growth. In both cases, she said,
the process depends on communication
across tissues rather than within a single
compartment.

Even so, the way this global
coordination works is not the same in
every animal. Ken Poss, a biologist at
Duke University in North Carolina in the
USA, said evolution seems to have
invented several ways to achieve that
coordination.

“Innate regeneration as a whole
certainly uses di�erent architectures,” Mr.
Poss said. “Nerves and their signals can
have major, minor or no role in
regeneration, depending on the species
and tissue. Finding commonalities and
di�erences helps us piece the puzzle
together.”

However, those di�erences don’t
contradict the idea of body-wide
coordination; they re�ne it.

These studies address an outstanding
question: how local is the regenerative
response to injury?” Nadia Rosenthal, a
researcher at Imperial College of London,
said. “They reveal a more complex,
coordinated response where the entire
organism is involved in the regenerative
process.”

Salamanders may rely on neural signals
and �atworms on metabolic cues, but
both, she added, expose “a dynamic
balance between local responses and
whole-body governance of tissue repair.”

Together, the two studies recast
regeneration as a team e�ort, not a solo
act. Whether driven by gut signals or
nerve impulses, the process depends on a
dialogue between the wound and the rest
of the body. The next challenge is to learn
how those conversations start, and how
the body knows when to stop them.

(Anirban Mukhopadhyay is a geneticist
by training and science communicator
from New Delhi.
anirban.genetics@south.du.ac.in)

Regeneration in axolotls, �atworms, 
is a whole-body event, studies �nd
When an axolotl loses a limb, the cells at the stump gather and multiply into a mound of tissue that becomes an engine of new growth; for decades,

scientists believed this small structure contained a major part of the regenerative programme; new studies say the whole body itself joins in the act

A composite image of a planarian flatworm regrowing itself from a truncated form. SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT 

The studies reveal a more complex,
coordinated response where the entire
organism is involved in the
regenerative process 
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N
early a decade after the
Insolvency and
Bankruptcy Code
ushered in a new era of
creditor rights and

time-bound resolution, it is time to
reassess the institutional machinery
that sustains it. The Code reshaped
commercial expectations, influenced
lending behaviour, and created a
structured pathway for resolving
financial distress. Yet the e�ectiveness
of any legal framework ultimately
depends on the quality and capacity of
the forum that applies it. It is in this
context that the present structure of the
National Company Law Tribunal
(NCLT) warrants closer examination.

The NCLT was originally conceived as
an adjudicatory body for disputes under
the Companies Act, 2013. However,
within six months, it was decided as a
matter of policy to make the NCLT the
adjudicatory body for corporate
insolvency under the Insolvency and
Bankruptcy Code (IBC). Over time, the
sheer volume and complexity of these
two jurisdictions have resulted in an
imbalance in the present arrangement.
Matters that require speed jostle with
those that require detailed judicial
engagement. The strains of this dual
mandate have reached a point where
reconsideration is necessary.

The NCLT handles everything from
corporate resolution to oppression and
mismanagement, capital reduction, and
mergers. The result has been
unsurprising: heavy backlogs,
overlapping jurisdictions, and delays
that impair rather than enable the
objectives of both statutes. Company
law, by contrast, involves corporate
governance disputes, shareholder
remedies, questions of fairness,
valuation, and capital structure. These
require sustained attention and cannot
be compressed into the timelines the
Code prescribes. Insolvency is not just
another species of company law.

Data from the Insolvency and
Bankruptcy Board of India’s Q2 2025–26
Newsletter underscores this. The
average time from commencement to
approval of a resolution plan now stands
at 821 days, and even after removing
excluded periods, the timeline remains
688 days. Of the 1,898 ongoing CIRPs,
78 per cent have crossed the statutory
270-day limit, and nearly 61 per cent
have exceeded two years. These
numbers reveal an organisational
inability to meet the Code’s
foundational requirement of timeliness.
A Tribunal obliged to divide its attention
between insolvency and company law is
ill-equipped to deliver the pace the Code
assumes.

The recent report of the
Parliamentary Standing Committee on
Finance reviewing the working of the
Code acknowledges many of these
concerns. It notes persistent delays
before the NCLT and NCLAT, highlights
shortages of members and benches, and
recommends tighter timelines and
capacity augmentation within the
existing framework. While these are
necessary and pragmatic interventions,
the report nevertheless proceeds on an
implicit assumption that the present
adjudicatory architecture is itself
settled, and that delay is primarily a
problem of resources and process. 

INSTITUTIONAL DESIGN

What remains unaddressed is the more
fundamental question of institutional
design: whether a time-sensitive
insolvency regime can continue to share
a common forum with slower-moving
company law disputes without
impairing the objectives of either. It is in
that context that the case for a dedicated
National Insolvency Tribunal must now
be examined. The IBC was drafted with
speed, certainty, and consistency as its
animating principles. For these
objectives to hold, adjudication must be
swift and specialised. Prolonged delays
a�ect value, influence creditor
recoveries, and put the very purpose of
the Code at risk. The Tribunal as at
present constituted has struggled to
meet the turnaround times necessary to
preserve enterprise value.

A dedicated National Insolvency

Tribunal would address this basic flaw.
Its benches would focus exclusively on
insolvency and bankruptcy matters,
allowing specialised expertise to develop
and stabilising jurisprudence.
Comparable jurisdictions demonstrate
the value of such specialisation. The
United States Bankruptcy Courts
illustrate how a dedicated judicial
ecosystem improves consistency and
outcomes. A forum conceived solely for
insolvency is better placed to preserve
enterprise value and deliver on the
Code’s promise of predictability.

A National Insolvency Tribunal would
create a more e�cient, consistent, and
predictable insolvency ecosystem.
Creditors would have clearer
expectations, companies in distress
would undergo restructuring within a
transparent and expedited framework,
and the insolvency market would
respond positively to a system where
predictable timelines are normative.
The Code’s e�ectiveness depends on
speed. An adjudicatory body devoted
entirely to insolvency is a necessity and
not an embellishment.

Creating such an Insolvency Tribunal
inevitably raises the question of the
destination of company law matters.
Company law matters, especially
oppression and mismanagement
proceedings, involve detailed factual
examination and the shaping of
doctrine. These cases are too intricate to
be hurried and too complex to be
relegated to the margins. Transferring
them to forums equipped for sustained
commercial adjudication ensures better
outcomes and frees the insolvency
ecosystem from avoidable congestion.

TRANSFER TO COURTS

Fortunately, India already has suitable
institutional pathways. These matters
can be transferred to the commercial
divisions of the High Courts, which

adjudicate high-value disputes under
structured timelines. This would reduce
the pressure on the NCLT and ensure
that company law disputes receive the
judicial time they require.

Transitioning to such a regime
requires amendments to sections 408 to
434 of the Companies Act and
corresponding rule changes. None of
these steps is unprecedented. India
managed the shift from the Company
Law Board and the High Courts to the
NCLT in 2016 through a phased
transition that avoided disruption. A
similar approach can be adopted here.
The case for reform is, in many respects,
ineluctable. When an adjudicatory
forum is given responsibilities that pull
in divergent directions, it becomes
di�cult to meet the demands of either. A
clear restructuring of jurisdiction avoids
strain on the institution and restores
clarity of role. Allowing matters to
continue in their present state risks
consigning the Code to the category of a
great law hobbled by poor execution. 

The statutory framework remains
coherent and sound; the challenge lies in
aligning the adjudicatory system with
the demands of the framework. If India
adopts the reforms necessary to create a
dedicated Tribunal, the insolvency
ecosystem will be positioned to achieve
comprehensive improvement in terms
of e�ciency and consistency.

By recalibrating the Tribunal system
now, India moves closer to ensuring that
its insolvency framework delivers what
it was designed to achieve. The case for
reform is strong. The benefits are clear.
A National Insolvency Tribunal is the
next logical step in India’s insolvency
evolution. The Q2 2025-26 data is not
just a warning; it is the final proof. The
moment for such recalibration is now.

The writer is a lawyer and former Judicial Member of
the National Company Law Tribunal

India needs a
National 
Insolvency
Tribunal

The Code’s effectiveness
depends on speed. An
adjudicatory body
devoted entirely to
insolvency is a necessity
and not an embellishment

RECALIBRATE. The growing mismatch between the
NCLT’s dual mandate and the Code’s demand for speed
makes a National Insolvency Tribunal a necessity
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I
ndia’s recently concluded free trade pact, or
Comprehensive Economic Partnership
Agreement, with Oman has several takeaways:

improved market access to labour intensive exports,
mobility for services professionals and a cementing
of ties with a country where 7.5 lakh Indians reside
and remit $2 billion every year. 

Improved trade and diplomatic
engagement becomes important with a
country that is strategically located at the
entrance to the Persian Gulf — a
geo-political hotspot through which over
half of India’s crude imports is routed.
There is also a larger context at work here
— of India working out alternative export
destinations to the US in particular, as it
seeks to stitch FTAs across the world. This
would help its price elastic, labour intensive
exports, which may not account for a very
large share in value terms but provide a
livelihood to millions. So, numbers may not
fully reveal the true import of the FTA with
Oman. As a bilateral trade partner, Oman is
hardly among the top few — as bilateral
trade amounts to $10.6 billion in goods and
$0.9 billion in services, with a trade surplus
of $2.5 billion or so in Oman’s favour with
respect to goods, and a surplus of $0.5
billion in services in India’s favour. But a
scrapping of tari�s on 98 per cent of India’s
exports, most of which were entering
Oman at 5 per cent rates, is expected to
provide a fillip to India’s textiles, garments,
footwear, gems and jewellery, agriculture
products and electrical and engineering
goods where the MSMEs are dominant.
Besides, pharmaceuticals, medical devices
and automobiles are expected to gain.

This is notwithstanding the fact that the
bilateral trade is heavily biased towards
petroleum products. Petroleum products
account for 35 per cent of India’s exports to
Oman, processed minerals another 9 per
cent, while basmati rice accounts for just
under 4 per cent. Similarly, petroleum
products account for nearly 40 per cent of
India’s imports. Meanwhile, India has
dropped tari�s on nearly 78 per cent of its
lines, which is expected to lead to cheaper
access to a few petrochemical products.
Oman’s opening of its doors to India’s
services professionals is particularly
significant. Stay for contractual service
suppliers has been extended from 90 days
to two years, while the quota for corporate
sta�ers employing their own sta� too has
been raised. Liberalised entry for medical,
taxation and accountancy professionals is
another major feature. 

Oman’s $110 billion economy becomes
one country in a patchwork of alternative
markets to o�set trade turbulence. In fact,
India’s pitch for more FTAs is also perhaps
motivated by the need to secure alternative
destinations for its services exports,
particularly when they involve movement
of professionals — given the rise in
anti-immigration sentiment across most
developed economies. The outreach to
Jordan and Ethiopia too should be seen as
part of this larger plan to carve out or
consolidate regions of influence.

Gulf winds
Oman FTA will help in export markets’ diversification
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Women in leadership roles
Apropos ‘Indian women rank high in
AI skills globally, but top roles held by
men’ (December 22), the major
hurdles on the path of skilled women
to the senior management roles are
institutional as well as cultural. 
In spite of significant increase of the
women at the entry level to about 40
per cent, their progress to the
managerial position steeply falls to
less than 25 per cent and at the
senior levels, their presence
drastically plummets to 1-8 per cent. 
It is time companies adopt broader
thinking, relinquish patriarchal

notions, provide adequate
opportunities for advancement of
skilled women, adopt
outcome-based evaluations and
assign managerial and leadership
positions, without succumbing to
any kind of biases, to leverage the
potential of their women employees
and make rapid strides in business
growth.
Kosaraju Chandramouli
Hyderabad

Democracy and growth
NK Singh, Chairman of the 15th
Finance Commission, has observed

that ‘Democracy and development
are compatible’ (December 22). But
the fact that inequalities of income
and wealth are widening in India
suggests that democracy suits the
privileged classes more than the
common man. What we want here is
growth with justice. It is not
happening, sadly. 
S Ramakrishnasayee
Chennai

Insurance cover
Apropos ‘Not enough cover’
(December 22). The editorial rightly
cautions against viewing higher FDI

limits as a cure-all for India’s
insurance gaps. 
Legal consolidation and stronger
regulatory powers are welcome
steps, but capital alone cannot fix
weak demand, uneven pricing, and
fragile trust among policyholders.
Life insurance remains largely a
savings product, while general
insurance struggles with mispriced
risk and patchy claims experience. 
These structural issues explain why
earlier FDI relaxations drew only
modest foreign interest. 
Global insurers will look beyond
ownership caps to see whether

products are transparent,
underwriting is data-driven, and
pricing reflects risk rather than
regulation. 
Equally important is a regulator
willing to use its expanded authority
consistently to protect consumers
and enforce discipline. 
The real task, therefore, is to align
incentives across insurers, agents,
and customers. Gradual tari�
reform, better data use, and clearer
consumer outcomes would make
the sector genuinely investible.
A Myilsami
Coimbatore
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I
ndia is in the middle of an
extraordinary IPO wave. By the first
half of 2025, India had already

recorded more than 60-65 mainboard
IPOs, raising in excess of ₹80,000 crore.
The momentum extends beyond sheer
volume. The country has seen an
unusual concentration of marquee
listings — Hyundai Motor India, Pine
Labs, Groww, WeWork India, and
Lenskart, among others — all choosing
to go public within a relatively tight
window. Large, well-known companies
typically come to market when
valuations are buoyant and investor
appetite is strong. In most cycles, such
clustering of prestige issues tends to
occur late, when confidence and capital
are both plentiful.

This dynamic raises an important
strategic question for investors, boards,
founders, and policymakers: are IPO
booms signs of economic strength, or
are they symptoms of a late-cycle
market? Global financial history o�ers a
consistent answer. IPO waves rarely
occur in the middle of sober, fairly
valued markets. They emerge when
liquidity is abundant, valuations are
stretched, and risk appetite is elevated.
IPO markets, in that sense, have long
served as reliable late-cycle indicators of
sentiment rather than signals of durable
fundamental strength.

The US provides a historical lens. The
dot-com boom of 1999-2000 saw
spectacularly high IPO issuance and
massive first-day listing gains. That
frenzy crested in March 2000, just
before the NASDAQ entered a
multi-year decline. More recently, 2021
became the largest global IPO year ever
recorded, with more than 2,000 IPOs
raising around $594 billion. The US
market alone accounted for nearly 400
IPOs raising $142 billion, its highest
level since the bubble era. When
inflation surged and liquidity tightened
in 2022, US IPO proceeds fell by more
than 90 per cent, collapsing to roughly
$7-8 billion, and speculative growth
sectors su�ered severe corrections. The
pattern was not accidental. It reflected a
long-observed reality: companies prefer
to list when markets are at their most
optimistic, not at their most reasonable. 

DISTINCTIVE CYCLE

India’s own IPO cycles echo this rhythm.
The exuberant issuance of 2007 was
followed by a dramatic contraction
during the 2008 global financial crisis.
The active cycle of 2017-18 preceded
significant corrections in mid- and
small-cap valuations. In 2021, India
joined the global IPO surge with richly
priced tech and internet listings, many
of which now trade well below their
issue price as liquidity has normalised.
Academic literature supports this
pattern, showing that IPO waves
typically coincide with periods of high

trailing returns, elevated sentiment, and
peak valuations. IPOs do not crash
markets, but they reliably signal that a
cycle is maturing. 

What makes the current cycle
distinctive is the divergence between
India and the rest of the world. Global
IPO markets remain subdued. In 2025,
the US had roughly 190 IPOs raising
about $35-36 billion — a recovery from
the softness of 2022-23 but far from
euphoric. Europe and China remain
cautious. India, by contrast, continues to
operate at near-record velocities in both
count and capital raised. Several
structural factors explain this resilience:
strong domestic SIP inflows, high retail
participation, steady GDP growth, and a
rapidly formalising economy that is
expanding the universe of IPO-ready
firms. Additionally, unlike the
tech-heavy 2021 class, many of India’s
recent issuers are profitable industrial,
financial, and services companies with
tangible cash flows.

Yet signs of froth are visible beneath

the surface. SME and small-cap IPO
segments — which contribute heavily to
India’s headline issuance numbers —
have seen aggressive valuations, thin
floats, and momentum-driven
over-subscriptions. Historically, such
pockets have acted as early-warning
indicators of overheated sentiment.
Meanwhile, India’s major indices have
often been range-bound even as the
primary market has run hot. This
combination, where a euphoric primary
market sits atop a fatigued secondary
market, has been observed in past
late-cycle environments in both India
and the US. 

Does the present surge signal an
impending correction? The most
realistic interpretation is more nuanced.
The 2024-25 IPO cohort is likely to
produce mixed or subdued forward
returns, particularly among aggressively
priced small-cap or concept-driven
companies. Broader indices may not
experience a dramatic crash, but they
could face valuation compression,
sideways consolidation, or intermittent
corrections as global liquidity
conditions evolve. A two-speed market
appears plausible, where high-quality
large caps continue to compound while
richly valued recent IPOs re-rate
downward over the next one to three
years.

Gupta is an adjunct professor, IMT Ghaziabad, and
Singh is an associate professor of marketing, Indian
School of Business. Views are personal

How to interpret IPO booms

Puneet Gupta
Siddharth Shekhar Singh

IPO WAVES. Emerge when liquidity is
abundant, risk appetite is elevated

IPOs do not crash markets, but they provide fairly reliable signals that a cycle is maturing
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A
sset price inflation has never
worried analysts and
policymakers as much as
inflation in the prices of
goods and services. And

among assets, inflation in the price of
gold has been the least disconcerting
because of the faith that its prices reflect
some notion of intrinsic value. But with
gold prices denominated in dollars
having risen by around 60 per cent
during 2025, and more than doubled
over the last two years, there are some
signs of discomfort. 

While a part of this rise reflects the
depreciation of the dollar in recent
times, the inflation in gold prices
denominated in euros was also at a high
of more than 40 per cent in 2025 and
above 90 per cent over the last two years
(Chat 1). The Bank of International
Settlements (BIS) has cautioned that
this is reflective of intensified
speculation in asset markets in general
and that can unwind and deliver investor
losses with damaging external e�ects.

Gold price inflation is by no means
new. Under the Bretton Woods
arrangement that linked the dollar to
gold (at $35 per troy ounce) and other
currencies to the dollar, inflation in the
dollar price of gold as well as its price in
many other currencies was ruled out.
That changed in 1971 when the US
under President Nixon broke the link
between the dollar and gold fearing
excess demand for converting the
greenback into the yellow metal. Once
gold had formally stopped being the
anchor for global currency values,
inflation in its price denominated in
those currencies was a possibility.

In principle such inflation could be
significant since the supply of gold is
constrained by limited reserves and the
di�culty of extracting it in pure form,
while the demand for it was elastic since
it is the preferred store of value asset.
The metal did not erode with age and
was seen as being a relatively liquid
asset. However, there were factors that
tempered demand. To start with, crucial
among the sources of demand for the
metal were central banks that held their
reserves partly in gold, besides in other
safe and liquid assets like US Treasuries.
At the end of 2024, close to a fifth (17 per
cent) of the global stocks of gold were
being held by central banks (Chart 2).

CENTRAL BANK HOLDINGS

In general, central banks do not sharply
raise reserves or change the structure of
their portfolios. It also helped that,
despite the end of the Bretton Woods
arrangement and the deficits that the US
began recording in the current account
of its balance of payments, the dollar
continued to hold ground as the world’s
principal reserve currency. That made
dollar denominated financial
instruments safe assets and dampened
safe-haven demand for gold.

Second, even though around
two-thirds of gold stocks are held by
private sources (individuals and private
institutions), both as a store of value and
a hedge against inflation and
uncertainty, increases in such demand
was limited by the di�culty and cost of
storing the yellow metal. In the event,
despite the limits on raising supply,
demand too was not completely elastic,
reining in explosive increases in the
price of the metal.

However, in the post-World War II
era, ever since the end of the Bretton
woods agreement, there have been
periods when gold has been a go-to asset
for central banks and wealth holders
looking for a safe investment of their
reserves or surpluses. 

Demand for gold rises in times of

uncertainty, as happened for example at
the time the oil shocks in the 1970s and
following the developed country
financial crisis in 2008, when the value of
the metal reached highs that were
record peaks historically speaking.
Moreover, there have been new central
bank players from countries with
growing surpluses looking for assets to
widen the portfolio of safe and liquid
assets in which they held their reserves.
Among them have been the likes of
central banks from China, India and
Kazakhstan, for example.

Most recently, as a result of the
uncertainties arising from geopolitical
tensions that have led to the US trying or
threatening to exclude countries like
Russia, China and other BRICs
members, besides say Venezuela, from
the dollar transaction universe,
countries have been working to reduce
their dependence on the dollar. This has
involved restructuring their reserve
portfolios. 

But the acquisition of gold by
emerging and developing countries has
been a longer-term trend, with gold
reserve holdings of this group rising
from 148.9 million troy ounces in 2007
to 356.6 million in 2024 (Chart 3). This
occurred at time when the holdings of
advanced economy central banks were
stagnant, rising marginally from 708.3
million ounces to 712.5 million ounces.
However, while this contributed to a
medium-term increase in gold demand,
it cannot be the principal explanatory
factor for the recent price spike.

ETFS, STABLECOINS

That explanation seems to turn on the
increased integration of the gold market
with the overall financial system,
characterised by continuous change.
One such change is the emergence of
exchange traded funds (ETFs) through
which retail investors, with smaller
surpluses, can seek exposure to asset
markets at one remove. They invest in
these exchange traded funds which in
turn invest in targeted assets. 

Recent years have seen an increase in
the popularity of gold-backed exchange
traded funds, which has meant that
private investors, including retail
investors can invest in gold without
having to hold the metal in large
quantities. The tonnage of gold held to
back gold ETF assets rose from 3,200 in
the third quarter of 2024 to 3,838 in the
third quarter of 2025, or by 20 per cent
in a single year. That would at the margin
have driven demand and influenced
prices.

But this is not the only form of
integration of gold and financial assets.
The other is the e�ort of stablecoin
issuers to use gold as a backing for their
stablecoin issues. According to figures
from Je�eries quoted by the Financial
Times, at the end of September 2025,
stablecoin issuer Tether, with 116
tonnes of gold reserves, was the second
largest holder of gold outside of central

banks. The holdings were “roughly
equal” to those of the central banks in
Korea, Hungary and Greece. Tether’s
purchases of gold were estimated at 2
per cent of global demand and 12 per
cent of that of central banks in the third
quarter of 2025. That would again at the
margin alter the demand-supply balance
and therefore price of gold.

In sum, financial shifts have increased
the presence of retail investors in the
market for gold held as investment. That
would mean that when prices of gold

tend to rise for all the conventional
reasons like increased uncertainty or
shifts in the portfolio choices of central
banks, retail investors expecting the
price rise to continue could rush to gold
in the expectation that prices would only
continue to rise. 

That is what has happened recently
and underlies the spike in prices. But
that makes gold price spikes more
speculative than they used to be,
creating the possibility of a sharp
downturn. The BIS has a point.

Gold: Another fatal
financial attraction?

The growing popularity of
gold-backed ETFs among
retail investors and gold
being used as a backing
by the issuers of stablecoins
are the likely factors behind
the gold price spike

Financial system shifts have made it easier for retail investors to speculate in gold markets.
That possibly explains the recent sharp spike in gold prices

CP CHANDRASHEKHAR, JAYATI GHOSH

MACROSCAN.

GOLD PRICES. Speculative intent
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T
o many in America there
was nothing out of the
ordinary in 18-minute

special address to the nation by
President Donald Trump — all
about what his administration has
so spectacularly done in the last
11 months and a continuing rant
on what he had inherited from
President Joe Biden. 

“One year ago, our country was
dead. We were absolutely dead.
Our country was ready to fail.
Totally fail”, the President said
going on to speak of all the things
that have been done to make
America “the hottest country in
the world”. But aides in the White
House must have heaved a sigh of
relief when the whole thing was
over. At least for once the
Commander-in-Chief did not say
“the hell with the teleprompter”
and stayed with the prepared
script.

The fact checkers were quick to
point out the vast di�erences
between what the President had
said and the realities in place
especially as it pertained to the
economy on inflation and prices
of essentials including price of gas
at the pumps. 

In fact statistics show that only
four states in America have the
average price of a gallon of gas at
$2.50 and that the national
average was at $2.90 a gallon, not
below $2 per gallon as claimed by
the President. But to Trump it was
all the fault of Biden and his team
who were on the side of career
criminals, corporate lobbyists and
terrorists. “They flooded your
cities and towns with illegal
aliens”, was the refrain.

In all the finger pointing on
Wednesday night, Trump was also
quite careful in staying with the
script and not wandering o� as he
normally does on campaign trails.
And one area that many of his
advisors hoped he would not get
strayed into but one that would
have been gleefully welcomed by
Democrats was any discussion of
a�ordability. 

AFFORDABILITY ‘CON’

Picked up as a theme during the
course of his 2024 election
campaign and flagging it at every
available opportunity, a few weeks
ago Trump contemptuously spoke
of a�ordability as a Democratic
scam, con job and a hoax.
Suddenly a realization in the
President’s camp that they could
have wandered into a political
minefield that would prove costly
in the Mid Terms of November
2026.

The Wednesday prime time

address has not in any way
diminished the perception of
Americans on who to blame for
the current economic situation.
The approval rating for Trump is
at an all time low of 36 per cent;
and a latest Quinnipac University
poll shows 57 per cent holding the
President more responsible for
the current state of the economy
and 34 per cent pinning it on
Biden.

REPUBLICAN PUSH BACK

The recent electoral setbacks in
New York, New Jersey, Virginia,
Pennsylvania and Georgia aside,
moderate Republicans have
shown a willingness to break away
and side with Democrats on
issues like the Epstein Files and
Obamacare. And this is not to
forget Republicans in red states
like Indiana refusing to cave into
demands of White House and
agreeing to re-drawing districts
ahead of the November 2026
elections.

For a person who is deeply
interested in foreign policy,
Trump stayed away except for a
brief mention of brokering peace
by settling “eight wars in ten
months” or that the Biden
administration had “caused war”.
There was no discussion of
Venezuela either where the
administration is facing domestic
heat with 63 per cent in a recent
survey saying they are against any
military action against Caracas.
And now Washington is upping
the ante saying that President
Nicolas Maduro must return all
the oil and land taken from the
United States, whatever this
means!

To all those wondering what
the historic occasion was for
Trump to hit the air waves, there
are strategists like David Axelrod
reminding the current occupant
of the White House to follow the
dictum “ The Buck Stops Here” as
opposed to the Buck Stops There!

The writer is a senior journalist who has
reported from Washington DC on North
America and United Nations

Defiant but careful

Sridhar Krishnaswami

TRUMP. Rankings plummet REUTERS

Trump stuck to the script in his special address 
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WB, Rajasthan, HP allow 7 cos to choose power distributor 
Gujarat Ambuja’s Himachal Pradesh unit, Aditya Cements’ and Hindustan Zinc’s
Rajasthan units and West Bengal-based Indal Ltd are among the first set of
consumers in the country to have been permitted to select the power utility of
their choice. 

StanChart acquires Rs 1,300-cr NPAs from ICICI Bank
Standard Chartered Bank announced on Thursday that it has acquired bad
loans to the tune of Rs 1,300 crore from ICICI Bank. The acquisition of this non
performing loan portfolio, carried out by Standard Chartered Bank’s Alternate
Investment Group, is one of the largest distressed asset transactions ever
carried out in India. It is also the biggest for Standard Chartered Bank, a
spokesperson for the bank said.

Govt committed to sugar decontrol: Pawar
The Government is commit ted to decontrolling the sugar sector at the right
time, according to the Union Minister of Agriculture, Consumer A�airs, Food
and Public Distribution, Mr Sharad Pawar. However, he did not give a
timeframe for the process. 

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS

01. Marxist (9)

05. Animal foot (3)

07. Florence's river (4)

08. Material for 

burning (8)

10. Soccer (8)

11. Measure, wingtip to

wingtip (4)

13. Made a quick run (6)

15. Sacred beetle in 

Egypt (6)

18. Blackleg (4)

19. Not forthcoming (8)

22. With love interest (8)

23. Speed event (4)

24. Conifer (3)

25. Podded vegetable (5,4)

DOWN

01. Bantered (7)

02. Tropical fruit (5)

03. Frozen water drips (6)

04. Shoe sti�ener (4)

05. Succeed materially (7)

06. Get broader (5)

09. Ecclesiastical building (5)

12. Pungent, bitter (5)

14. Speech impediment (7)

16. In position, 

interposed (7)

17. Fine-woolled Spanish

sheep (6)

18. Short line ending

letter-stroke (5)

20. Dodge (5)

21. Cobbler, shoemaker (4)

ACROSS

01. In cost, Mum may find it di�erent if red (9)

05. Cat's legend for a light breeze? (3)

07. It runs in Italy in a particular notorious setting (4)

08. Sack-trees may be put to the flame (8)

10. Association of infantry going to a dance (8)

11. Greatest width of aircraft may enable one to put it

across (4)

13. Hurried out a jolly old expletive (6)

15. Academician accepted by 18 Ac was sacred in 

Egypt (6)

18. One blacked over hurt (4)

19. Not being voluble, it makes comeback in the

not-long-ago (8)

22. Italian capital's spasmodic twitch may be fictitious (8)

23. Swift pursuit of ginger rootstock (4)

24. A cone producer to start 8 (3)

25. Wide between the ears? This is vegetable! (5,4)

DOWN

01. Was bantering corny, or husky? (7)

02. Person getting the green light where fruit is 

concerned (5)

03. Arrested motion (downward) seen when it's freezing (6)

04. Such as 24 may show one's pedigree (4)

05. Do well to be a traveller going back after 

professionals (7)

06. West One haunt of vice will not be so constricting (5)

09. Baby upset about the East in which monks are

concerned (5)

12. It is pungent right in the middle of LSD (5)

14. One cannot easily say it, so to speak (7)

16. With one either side of beet, new variety is found (7)

17. Sheep in more mobile form (6)

18. A bit of a stroke where type-designer is concerned (5)

20. Wartime nurse, east first and last, might shirk duty (5)

21. The shoemaker is a townsman of Cambridge (4)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Candle 4. Ambles 9. Arrowed 10. Thumb 11. Glow 12. Liar 13. Hot 15. Show 16. Hang 19. Row 21. Bolt 22. Asti 24. Orion 25. Control 26. Speedy 27. Sticky

DOWN 1. Changing rooms 2. Narrows 3. Lawn 5. Material 6. Laugh 7. Substantially 8. Admit 14. Combined 17. Gastric 18. Place 20. Whine 23. Knit

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2851

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2850

NOT SO EASY
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on these economic activities, in addition to 
policies that focus on labour-absorbing ser-
vices. But here, too, the ‘how’ matters as 
much as the ‘what.’

Caveats apply to industrial policies as well. 
These can go badly wrong when they foster 
corruption or serve narrow corporate inter-
ests. Unfortunately, Trump’s approach pro-
vides little comfort on this score. The US 
president’s trade policies and dealings with 
tech companies have been erratic, transac-
tional and devoid of a coherent long-term 
strategy that would serve the public interest. 

The post-neoliberal tenets of economic 
policy provide us with a broad checklist for 
evaluating actual agendas—and Trump’s 
fails miserably. It pays lip service to good 
jobs and industrial policy in the service of 
economic transformation, while fostering 
greater concentration of wealth and power. 
A model of crony state capitalism that tries to 
resuscitate a long-dead industrial economy 
is hardly an antidote to neoliberalism.

The best that can be said of Trump’s 
approach to the economy is that it is an 
experimental phase in the post-neoliberal 
transition. The good news is that future poli-
cymakers will not have to look far for new 
guiding principles. The new consensus is 
already here. ©2025/PROJECT SYNDICATE

it produces. The remedies on offer also vary, 
from wealth taxes to vigorous antitrust 
enforcement to campaign-finance reform. 
But the desire to curb the economic and 
political power of corporate, tech and finan-
cial elites is widespread, uniting progressive 
supporters of US Senator Bernie Sanders 
with populists like the podcast host and 
former Trump advisor Steve Bannon.

The second element of the new consensus 
is the importance of restoring dignity to peo-
ple and regions that neoliberalism left 
behind. Good jobs are essential to this 
agenda. Jobs are not just a means of provid-
ing income. They are also a source of identity 
and social recognition. Good jobs are what 
underpin a robust middle class, which is the 
foundation of social cohesion and a sustaina-
ble democracy.

Dislocation is inevitable in a world of eco-
nomic change. Until the 1990s, plenty of safe-
guards—job protections, trade restrictions, 
price controls and regulations that kept 
finance in check—limited the impact on 
workers and communities. For neoliberals, 
these safeguards were inefficiencies that had 
to be removed. They overlooked the eco-
nomic and social distress that job losses aris-
ing from technological change, globalization 
or economic liberalization would produce.

T
he post-neoliberal consensus is here, 
but don’t look for it in US President 
Donald Trump’s policies. After a dec-

ade of backlash, it is time to accept not only 
that neoliberalism is dead, but also that a 
new consensus is taking its place. Remarka-
bly, significant segments of the left and the 
right in America have come to agree on the  
broad outlines of economic policy. Discus-
sions in universities and think-tanks are 
driven today by a common understanding 
that departs significantly from the neoliberal 
orthodoxy of the last 50 years.

The first element of the new consensus is 
a recognition that the concentration of eco-
nomic power has become excessive. The 
concern is expressed in different forms by 
different groups. Some complain directly 
about inequality in income and wealth and 
its corrosive effects on politics. Others worry 
about market power and the adverse impli-
cations for competition. For  yet others, the 
key problem is financialization and the dis-
tortion of economic and social priorities that 

and play manufacturing roles, while 
the state retains control over sensitive 
aspects of the fuel cycle. This calibrated 
liberalization acknowledges that public 
finance alone cannot support the scale 
of nuclear capacity required for a low-
carbon economy. From a private inves-
tor’s perspective, this legislative change 
is welcome but not sufficient. Nuclear 
projects are capital-intensive with long 
gestation periods. Their viability 
depends on predictable tariffs, long-
term power purchase agreements and 
the assurance of contract enforcement. 
Subordinate legislation on pricing 
mechanisms, offtake guarantees and 
dispute resolution would help attract 
private investment. An important con-
cern would be how robust the tariff 
determination mechanism is. 

A politically sensitive aim was to undo 
the disproportionate and open-ended 
deterrence introduced by the Civil Lia-
bility for Nuclear Damage Act of 2010, 
which allowed plant operators to sue 
suppliers over mishaps. The new law 
seeks to rationalize supplier exposure 
with the objective of aligning India’s lia-
bility regime more closely with global 
practices while preserving safeguards 
and the rights of victims. This is a deli-
cate balancing act, as perceptions of 
diluted accountability could provoke 
public resistance. The government 
needs to communicate clearly how the 
revised framework would hold opera-
tors accountable and how it is designed 
to protect citizens and ensure prompt 
compensation through insurance pools 
and other mechanisms.

The Act recognizes technologies like 
SMRs, which promise lower upfront 
costs, enhanced safety features and 
flexible deployment. Prospects of SMR 
deployment near load centres (like 
industrial clusters) open up exciting 
possibilities for integrating nuclear 
power with our industrial decarboniza-
tion agenda. Indigenous technology 
efforts must be kept up too. 

SMR optimism must be tempered by 
the fact that these reactors are still new. 

Regulatory capacity, supply chains 
and human resource skills will need 
strengthening for SMR deployment. 
Our nuclear regulatory framework was 
designed for large reactors operated by 
a single public entity. A future involving 
multiple reactor designs and private 
operators will require us to not just 
empower the Atomic Energy Regula-
tory Board (AERB), but ensure its 
autonomy. It must have the resources it 
needs to oversee a far more complex 
and diversified nuclear ecosystem. 
Without strengthening the AERB, the 
whole mission to multiply our nuclear 
generation capacity could come apart.

From a climate policy perspective, 
nuclear energy offers low-carbon 
power that can complement intermit-
tent renewables and strengthen grid 
stability. The Act takes India’s net-zero 
goal into view, but nuclear energy 
would benefit from clearer integration 
with broader power sector reforms. For 
nuclear reactors to be treated as climate 
infrastructure, they must fit clearly into 
climate finance frameworks, so that 
projects can compete for patient capital 
and green funding.

Finally, we cannot overlook the social 
dimension of  nuclear energy. Many 
projects in India have faced resistance 
on account of perceived opacity. Inter-
national experience suggests that early 
community engagement, safety disclo-
sures and benefit sharing are essential 
for popular acceptance. These princi-
ples should inform regulation. Perhaps 
an office of public advocacy could dis-
seminate information, address appre-
hensions and take up credible concerns 
with policymakers and regulators. This 
would go a long way in enlisting public 
support for nuclear projects. 

The Act’s success in making nuclear 
power integral to India’s clean-energy 
transition will depend on investment 
and innovation. But execution—regula-
tory certainty, contractual clarity and 
institutional capacity—will be key. It 
can prove transformative if what’s on 
paper unfolds well on the ground. 

T
 he Sustainable Harnessing and 
Advancement of Nuclear Tech-
nology for India (Shanti) Act of 

2025 is a watershed moment in making 
nuclear power part of our decarboniza-
tion strategy. It paves the way to achieve 
a target of 100GW of nuclear energy 
capacity by 2047 by removing hurdles 
that constrained investment and kept 
the sector technologically insular. How 
much the move helps will depend on 
how well the Act is implemented, from 
framing and enforcing effective rules 
through capable and empowered insti-
tutions to the balance achieved between 
the sector’s growth and concerns of 
safety and environmental protection.

The Act heralds three transformative 
shifts. First, it opens the door for private 
sector participation in nuclear power 
generation, equipment manufacturing 
and fuel-cycle services. Second, it 
attempts to rationalize India’s nuclear 
liability regime that deterred foreign 
suppliers and investors. Third, it makes 
space for advanced nuclear technolo-
gies, such as modular reactors (SMRs) 
and next-generation reactors.

So far, nuclear power has been the 
preserve of public sector entities like  
Nuclear Power Corporation of India Ltd 
(NPCIL). Rooted in national security 
considerations, this policy constrained 
India’s access to capital and innovation. 
Now private players would be able to 
forge partnerships, form joint ventures 

It can make nuclear energy integral to India’s climate plans if we get the executional aspects right

A post-neoliberal consensus seems to have crystallized
DANI RODRIK

W
ith the passage of a law that 
not only opens the door for 
private participation in 
India’s nuclear power 
industry but also promotes 
it, the government hopes 

to meet its target of 100GW in generation 
capacity by 2047. Currently, it accounts for a 
mere 2% of our grid capacity, and given India’s 
demand projection for 2047 and the electricity 
required to meet it, that goal implies a share of 
5% by then. Today’s tiny share is explainable. 
Nuclear plants have a notoriously long gesta-
tion period before they can supply power. They 
often face resistance on the basis of safety con-
cerns, with accidents such as Chernobyl and 
Fukushima embedded in public memory. And 
India’s indigenous technology has made little 
progress, with the second of our three-stage 
programme yet to fructify before it can transi-
tion to the use of thorium, which is easier to find 
in the country than the right kind of uranium.

Interest in nuclear power has seen a global 
revival for the role it could play in climate 
action. Plants that house nuclear reactors pro-
duce carbon-free electricity around the clock, 
unlike solar and wind projects that are subject 
to the vagaries of weather. A reactor design 
rethink spurred by the power-guzzling needs of 
AI—aided by investments from Big Tech firms 
to meet their climate goals—has resulted in the 
development of small modular reactors (SMRs), 
which claim to overcome the legacy drawbacks 
of nuclear plants. Big reactors, despite their 
limitations, are also back in vogue for the same 
reason. Even though India’s 2047 target repre-
sents a modest share of total power capacity, the 
volume of electricity would be significant; our 
per capita consumption is currently half the 

world average and we aspire to be a developed 
nation by then. This larger goal demands that 
electricity tariffs remain low enough for our 
industry to compete globally. This requires us 
to get the power sector’s cost calculus right. 
While nuclear energy offers large volumes of 
reliable green supply, given the pace at which 
battery storage costs are dropping, solar panels 
and wind turbines backed by batteries are likely 
to be more cost competitive. Fiscal incentives 
could help nuclear power get more competi-
tive, provided we also develop the ‘muscle 
memory’ of project rollouts that can compress 
both construction costs and timelines as we go 
along to enable lower tariffs. Solar tariffs, for 
example, have fallen sharply over the last dec-
ade-and-a-half, thanks to the large-scale pro-
duction of key parts in China. Unlike wind and 
power, reactors use nuclear fuel and thus have 
variable costs beyond the money invested in 
setting up plants, but they take up significantly 
less land that could otherwise be used for food 
cultivation. On the other hand, the safe storage 
of spent fuel can be costly too. All these factors 
will have to be taken into account. 

Broadly, the government needs to undertake 
resource-adequacy mapping across sectors for 
the deployment of an optimal energy policy. 
Trade-offs must be borne in mind. For example, 
our green ambitions should not be at the 
expense of the economy. We need to count on 
efficiency gains, carbon markets and climate 
finance from the rich world. The Centre must 
also develop the institutional capacity needed 
to oversee and manage the growth of nuclear 
energy. Globally, SMRs have over 80 designs, 
but just about four plants have been set up so 
far, and that too, only recently. All considered, 
we can’t expect to go into nuclear overdrive.

India can’t expect to go 
into nuclear overdrive

Conditions have been created for a ramp-up of nuclear energy. While it can help clean up 

the country’s electricity grid, government policy will need to go by a complex cost calculus
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Jaypee group is in talks to
sell its entire holding in the
165km Yamuna Expressway

project, after a year-long effort
to sell a partial stake in the
asset failed to materialize, two
people familiar with the dis-
cussions said.

The debt-laden group is in
talks with infrastructure-fo-
cused funds IDFC Alternatives
and I Squared Capital to sell
the six-lane toll-based project
in Uttar Pradesh that connects
Noida with Agra along the
Yamuna river, the two people
cited above said, requesting
anonymity. 

Clinching a deal would be
critical for the Jaypee group,
which is under pressure from
its lenders to sell assets
quickly to repay debt after it
defaulted on payments.
Across its three listed compa-
nies—Jaiprakash Power Ven-
tures Ltd, Jaiprakash Associ-
ates Ltd and Jaypee Infratech
Ltd—the group had debt of
over `61,000 crore as on 30
September.

IDFC Alternatives, which
had looked at  Yamuna
Expressway earlier but with-
drawn from negotiations as it
was not keen on acquiring a
partial stake, has come back
to the table, said one of the

TURN TO PAGE 2®

Jaypee looks to exit 
Yamuna Expressway
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Anil Ambani-led Reliance
Communications Ltd
(R-Com) has entered into

exclusive talks with Aircel Ltd for
a potential merger a month after
it announced that it would  buy
the local unit of Russia’s Sistema
JSFC. 

The three-way deal, if it mate-
rializes, will create a telecom
firm with 150 million subscribers
that will hold the most spectrum
in the country—around 19.3% of
the total airwaves available with
telecom operators. 

A telecom consultant who
spoke on condition of anonym-
ity said that R-Com’s acquisi-
tions would eventually benefit
Reliance Jio Infocomm Ltd, the
telecom venture controlled by
Anil Ambani’s elder brother
Mukesh.

In September, Anil Ambani,
chairman of R-Com, said his
company was in talks with Reli-
ance Jio to share and trade spec-
trum in the 800 megahertz
(MHz) band. A deal to share
R-Com’s spectrum will help Reli-
ance Jio expand the reach of its
fourth-generation (4G) telecom
service, which is likely to be
launched by the end of March.

On Tuesday, R-Com said it has
entered into a 90-day exclusive
period of discussions with Maxis
Communications Bhd and
Sindya Securities and Invest-
ments Pvt. Ltd, the shareholders
of Aircel.

The talks will “...consider the
potential combination of the
Indian wireless business of
R-Com and Aircel to mutually
derive the expected substantial
benefits of incountry consolida-
tion, including opex (operating
expenditure) and capex (capital
expenditure) synergies and reve-
nue enhancement”.

“The potential combination
will exclude R-Com’s towers and

TELECOM CONSOLIDATION

R-Com in merger 
talks with Aircel

optical fibre infrastructure, for
which R-Com is proceeding with
an asset sale, as announced on 4
December 2015,” R-Com said in
the statement.

On 4 December, R-Com
signed a preliminary but non-
binding agreement with Tillman
Global Holdings Llc and TPG
Asia Inc. for the sale of its tele-
com towers and optic fibre
assets. The deal may be worth as
much as `30,000 crore, Mint
reported.

The discussions between
R-Com and Aircel are non-bind-
ing and any transaction will be
subject to due diligence, along
with shareholders and other
third-party approvals. 

“Hence, there is no certainty
that any transaction will result,”
the company added.

R-Com shareholders will
receive free shares in a new
combined wireless entity and
R-Com’s debt of over `10,000
crore will be transferred to this
company, according to two  peo-
ple familiar with how the deal
will be structured who asked not
to be identified.

After the two mergers, R-Com

TURN TO PAGE 2®
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Tata Steel  Ltd is  in
exclusive talks with

Greybull Capital Llp to sell
its European long products
business. 

Assets on the block
include Tata Steel UK’s
Scunthorpe steelworks,
mills in Teesside, an engi-
neering workshop in Work-
ington, a design consult-
ancy in York, associated
distribution facilities and
Scottish mills in Dalzell
and Clydebridge, which are
being mothballed. Long
products refer to steel that
is used for construction. 

Tata Steel has signed a
letter of intent with Grey-
bull Capital in this regard,
the company said in a
statement to BSE on Tues-

TURN TO PAGE 2®

Tata Steel in 
talks to sell 
Europe assets 
to Greybull

Deal, which excludes 
R-Com’s towers, could 
create a telecom firm 
holding the most 
spectrum in the country

NOTE TO READERS

The Sponsored Investor Education 
Initiative on Page 7 and the  Media 
Marketing Initiative on Page 11 are 
the equivalent of paid-for 
advertisements, and no Mint 
journalists were involved in creating 
these. Readers would do well to treat 
them as advertisements.

Source: PRS Legislative Research

WINTER WASHOUT
After a scuppered monsoon session, the winter session of 
Parliament is poised for a washout as well. The opposition, led by 
the Congress, has obstructed the functioning of the Rajya Sabha in 
particular, where the ruling coalition is in a minority. This has led to a 
legislative logjam and hurt the government’s reform initiatives.

BREAK-UP OF PRODUCTIVE TIME

PRODUCTIVITY* PERFORMANCE IN 
QUESTION HOUR

(in %)

(in %) (in %)

Winter Session 2015

Questions Legislation Financial business Non-legislation Other

TIME SPENT ON LEGISLATION

Lok Sabha

(in hours)

Rajya Sabha30.02 4.73

Lok Sabha Rajya Sabha

Lok Sabha Rajya Sabha

13

28
50

7

4 71

15
4

9

101

48

Lok Sabha Rajya Sabha

86

14

Data as of 21 December

*The percentage of productivity represents the actual hours Parliament spent against the scheduled 
total hours listed for it to conduct business.

NAVEEN KUMAR SAINI/MINT

>Mark To Market: R-Com investors may 
benefit if it merges with Aircel   >P18
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One more study—
released this week by

the Center for International 
Development at Harvard 
University—confirms that 
India will remain the 
fastest growing economy in 
the world. According to the 
growth projections based 
on economic complexity, 
India will grow at an 
annual pace of 7% in the 
coming decade. Economic 
complexity looks at 
productive capacity of the 
economy in terms of 
diversity and sophistication 
in its exports.

The research also 
showed China will 
continue to slow down and 
grow at 4.3% a year to 2024. 

Over the years, while 
India has made significant 
progress in complex 
industries such as 
information technology 
and automobiles, 
movement has been 
lacking in more labour-
intensive businesses that 
can create low-skill 
manufacturing jobs in 
order to absorb the ever-
growing workforce in the 
country. Even as India 
grows at the fastest pace, 
job creation in this area 
remains a challenge.

QUICK EDIT

Economic 
complexity

GLOBAL: SpaceX Falcon 
rocket nails safe landing >26

INTERVIEW: Suresh Prabhu on the 
challenges for the railways >8

CORP: Australia clears Abbot Point coal 
terminal expansion in a win for Adani >3

POLITICS: Rajya Sabha passes Juvenile 
Justice Bill >6

INSIDE

Start-up ideas
In the first of a series of col-
umns, Harvard Business 
School professor and Axilor 
Ventures co-founder Tarun 
Khanna writes on the curation 
of insights at incubators. >P13

We must not let ourselves be 
swept off our feet in horror at 
the danger of nuclear power. 

Nuclear power is not 
infinitely dangerous. It’s just 

dangerous, much as coal 
mines, petrol repositories, 

fossil-fuel burning and wind 
turbines are dangerous.

DAVID J .  C.  MACKAY

is a professor of international 

political economy at Harvard 

Kennedy School, and the 

author of ‘Straight Talk on 

Trade: Ideas for a Sane World 

Economy’.

AP

cally, the industrial labour force played a 
pivotal role in producing equitable, middle-
class societies. But automation and other 
technological forces have turned manufac-
turing into a labour-shedding sector. Even 
China has been losing manufacturing 
employment by the millions in recent years. 

So, even if manufacturing 
investment and output is 
revived in the US and 
Europe, the impact on 
employment is likely to be 
minuscule.

Whether we like it or 
not, the future of employ-
ment lies in services—care, 
retail, hospitality, logistics, 
the gig economy and so on. 
Any approach to good jobs 
that does not focus on orga-
nizational and technologi-
cal innovations in these 
services will necessarily 

disappoint.
There are of course other important rea-

sons for supporting manufacturing. 
Advanced manufacturing, along with the 
digital economy, plays an outsize role in 
innovation and national security. It makes 
sense to deploy industrial policies that focus 

The third component of the emerging 
consensus is that government has an active 
role to play in shaping the economic trans-
formation that is needed. Markets on their 
own cannot be trusted to produce economic 
resilience, national security, innovation for 
advanced technologies, clean energy or 
good jobs in distressed 
regions. Government 
must prod, twist arms and 
subsidize. Industrial policy 
has moved from the dis-
reputable fringe of eco-
nomic discussion to its 
very centre.

Taken together, these 
three tenets provide a new 
understanding of the goals 
and instruments of eco-
nomic policy that is both 
novel and, on the whole, 
laudable. But the devil is 
always in the details. 
Actual outcomes will be determined by spe-
cific policies that are chosen and imple-
mented.

Consider the good-jobs objective. Here 
the left and the right seem to have reached a 
consensus on the desirability of reshoring 
and reinvigorating manufacturing. Histori-

Fight economic 

concentration, 

generate good 

jobs and give 

the state a role 

in transforming 

the economy

The Shanti Act opens a nuclear 
pathway: Let’s proceed with care

AMIT KAPUR & 
SUGANDHA SOMANI 
are partners, JSA Advocates & Solicitors.
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I
ndia has about 850,000 cooperatives with 
over 290 million members relying on these 
collective enterprises for their livelihood. 
Cooperatives are pillars of India’s grassroots 
economy. Yet, in a rapidly evolving world, 
many struggle to stay relevant due to resource 

constraints, operational inefficiencies and limited 
technology adoption. The Prime Minister’s clarion 
call for ‘Sahkar se Samriddhi’—prosperity through 
cooperation—can become a reality only when 
cooperatives embrace Industry 4.0 tools that 
promise efficiency, transparency and sustainable 
growth. By aligning with the fourth Industrial 
Revolution, cooperatives are poised to reclaim 
their role as crucial contributors to inclusive eco-
nomic growth.

Emerging technologies are reshaping the 
global marketplace. Indian cooperatives can no 
longer afford to lag behind. They must embrace 
Industry 4.0 technologies and adopt innovative 
business models. The task ahead is clear: they 
must adopt Internet-of-Things (IoT), big data and 
smart systems to ensure efficiency, competitive-
ness and sustainability. This will turn them into 
engines of inclusive growth as we aim for Viksit 
Bharat—a developed India—by 2047.

Agricultural cooperatives can use modern farm 
techniques to optimize production, harvest pro-
cesses, storage, transportation and distribution. 
Cooperative culture promotes the development of 
supply chains that reach far and wide across a 
diverse ecosystem, with farmer members, staff, 
vendors, associates, consumers, et al, united by the 
common purpose of serving everyone’s interests. 
With the help of trained human resources, this 
spirit could unite all involved in modernization 
efforts to remain relevant in today’s highly com-
petitive business environment. 

The Industry 4.0 imperative: Cooperatives must 
close their technology adoption gaps. Since at least 
2008, digital systems have been driving transitions 
across production systems, with data analytics and 
widespread networks linking people and processes 
to enhance productivity. Cooperatives need to har-
ness the same benefits. Timely data sharing would 
optimize coordination across the value chain from 
sourcing and production management to quality 
control and distribution. While our multinational 
cooperatives in the dairy and fertilizer sectors, 
Amul and Iffco, have gone far ahead in adopting 
modern technology, the need of the hour to 
encourage and enable 177,000 credit and 677,000 
non-credit cooperatives to do likewise.

Globally, cooperatives are embracing technol-
ogy and innovation to improve their efficiency, 
transparency, productivity and profitability. 
Smart-farming cooperatives of the EU have 
adopted precision tools such as sensors, connected 
devices and data platforms to enhance yields and 

reduce waste. Sweden has witnessed the rise of a 
robust housing cooperative movement that deliv-
ers affordable and eco-friendly urban housing. 
Indonesia has redesigned its farm cooperatives to 
improve member service efficiency through better 
governance and market integration.

The tech application challenge: We already have 
success models for cooperatives to learn and adapt 
lessons from. Amul, which stands out as a global 
cooperative dairy brand, has adopted analytical 
tools and IoT solutions to automate various key 
functions, ranging from milk production and 
processing to cold-chain management, logistics 
and distribution.

Consumer-facing cooperatives can leverage big 
data and cloud platforms to gain deeper insights 
into customer preferences. The integration of IoT 
and cloud-based analytics is vital for consumer 
cooperatives to manage large-scale self-service 
system technology and point-of-sale networks. 
The usage of virtual reality tools is also gaining 
prominence as a way to enhance product demon-
strations, communication, content delivery and 
consumer engagement.

Agrarian cooperatives in general and sugar 
cooperatives in particular could benefit from cloud 
and IoT technologies that support storing, pro-
cessing and analyzing large volumes of data. On 
the ground, radio frequency identification and 
drones coordinated by artificial intelligence (AI) 
are emerging as key enablers of precision farming, 
value addition and efficient resource management. 
Machine learning and AI applications can support 
decision making for improved productivity.  

Credit cooperatives are witnessing a digital shift 
as India’s credit sector comes to increasingly rely 
on technology solutions. Big data analytics, AI and 
blockchain-based systems are being encouraged to 
strengthen creditworthiness assessments, credit 
management and customer relationships. 

In industrial cooperatives, AI and IoT, coupled 
with robotic automation, are considered critical to 
boost productivity and profitability. New technol-
ogies also have a role in ensuring regulatory com-
pliance and elevating customer satisfaction. 

Fishery cooperatives could use analytical tools, 
GPS, cloud computing, machine learning and 
remote sensing to improve outcomes and enhance 
income opportunities. 

Service cooperatives may find significant value 
in deploying cyber-physical systems, cloud com-
puting platforms, IoT and AI to achieve greater 
operational efficiency through cost optimization 
and streamlined business processes. 

Globally, cooperatives are reinventing them-
selves through modern technology, effective gov-
ernance and active member engagement. Indian 
cooperatives must not only keep up, but aim to go 
further. To go digital effectively, they should set 
simple goals and follow step-by-step and flexible 
strategies. Industry 4.0 tools can drive efficiency 
and sustainability, while simple goals and flexible 
strategies would help cooperatives make a step-
wise transition to a digital future. By embracing 
change, our cooperatives can register profit with 
purpose and help power India’s journey towards 
Viksit Bharat. 

These are the authors’ personal views.

Cooperatives can redefine their 
future by embracing technology

India’s collective enterprises could serve as a grassroots growth engine for the economy by effecting digital transformations 
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W
hen the Mexican Senate voted 
last week to approve a 50% tariff 
rate on a swathe of countries—

China, India, Brazil, South Korea, Vietnam, 
and Taiwan among them—politicians from 
President Claudia Sheinbaum’s ruling 
Morena party pretended they did it for 
their own reasons. Nobody in Asia believes 
this is a bold declaration of economic inde-
pendence, however. It’s seen instead as 
opening a new and unexpected front in 
Donald Trump’s trade war on the world. 

The vote waived the senators’ usual right 
to discuss amendments in committees and 
it passed 76-5; the opposition abstained. 
Officials grandly delivered the usual lines 
that accompany measures cutting off trade: 
That they would protect local industry, 
that revenue would increase by almost $3 
billion, that there would be more money to 
spend on supporting the unemployed.

But the real reason is that Sheinbaum is 
spooked by the deadline, six months away 
now, for reviewing the US-Mexico-Canada 
Agreement (USMCA). The speed with 
which she pushed the legislation through 
and its timing are no coincidence: Trump 
said earlier this month that he might let 
NAFTA’s successor expire or “maybe work 
out another deal” that ensured the US 
wasn’t “taken advantage of.” Nobody wants 
that can of worms reopened.

About 80% of Mexico’s exports cross its 
northern border and more than 80% of 
those are tariff-free under the USMCA. The 
country depends upon US markets for 30% 
or so of its output. Mexican politicians are 
clearly scared enough that even acts of eco-
nomic self-harm, like 50% tariffs, seem 
worth trying.

For the countries affected by the new 
rates out of Mexico City, this is a sobering 
reminder that they have more than just the 
US president to deal with. Trade is a com-
plicated, disaggregated affair, which is why 
we have multilateral arrangements like the 
World Trade Organization. For much of 
2025, we could pretend that wasn’t the 
case, with everyone scrambling to con-
clude their own bilateral deal with the US. 
But Sheinbaum shows that the trade con-
flicts Trump has launched are a cascading 
war, not some controlled confrontation.

Some will be hit particularly hard. One of 
the few industries in India that has carved 
out a successful export niche for itself is 
auto components. New tariffs may render 
them uncompetitive inputs for the giant 
factories along the US border serving 
America’s insatiable appetite for cars.

But a significant proportion of Indian 
exports to Mexico aren’t about the US at all. 

It is consistently among the top three or four 
destinations in the world for small, fuel-effi-
cient cars, for example. These aren’t meant 
for Americans, but they’ve been hit with tar-
iffs anyway. Sheinbaum is paying Trump 
protection money, but she’s taking it from 
the pockets of Indian producers.

And from her own citizens, of course. 
Opposition lawmakers pointed out that 
official modellers had given up on trying to 
estimate the effects of such a drastic 
change to Mexican trade policy. Citgroup’s 
economists think that this will keep 
domestic inflation above 4% next year. All 
the other downstream (and predictable) 
effects of tariffs will apply: loss of competi-
tive advantage, factories that face supply 
crunches, retaliation in fields where you 
don’t expect it.

And what happens if Trump decides that 
he doesn’t care about such expensive pro-
fessions of loyalty and shuts down the 
USMCA anyway? Mexico City will have to 
rebuild trade relations with the rest of the 
world from scratch, but capitals from Bra-
sília to Beijing may not be particularly 
warmly disposed at that point.

Many Asian countries had hoped the 
America-first trade policy—even if disrupt-
ive—might end up forging a united front 
against Chinese dominance of manufac-
turing. Sheinbaum’s surrender shows us a 
different path. In this alternative world, 
some countries will quietly enact the US 
president’s policies for him. The others 
will, perhaps with China in the lead, find a 
multilateral path to isolate collaborators. 

Countries across Asia and beyond now 
know that it isn’t just their relationship 
with the US that is threatened, but with 
multiple other nations as Trump tries to 
push everyone into his dreamworld of high 
tariffs. He has already asked the European 
Union, for example, to impose 100% tariffs 
on China and India. It is unlikely to agree. 
Some countries will raise high and unpre-
dictable trade barriers against each other 
and the world, while the rest will seek secu-
rity and prosperity by integrating faster 
and further. Sheinbaum may have picked 
the wrong side.

In his first term, Trump had promised to 
have Mexico pay for his wall. Now, in his 
second term, he has succeeded. So what if 
this new wall is one made of tariffs and not 
bricks? ©BLOOMBERG

Mexico’s tariffs signal that it is 
prepared to build Trump’s wall

Trump wanted to wall off America and Mexico seems ready to help

Sheinbaum’s barriers are widely seen as a 

concession to Trump’s agenda. REUTERS

ISTOCKPHOTO
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answers aren’t always clear and the path to 
success might involve testing, failing and 
adjusting quickly. That’s a big cultural shift. 
These firms will need to experiment more, 
take smart risks and focus on results instead 
of just effort. They’ll also have to be honest 
with themselves. Just renaming an automa-
tion team as an ‘AI Centre of Excellence’ 
won’t fool anyone. Clients want capability, 
not rebranding. They’re looking for partners 
who can think creatively, act quickly and 
take ownership of outcomes.

Still, if any group is equipped to take on 
the Great Integration, it’s probably the peo-
ple who once managed to upgrade a 
30-year-old billing system written in Cobol 
without crashing the company’s entire net-
work. They may not always be flashy, but 
they’re dependable, skilled and now  at the 
starting line of one of the biggest technology 
shifts we have seen lately.

In 2026, AI will stop being something 
extra and become essential. The companies 
that know how to weave it into the way busi-
nesses really work—the messy, complex and 
often illogical systems that run the world— 
will be the ones that come out ahead. Indian 
IT service firms have a shot at leading that 
change if they’re willing to evolve, invest and 
step out of their comfort zones.

move. Each of these will start showing up in 
the software tools that employees use every 
day, helping them save time, reduce errors 
and make better decisions.

To make all this work, businesses will 
need to connect these AI tools with their 
existing systems. That’s where services 
come in. Setting up AI isn’t just about plug-
ging in a chatbot. It involves linking AI to a 
company’s databases, making sure it under-
stands business rules, keeping it secure and 
checking that it gives reliable results. This is 
complex, behind-the-scenes work—and it’s 
exactly what Indian IT services firms have 
been doing for years.

These firms have long experience tailor-
ing technology to suit the unique ways dif-
ferent companies operate. They’ve managed 
large, complicated tech systems for global 
clients across industries. Now, as those cli-
ents try to induct AI into every part of their 
operations, they’re turning to the same IT 
partners for help. Whether it’s automating 
HR processes, upgrading supply chains or 
adding AI to customer service tools, Indian 
IT firms are in the decision-making room.

But while the opportunity is real, so are 
the challenges. Many Indian IT firms are big 
and successful, but that can make it hard for 
them to move quickly. AI is evolving fast and 

I
n 2026, artificial intelligence (AI) won’t 
just be something companies talk about in 
press releases. It will become part of how 

everyday work gets done. Instead of being 
tested in small pilot projects or used in flashy 
demos, AI will be built into the core of how 
businesses operate. People are calling this 
shift ‘The Great Integration,’ and it’s already 
taking shape. It’s not about creating new AI 
models, but about using the ones we already 
have to make real work faster, smarter and 
more efficient. And for Indian IT service 
firms, this new phase could be a huge oppor-
tunity—if they can rise to the challenge.

There are three main types of AI that will 
become common in workplaces. Generative 
AI helps create content, such as writing 
emails, reports or code. Predictive AI looks 
at data to forecast things like sales trends, 
inventory needs or customer behaviour. 
Agentic AI is a newer kind that can take a 
goal, like scheduling a meeting or ordering 
supplies, and carry out the steps to make it 
happen without a human guiding every 

The 2026 AI opportunity for India’s IT services sector 
SIDDHARTH PAI

is co-founder of Siana Capital, a 

venture fund manager.

IT firms won’t just be competing on price or 
scale anymore. They’ll have to show that 
they can lead in an AI-powered world.

These firms do have strong foundations. 
They know how to deliver large projects 
across time zones and wait through 14-month 
request-for-proposal cycles. They have long-

term client relationships 
and are trusted to keep sys-
tems running smoothly. 
While others talk about the 
future, Indian IT firms are 
used to quietly building it. 
They know how to take a 
complicated plan and turn it 
into working software that 
runs reliably.

In 2026, success will  
require them to go beyond 
just offering AI features. 
They must become experts 
in helping clients deploy AI 
across all operations. That 

means learning more about each industry, 
building reusable tools and partnering with 
startups or research labs. It would also mean 
hiring and training the right kind of talent.

It won’t be easy. Indian IT firms are good 
at structured, well-defined work. But AI pro-
jects often start with uncertainty. The 

clients want more than just help using new 
tools. They want a real transformation: new 
ways of working, smarter operations and 
better outcomes. To deliver that, IT firms 
need more than just technical skills. They 
need people who understand the client’s 
industry and can design solutions that actu-
ally solve problems.

There’s also a chance for 
Indian IT firms to grow 
beyond offering services. 
With AI, they could create 
their own products or tools 
that can be reused across 
different clients. Some 
have started building these 
platforms, but turning 
them into business success 
will take new thinking, 
long-term investment and 
the ability to market and 
scale like a product rather 
than services company.

Competition is heating up. Global con-
sulting firms are expanding their AI offer-
ings. Big cloud companies are adding AI fea-
tures to their platforms and offering support 
directly to clients. Startups with small teams 
but strong AI expertise are building niche 
solutions that are winning business. Indian 

Firms could use 

an intimate 

grasp of client 

operations to 

guide specific 

goal-oriented AI 

transformations 
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