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he unprecedented
protests by students
across the country
following the NEET
question paper leak are not
merely about one compromised
examination. They reflect a
deeper crisis of confidence in a
system that was projected as the
ultimate guardian of merit. When
lakhs of students lose faith in the
fairness of the process that
determines their future, the
nation’s conscience is shaken.

Tamil Nadu was the first State
to raise the red flag against NEET
— not because of irregularities in
its conduct, but because of the
very philosophy behind a single,
high-stakes national examination
deciding the future of every
aspiring medical student. The
problem was structural, not
procedural. Recent events have
vindicated that concern.

The Union Government
introduced NEET with three
principal promises. First, that it
would reduce the burden of
multiple entrance examinations.
Second, that it would eliminate
the scourge of capitation fees and
commercialisation of medical
admissions. Third, that it would
improve standards by ensuring
only the most meritorious
students entered medical colleges,
thereby producing better doctors.

On every one of these counts,
NEET has failed.

Instead of reducing inequality,
it has merely shifted the centre of
learning from schools to coaching
centres. Merit is no longer
measured through sustained
academic performance but by the
ability to master coaching-centric
test-taking techniques. This has
disproportionately benefited those
who can afford expensive
coaching while disadvantaging
rural students, government school
students, first-generation learners,
and those studying in State Boards
and regional languages.

Countries such as the U.S.,
Canada, Australia and Germany
admit students through school
performance, standardisation
methods, and holistic evaluation —

M.K. Stalin

Former Chief Minister
of Tamil Nadu and
President, Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam
(DMK)

The student
protests must
serve as a
wake-up call —
not merely to
improve exam
security but to
fundamentally
rethink the
entire
framework of
high-stakes
national
entrance exams

not through a single nationwide
entrance examination. Where
entrance tests are used, they are
generally one component among
several, not the sole determinant.

NEET’s own experience further
exposes the myth of merit. The
qualifying threshold for
undergraduate admissions
remains remarkably low. For
postgraduate and super-speciality
admissions, qualifying percentiles
have repeatedly been reduced to
zero percentile and, in some
cases, even negative marks, simply
to fill expensive private college
seats. If merit truly governed the
system, such extraordinary
relaxations would never become
necessary. Instead, the reality is
stark: poor students must
compete at the highest level for
limited government seats, while
those with financial means can
access private medical education
with far lower benchmarks. That is
not meritocracy; it is privilege
institutionalised.

Equally misplaced is the belief
that NEET has curbed
commercialisation. The coaching
industry has flourished into a
multi-thousand-crore enterprise,
with families spending enormous
sums over several years to prepare
their children. The burden that
NEET promised to eliminate has
merely changed form — from
capitation fees to coaching fees.
Simultaneously, deemed
universities and private
self-financing medical colleges
have found new ways to
commercialise medical education.
Instead of demanding donations
upfront, many have increased
tuition fees and other charges,
making medical education
increasingly unaffordable.

Tamil Nadu’s outlook

Tamil Nadu recognised these
concerns early. We constituted the
Justice A.K. Rajan Committee,
which concluded that NEET
neither improved medical
education nor ensured social
justice. Acting on its findings, the
Tamil Nadu Legislative Assembly
unanimously passed legislation

EET's promise has failed; it’s time to trust States

seeking exemption from NEET.
The Governor withheld assent.
The Union Government declined
to engage meaningfully with the
substance of the State’s concerns.

If States are trusted to establish
institutions, recruit faculty,
maintain standards, and fund
medical education, they must also
be trusted to determine
admissions consistent with their
own educational systems and
social justice policies.

The solution lies in
strengthening school education,
restoring confidence in School
Board assessments and allowing
States to formulate admission
policies suited to their
constitutional responsibilities and
local realities. Statistical
harmonisation can fairly compare
marks awarded by different
Boards. States that seek
exemption from NEET should be
allowed to do so. Diversity in
admissions need not compromise
standards; it can strengthen both
equity and excellence.

Another aspect requiring
urgent reconsideration is the All
India Quota (AIQ). This judicially
created system diverts
State-funded medical seats to a
central pool, weakening
federalism, and social justice. It
disproportionately burdens
women as they are unlikely to
relocate to another State for
postgraduation, fails to address
regional disparities effectively, and
deprives States of the benefits of
their investments.

The recent student protests
must serve as a wake-up call — not
merely to improve examination
security but to fundamentally
rethink the entire framework of
high-stakes national entrance
examinations. The Union
Government must hold
consultations with an open mind
rather than treating uniformity as
an end in itself. India does not
need greater centralisation. It
needs greater trust in its States, its
schools and its students.

The future of medical
education deserves a fairer and
more federal approach.

A budget without a proper government

In Puducherry, Ministers are yet to be assigned clear portfolios

STATE OF PLAY

Amir Hyder Khan Abdoul

ithin weeks, the
w Puducherry  go-
vernment will pre-

sent its first Budget since the
National Democratic Alliance
(NDA) returned to power. A
maiden Budget is more than a
statement of accounts; it is a
government’s first declaration
of priorities — a blueprint for
development, welfare, infras-
tructure, and governance for
the coming year.

Yet Puducherry approach-
es this constitutional exercise
under extraordinary circum-
stances. Even though more
than two months have passed
since Chief Minister N. Ranga-
samy of the All India N. R.
Congress (AINRC) took oath
on May 13, the Union Territory
(UT) still has no portfolio allo-
cation. Every Minister has ta-
ken the oath of office, but
none has been assigned res-
ponsibility for a department.
Moreover, the Legislative As-
sembly has also not been de-
signated a permanent Speak-
er. The Budget, thereby, risks
becoming the first casualty of
an incomplete government.

Every department contri-
butes to the Budget. Ministers
review expenditure, approve
new schemes, defend depart-
mental priorities, and remain
accountable before the As-
sembly for the money they
seek. In their absence, a fun-
damental question arises:
who is making these deci-
sions? The prolonged delay
has naturally fuelled specula-
tion that the issue is no longer
administrative but political.

The continued delay in
portfolio allocation, the ab-
sence of a permanent Speak-
er, and uncertainty surround-
ing other key institutional
appointments have only
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strengthened the perception
that power-sharing within the

remains unresolved.

Neither the AINRC nor the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
have explained why a sworn-
in Cabinet continues to func-
tion without responsibilities.
The Speaker’s position il-
lustrates the problem. Pudu-
cherry continues under a Pro-

Speaker even as the

Budget session draws near. A
permanent Speaker is not a
ceremonial appointment post-
poned at convenience. The of-
fice safeguards legislative pro-
cedure, presides over debates,
interprets Assembly rules,
and ensures that the Budget
receives proper scrutiny.

The continued delay sends
the wrong signal about the go-
vernment’s preparedness.

Absence of governance
Puducherry’s
structure has always been
more complex than that of a
full-fledged State. The elected
government shares executive
space with the Lieutenant Go-
vernor, whose constitutional
powers have frequently been
subjects of dispute. Successive
governments
rienced friction with the Raj
Nivas over appointments, ad-
ministrative authority, and
policy implementation. Mr.
Rangasamy himself recently
criticised sections of the bu-
reaucracy, remarking that ma-
ny officers posted to Pudu-
cherry treat the UT as a

governance

have expe-

temporary “vacation posting.”
If the Chief Minister himself
believes bureaucratic accoun-
tability is weak, the absence of
Ministers exercising political
oversight becomes even har-
der to justify.

Meanwhile,  governance
cannot be suspended. Traffic
congestion continues to wor-
sen across the city. Power dis-
ruptions remain a recurring
public complaint. And with
the northeast monsoon only
months away, drainage and
flood preparedness deserve
immediate review. Every one
of these sectors requires Mi-
nisters to make decisions and
answer to the public.

The Opposition parties in
the Assembly have also been
remarkably subdued. A go-
vernment entering its first
Budget without portfolios and
a permanent Speaker amid
persistent administrative un-
certainty should ordinarily
face sustained legislative pres-
sure. Instead, criticism has
been sporadic and fragment-
ed. Democracy depends not
only on governments willing
to govern but also on Opposi-
tions willing to scrutinise.

Supporters of the govern-
ment may argue that coalition
consultations take time. That
explanation may have been
acceptable immediately after
the election. It is considerably
less convincing after more
than two months. Citizens are
not interested in internal ne-
gotiations over portfolios;
they want to know who is res-
ponsible for transport, educa-
tion, health, electricity, fi-
nance, and public works.

Before deciding where pu-
blic money should go, the
NDA government must first
answer a simple question: has
it finished deciding who is res-
ponsible for governing?

The author is an architect
and urban policy researcher
based in Puducherry.

Are children with special needs enrolled in schools in India?

The number of children with special needs in schools has remained fairly stagnant over the past eight years

DATA POINT

Nitika Francis

he Unified District Infor-
T mation System for Educa-

tion (UDISE) 2025-26 re-
port has raised concerns about
Children With Special Needs
(CWSN) enrolled in schools, whose
numbers have remained stagnant
over the past eight years despite
initiatives to get more of them en-
rolled. As per the data, there were
21.66 lakh CWSN in schools, a
number that has remained fairly
constant over the years (Chart 1).
While one could argue that the ov-
erall number of children enrolled
in schools has also remained fairly
the same, the other question to be
answered in this context is wheth-
er all the CWSN in the country are
getting enrolled in schools.

The 2011 Census said that there
were 32.5 lakh disabled children in
India, just under the age of nine. If
one were to include persons with
disability in the 10-19 age group,
the number increases to 78.7 lakh.
The number of CWSN in schools in
2025-26 were not even 30% of the
2011 Census data. Moreover, their
numbers would have surely grown
since.

In the absence of Census data
and estimates of children with dis-
ability released by the government
in recent years, The Hindu used
the National Family Health Survey
(NFHS-5) data on disability and the
government’s population esti-
mates in the Report of The Techni-
cal Group on Population Projects
to estimate the number of CWSN
in the country.

The estimate showed that the
number of CWSN in India could
have grown from 92.3 lakh to 98.8
lakh between 2018-19 and 2025-26.
These estimates when compared
with CWSN in schools showed
that, only 22% of the children
seem to have been enrolled in
schools (Chart 2).

This is a conservative estimate
since the population estimates
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could be calculated, as explained
above, only for the 5-14 age group.
This was compared with the total
number of CWSN enrolled across
primary, upper primary, secon-
dary and higher secondary stages,
which would include those who
are at least a year or two older
than 14.

Moreover, the number of CWSN
shrinks significantly as they move
up different stages of schooling.
The shrinking is more pronounced
among CWSN than the overall
number of students enrolled. Ta-
ble 1 shows the proportion of chil-
dren in upper primary, secondary
and higher secondary stages com-
pared with their numbers in the
stages before.

Nearly 75% of CWSN who have
enrolled in primary school are in
upper primary, data showed. This
reduced to 48% between upper
primary and secondary, and 46%
between secondary and higher se-
condary levels. As the table shows,
these shares are higher for the ov-
erall number of children.

The data also showed that the
gender distribution remained wor-
ryingly the same despite minor
fluctuations in the number of
CWSN enrolled. Only about 43 of
every 100 CWSN enrolled in
schools are girls (Chart 3). Howev-
er, the number of girls with special
needs dropping out of schools
seem to be lower than boys. The
number of girls with special needs
in upper primary level, for in-
stance, is about 80% of those in
primary level.

Shashank Pandey, lawyer and
founder of the Politics and Disabil-
ity Forum, who works on political
representation of Persons with
Disabilities said that underreport-
ing of the numbers cannot be
ruled out. He told The Hindu that
at times the schools that provide
data for the UDISE reports are not
updated with the 21 categories of
disabilities now recognised by the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities
Act, 2016, and still categorise stu-
dents based on the eight catego-
ries provided in the 2011 Census.
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The data were sourced from the Unified District Information System for
Education (UDISE) reports, the NFHS, and Census 2011

in schools

CWSN
enrolments

Estimated
number of CWSN

While the estimated population of CWSN
is around 98.7 lakh, the number of CWSN
enrolments remained at 22 lakhs

Despite an increase

Chart 2: The year-wise estimated number of
CWSN versus the number of CWSN enrolled

FIFTY YEARS AGO JULY 23, 1976

European passport: colour
& symbol stand in the way

Brussels, July 21: The majority reportedly likes a
delicate shade of lilac but the British are a little
miffed over that. The French and Germans don’t
like the symbols. The others have proposed to
go on the cover. And there is the matter of
language. Such touchy issues as the colour of the
passport, what to stamp on top and the tongues
in which to print it keep intervening in the long
time quest for European unity.

Foreign Ministers of the nine Common Market
countries have been struggling this week with
the problems related to what is called a
‘uniform’ passport. The passport would be
issued by each country individually, but would
look the same for everybody.

Government heads of nine countries, which
have a total of 260 million people, agreed at a
summit last week to create the first popularly
elected European Parliament. There is a
European Parliament now but its 98 members
are appointed and have little power.

As another part of the effort to convince West
Europeans of progress towards unity, 106 young
women have been hired to stand at border
crossings and hand out leaflets extolling the
accomplishments of the Common Market.
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Table 1: The share of boy and girl children with special needs at the Chart 3: The number of CWSN enrolled in schools and
primary level and their proportion in the higher levels in 2025-26 the share of girls in the total enrolments
Level of schooling | CWSN boys | Overall boys | CWSN girls | Overall girls I Total CWSN students (in lakh)
Primary 57,87,800 | 72,34,75,000 | 48,12,787 | 68,75,41,000 24 Girls per 100 students 50
(in absolutes)
Share of
primary in upper 739 61.5 80.1 62.6
primary (%)
Share of
upper primary in 48.3 60.3 51.3 60.8 .
secondary (%) Though fewer girl
cHst e schoss
is:;?gn::rfy 46.1 2.7 51.4 78.2 drop out;ate is
secondary (%) lower than the boys

The Hindu used the National Family Health Survey (NFHS-5) data on
disability and the government’s population estimates in the Report of The
Technical Group on Population Projects to estimate the number of Children
with Special Needs to arrive at estimated number of CWSN
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The golden car festival at
Tuticorin

Tuticorin, July 21: The Golden Car Festival of our
Lady of Snows will be celebrated this year on the
5th of August. It will be a great occasion in
Tuticorin, especially because this festival comes
after a lapse of nearly two decades. The Church
of our Lady of Snows is one of the few churches
in Southern India which can be legitimately
called historical. The immense popularity which
it has gained not only among Catholics but,
strange to say, also among Hindus and other
non-Catholics, is due to the miraculous statue
which it enshrines as also to its always being
associated with the name of St. Francis Xavier, at
whose intercession the miraculous statue was
presented to the Church by the Spanish Convent
nuns at Manila in the year 1555. The magnificent
car which will be drawn through all the
principal streets in Tuticorin is very huge in
dimension, 50 ft, in height and gold gilt all over.

M ND-NDE



DELHI « www.thehindu.com « Thursday, July 23, 2026

Text&Context

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Compensation for Hamlets in flood-hit Number of deaths The population Sri Lanka’s export
persons killed in Kargil where water in Congo due to the figures in Cuba earnings in
Sikkim tunnel blast supply was restored Ebola outbreak in 2025 January-June 2026

in % lakh, per person. The National

Hydroelectric Power Corporation

Limited (NHPC) has announced an
ex gratia payment of %5 lakh to the next of
kin of each person killed in the tunnel blast
at its under-construction Teesta Stage-VI
Hydroelectric Project in Sikkim. Rescue
operations are continuing round the clock.
Of the 25 personnel trapped in the tunnel,
13 bodies have been recovered so far. p1i

The administration restored
22 drinking water supply in 22

most flash flood-affected areas
of Kargil district through temporary
arrangements, while permanent
restoration of damaged infrastructure is
under way on a war footing, officials said.
The recent floods caused extensive
damage to infiltration galleries, collection
chambers, pipelines and headworks. eri

At least 999 people
999 have died in the

Democratic Republic
of the Congo’s Ebola outbreak, with 2,473
cases recorded since it was declared on
May 15. Health officials say it is the fastest
Ebola outbreak on record, with no
approved vaccines for the Bundibugyo
virus. Around 80% of new cases are linked
to unknown transmission chains. eri

million. Cuba’s population

9 4 fell to 9.4 million in 2025,

® down from 9.7 million a
year earlier and just over 10 million in
2023, extending a downward trend driven
by an unprecedented wave of migration
amid the country’s prolonged economic
crisis. Cuba also has Latin America’s oldest
population, with people aged over 60
accounting for 27% of its residents. arp

in $ billion. Sri

9 012 Lanka’s export
® earnings crossed

USD 9.012 billion during the first half of
2026, marking the first time that the
exports have exceeded USD 9 billion
mark in the January-June period. The
total was more than 8% higher than the

same period last year. p1i
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Are pellet guns being used at protests?

Pellet guns are used by police and military worldwide as a non-lethal crowd-control measure. They were last known to have been used during the 2024 farmers’ protest

along the Punjab-Haryana border. Though police denied their use, farmer leaders had alleged that several people were injured.

EXPLAINER

Vijaita Singh

The story so far:
t least one of the 80 protesters
injured in police action during
the march to Parliament on
Monday (July 20), called by the
Cockroach Janta Party (CJP) sustained
pellet gun injuries. The victim identified
as Shaikh Irshad Mansoori (25), a resident
of Gurugram, underwent surgery at a
government hospital to remove the pellets
lodged under his eye. Most pellets were
lodged in the upper part his body.
Another video of a woman being
stunned by a “shock baton,” also emerged
on Tuesday (July 21). The use of pellet
guns and shock batons against civilian
protesters, appears to be the first in Delhi.

What are pellet guns?

Pellet guns, whose technical name is
‘pump action guns’, are a form of
non-lethal crowd-control method used by
police and military worldwide. The other
popular measures are tear gas, water
cannon, pepper spray and taser guns
among others.

Pellet guns are also popular in hunting
and pest control. Intended to immobilise
an individual, they are effective over short
ranges of up to 500 yards but when fired
from close quarters can be lethal,
particularly when sensitive parts like the
eyes are hit. The pellets can penetrate soft
tissues.

What happened during the July 20
protest in Delhi?

There are standing instructions to open
minimal fire at protesters and if necessary
“below their waist.” A cartridge of a pellet
gun contains a few hundred pellets made
of lead, which disperses a few hundred
metres when fired. Pellets can be of
various shapes either like ball bearings or
irregular. They are manufactured at the
Ordinance Factory, Ishapore.

While the Delhi Police have denied its

use against protesters, pellets guns and
shock batons are part of the gear of the
Rapid Action Force (RAF) —the anti-riot
unit under the Central Reserve Police
Force (CRPF)— which was deployed
alongside police personnel on July 20 and
continues to be deployed near the Jantar
Mantar protest site.

On Monday, the victim Shaikh Irshad
Mansoori was hit near Palika Bazaar by a
RAF official. His friend said that there are
around 30-40 injuries on his face and
across his body. Four of them, including
one in the neck, had penetrated deeply,
which is why he underwent surgery.

Originally from Jabalpur in Madhya
Pradesh, Mr. Mansoori works at a private
company in Gurugram and was attending
the protests in solidarity. He also had
some visa-related work in New Delhi,
which he was supposed to finish after the
protest.

What is the first known usage of
pellet guns?
Pellet guns were first deployed in Jammu

-
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and Kashmir after Kashmir Valley’s
summer unrest of 2010 that claimed the
lives of 112 protesters in police firing. The
then Congress-led government at the
Centre deployed pellet guns as a
“non-lethal” measure to avoid civilian
fatalities.

After violent protests broke out in the
Kashmir Valley post July 8, 2016 — when
the Hizbul Mujahideen (HM) commander
Burhan Wani was killed in an encounter
with security forces — several people were
blinded due to injuries inflicted by pellet
guns, used by the CRPF as a crowd
control measure.

Why were its specifications changed?
In 2016, the BJP-PDP government faced
severe criticism for using pellet guns, with
several political parties asking for its
complete withdrawal. Due to the use of
pellet guns, 13 people were killed in 2016
and more than 250 were injured, while
some lost their vision.

In 2017, a year later, the first batch of
less lethal “plastic bullets” were
dispatched to the Kashmir Valley. The

plastic bullets were tested at the Terminal
Ballistics Research Laboratory (TBRL) in
Chandigarh and could be fired from the
weapons that the security forces already
possessed. Instead of metal, this round of
ammunition had a plastic head.

In 2016, 1,022 CRPF personnel were
also injured in stone-pelting by protesters.
Of these, 956 were injured in the Valley
between July 8 and 16 during the unrest.

What is the last definitively known
use of pellet guns in the country?
They were last known to have been used
during the 2024 farmers protest at
Khanauri and Shambhu barriers along the
Punjab-Haryana border. Though the
police denied using pellet guns, farmer
leaders had alleged that several persons
were injured.

In 2023, they were used against
protesters in the ethnic-strife torn
Manipur, leading to a massive public
outrage.

What about shock batons?
Shock batons are also a part of the RAF
personnel gear.

In 2021, the Ministry of Home Affairs
(MHA), through the Border Security Force
(BSF), prescribed Qualitative
Requirements (QRs) for handheld ‘Shock
Batons’ intended for self-defence and
operational use by security personnel. It
said that the equipment should be light
weight, with a maximum weight of 1 kg
and a length of 450 mm to 700 mm,
ensuring ease of carriage and handling. It
must be constructed from high-impact
resistant material, capable of functioning
reliably in temperatures ranging from
-20°C to +50°C and offering a minimum
level of water resistance.

The shock baton should have a service
life of at least five years and be powered
by a rechargeable battery. Additional
requirements include the capability to
deliver at least 1,000 quarter-second
shock bursts on full charge, thereby
ensuring sustained operational
effectiveness in field conditions.

THE GIST
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At least one of the 80
protesters injured in police
action during the march to
Parliament on Monday, called
by the Cockroach Janta Party
(CJP) sustained pellet gun
injuries.

v

Pellet guns were first deployed
in Jammu and Kashmir after
Kashmir Valley’s summer
unrest of 2010 that claimed the
lives of 112 protesters in police
firing.

Where does the law stand
on internet shutdowns?

What questions arise following the internet shutdown in Delhi during the CJP protest?

Rizmi Lia M.

The story so far:

obile internet services were
shut down in parts of Central
Delhi during the ‘Chalo
Sansad’ protest organised by
the Cockroach Janta Party (CJP).
Thousands of people gathered on the
opening day of the Parliament’s Monsoon
Session, to demand the resignation of
Union Education Minister Dharmendra
Pradhan following the NEET paper leaks
and irregularities in the CBSE school
examination process. The internet
shutdown, which remained in place until
the evening, drew condemnation from
the Internet Freedom Foundation (IFF)
and the Software Freedom Law Centre,
India (SFLC).

What is an internet shutdown?
According to web rights advocacy
organisation Access Now, an internet
shutdown is defined as “an intentional

it »

disruption of internet or electronic
communications, rendering them
inaccessible or effectively unusable, for a
specific population or within a location,
often to control the flow of information.”
They take many forms, from full network
disruptions to slowing down internet
speed or blocking platforms.

Most internet shutdowns are ordered
when large numbers of people are
expected to gather for political reasons,
peaceful demonstrations, violent protests
or religious celebrations, according to the
International Federation of Journalists.

Under Section 20(2)(b) of the
Telecommunications Act, 2023,
telecommunication services may be
suspended only on the occurrence of a
public emergency or in the interest of
public safety, on the grounds specified in
that provision, and for reasons recorded
in writing. “A protest, by itself, is not a
lawful ground for suspending internet
services. Under Section 20(2) of the
Telecommunications Act, 2023, a

suspension may be ordered only during a
public emergency or in the interest of
public safety, and only for specified
purposes such as maintaining public
order. The order must be reasoned,
published, limited in area and duration,
and issued by the competent authority
under the Telecommunications
Suspension Rules, 2024. The government
must also consider whether less
restrictive measures would be sufficient,”
said Apar Gupta, Advocate and Founder
of the Internet Freedom Foundation.

Which law governs internet
shutdowns?

Internet shutdowns in India were earlier
governed by Section 5(2) of the Indian
Telegraph Act, 1885 and the Temporary
Suspension of Telecom Services (Public
Emergency or Public Safety) Rules, 2017.
These have now been replaced by Section
20 of the Telecommunications Act, 2023
and the Telecommunications (Temporary
Suspension of Services) Rules, 2024.

Despite the updated legal framework, a
review by the Digital Defenders Network
found that several shutdown orders
issued by State governments since late
2024 continue to invoke the Indian
Telegraph Act, 1885 and the 2017 Rules.

For instance, the Secretary, Home
Department, Uttar Pradesh, issued an
internet suspension order applicable to
the district of Bareilly on October 2, 2025,
invoking Section 7 of the Telegraph Act
read with Rule 2(1) of the 2017 Rules.

By continuing to rely on these outdated
provisions, some States appear to have
bypassed the procedural safeguards
introduced under the 2024 Rules.

The current suspension order accessed
by The Hindu as released by the Ministry
of Home Affairs, was imposed across 150
cell sites according to an Industry source.
It stated that the order was imposed
under Clause (b) of Sub-section (2) of
Section 20 of The Telecommunication
Act, 2023 read with 2024 Rules.

Where does India stand in terms of
internet shutdowns?

India continues to record one of the
highest numbers of internet shutdowns in
the world. Access Now’s 2025 report
recorded 65 shutdowns across 12 States
and Union Territories.

Jammu & Kashmir has recorded the
highest number of internet shutdowns in
the country, with about 449 since 2012,
followed by Rajasthan (115) and Manipur
(62), as per the SFLC Internet Shutdown

Tracker. India has recorded about 24
shutdowns in 2026 (as of July 22).

What limits has the SC placed?

In Anuradha Bhasin v. Union of India
(2020), the Supreme Court held that
access to the internet is closely connected
to the freedoms of speech and trade
under Articles 19(1)(a) and 19(1)(g).

The Court held that any shutdown
must be backed by law, pursue a
legitimate objective, be necessary and
proportionate, and be the least restrictive
measure available. Orders must also be
limited in scope and duration,
accompanied by detailed reasons,
published and reviewed by a competent
committee. The Court observed that
“complete broad suspension of telecom
services, be it the internet or otherwise,
must be considered by the State only if
‘necessary’ and ‘unavoidable’.

Can orders be challenged in court?
Yes. A shutdown may be challenged
before a High Court under Article 226 or,
in an appropriate case, before the
Supreme Court under Article 32. Courts
can examine whether the order was
lawful, proportionate and properly
limited in area and duration.

“Indefinite suspensions are unlawful.
The government must publish its orders
and provide reasons capable of judicial
review. Under the 2024 Rules, a
suspension order cannot remain in force
for over 15 days,” Mr. Gupta said
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The death we misunderstand: reflecting
on literary depictions of drowning

From ancient epics to contemporary fiction, drowning has been a recurring literary obsession — and an overlooked human catastrophe. In today’s

digital world, perhaps literature can rescue drowning from spectacle by presenting it as a preventable tragedy and a matter of social justice

Lopa Ghosh

his year, an image that seized

the digital world was that of a

speedboat capsizing in the

rough seas off Phu Quoc,
Vietnam - a few terrifying minutes of
unspeakable tragedy, repeated endlessly
across news feeds. Stories of drowning
have piled up elsewhere too: children
dying on their way to school, cars swept
away by rivers in spate, farmers and
fishermen swallowed whole, a woman
taken by the sea while clutching an idol of
her favourite god.

According to the World Health
Organization, 3,00,000 people die by
unintentional drowning every year. Since
the publication of WHO’s first global
report on drowning in 2014 we are only
just beginning to recognise this barely
understood public health crisis.

And yet, since days of yore, literature
has been obsessed with drowning. From
the Mesopotamian epic poem The ‘Epic
of Gilgamesh’, Homer’s ‘Odyssey’,
Ganga’s drowning of the seven sons she
bore with King Shantanu in the
Mahabharata, and Shakespeare’s Ophelia
in ‘Hamlet’, to modern depictions such as
Sylvia Plath’s “The Bell Jar’, literary texts
have been replete with incidents of
drowning.

With the uneasy conscience of a public
health advocate, I find myself asking, has
literature been guilty of aestheticising this
terrible death? Or has it, in fact, been
slipping us powerful diagnostic clues and
decoders that we have chosen to ignore?

The face of drowning

I turn first to Shakespeare’s Ophelia,
Hamlet’s beloved, who dies by drowning.
Ophelia’s wonderous death is described
by Gertrude as a beautiful tableau: “Her
clothes spread wide and Mermaid like...”
decked in fantastic garlands of crow
flowers, nettles, daisies and long purples,
she sank.

The feminist literary critic Elaine
Showalter in her seminal 1985 essay,
“Representing Ophelia,” reminds us that
Ophelia’s unintentional drowning is the
textual archetype of woman as madness
or madness as woman. Elizabethan
culture would have diagnosed Ophelia’s
condition as an excess of female
love-melancholy, or erotomania. Male
melancholy, of the kind associated with
Hamlet, is linked to intellectual and
imaginative genius. A women’s
melancholy, by contrast, is biological and
dangerous. Such is the power of this
scene that in 1942, phenomenologist
Gaston Bachelard categorised death by
drowning as a truly feminine death - a
passive, beautiful immersion in the
softness and fluidity of water.

A violent death
Over time, Ophelia has been resurrected
again and again. Her visibility in painting,
theatre and popular culture — from
Odilon Redon’s ‘Ophelia Among the
Flowers’ to Bob Dylan’s ‘Desolation Row’
— stands in inverse relation to her
invisibility in critical texts. The English
Pre-Raphaelites were obsessed with her
death. John Everett Millais’s Ophelia
—sensuous, floral, every botanical detail
luminous — turned her into the very face
of drowning and irreversibly shaped the
idea that it is silent, calm, and painless.
But drowning is a horribly violent

death. It is respiratory impairment caused
by submersion or immersion in liquid. We
do not often hear the violence because
drowning is literally silent.
Physiologically, when a person is
drowning, it is almost impossible to
scream or make any sound because the
airways collapse and the lungs flood with
water.

That silence has been appropriated for
centuries by great literary works as a
political and narrative tool. Drowning is
often the death given to those pushed to
the margins. Consider Maggie Tulliver in
George Eliot’s novel, The Mill on the Floss.
Maggie dies in a flood while trying to
rescue her brother Tom. It is not a
suicide, but it performs a similar narrative
function. Maggie is a problem the novel’s
social world cannot solve: her errant
sexuality compromises her and it is
difficult to return her to any respectable
future. Her drowning in the flood is an
erasure. Contemporary fiction set in the
Global South has often offered a
counterpoint to the elegant drowning of
Ophelia. Most recently, in Megha
Majumdar’s A Guardian and a Thief, a
work of climate fiction set in dystopic
future where Calcutta has been overcome
by famine and lawlessness, drowning
becomes collateral damage in a world of
climate precarity. As a starving mob
clamours for rice, a ferry overturns and
hundred drown.

A fearful phantom

The one recent novel that situates
drowning within an epic sweep and
presents it as an elusive, little-understood,
and fearful phantom is Abraham

Deadly depths: According to the World Health Organization, 3,00,000

— — -

Verghese’s The Covenant of Water. Set in
Parambil, a fictional Kerala town,
traversing three generations of an
Orthodox Christian family, drowning is a
lived experience, a daily threat, and also a
family curse in this health-humanities text
par-excellence.

In Big Ammachi’s family, men die by
drowning. It is a curse and a mysterious
‘condition’ to which one family member,
usually a male, succumbs generation after
generation, until Mariamma, a gifted
doctor, diagnoses it as a medical ailment
which can be treated. From what is
perceived as a dark curse, we come into
the light and are granted a diagnosis and
cure.

Yet what is most riveting in this tale, is
the inexplicability and suddenness of
these drownings - such as that of
10-year-old JoJo who drowns in an
irrigation ditch after falling from a
coconut tree. The ditch is so shallow that
Ammachi’s spine jars when she jumps
into it to save her little boy. These deaths
are documented on a crumbling
parchment. JoJo’s father, Big Appachen,
cannot inscribe the details of his son’s
death into this family document because
he himself had never attended school
which was across the river. Fear of
drowning kept him unlettered. Big
Ammachi delicately scribbles the cause
and year of death next to JoJo’s name -
Death in an Irrigation Ditch, 1908.
Ironically, this fragile family parchment
shines as a death register more detailed
and accurate than the records on
drowning available in many countries.

Lack of accurate data, hurried burials,
weak death registration systems and the

people die by unintentional drowning every year. PTI

unreliability of verbal autopsies are
among many reasons why global data on
drowning remains severely
underreported.

The viral body

In contemporary literature, drowning
continues to be a persistent literary trope
partly because drowning is more
common than we assume. But also
because this death is like the element in
which it occurs - water itself: a metaphor
for power and also a canvas for sublime
aesthetics.

In the new visual culture of the digital
age, shaped by the voyeuristic pleasure of
witnessing dying moments livestreamed,
literature’s long work of interpreting
drowning has been overtaken by CCTV
footage and mobile phone recordings.
Ophelia’s drowning has been replaced by
algo-feeding images of a man flashing his
phone atop a bottomless construction pit
- the phone light slowly fading away as
the man sinks while bystanders record a
video of his drowning.

Drowning has been released from its
historical role as metaphor and
transformed into spectacle. The beautiful
drowned woman of literature has given
way to the viral drowning body. Yet as
public health begins to recognise that
data alone cannot tell the whole story and
looks for clues in people’s lives, perhaps
literature can rescue drowning from
spectacle — not by aestheticising death,
but by restoring it as a preventable
tragedy and a matter of social justice and
accountability.

(Lopa Ghosh is an author and global policy
expert.)
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A quiz on the Commonwealth Games, as the 2026 edition begins in Glasgow today

V.V. Ramanan

A

QUESTION 1

Of the 22 editions held so far,
which country has hosted the
most Games?

A

QUESTION 2

Which city was confirmed in
2022 as the host but pulled
out because of cost factors
and which Asian country also
backed out leading to
Glasgow agreeing to do the
honours?

A

QUESTION 3

How many core sports and
medals are on offer at the
Glasgow Games?

A

QUESTION 4

Who was the first Indian to
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K

win a Gold medal at the Games
and how many medals has
India won since its debut in
19347

A

QUESTION 5

This Indian won 15 medals at
the Games and his sport has
given India the most gold (63)
and total tally of medals (135).
Name him and sport.

A

QUESTION 6

Which Olympic medallists will
carry the Indian tricolour and
bear the ceremonial baton at
the Glasgow 2026 opening
ceremony?

A

QUESTION 7

In which sports are Nayan Moni
Saikia, Pranati Nayak, and
Ronaldo Singh Laitonjam
expected to shine for India?

A
Visual question: Name this mascot for the Glasgow Games and
what type of creature is it? REUTERS

Questions and answers to the previous day’s daily
quiz: 1. On this day in 1992, this Colombian drug smuggler
escaped from a luxurious prison—that he had built. Known
as La Catedral, the prison was part of a unique deal he had
reached with the Colombian government. Name the
smuggler. Ans: Pablo Escobar

2. On this day in 1933, this American aviator completed the
first solo flight around the world. Ans: Wiley Post

3. On this day in 1923, this American baseball player
became the first pitcher in the MLB to strike out 3,000
batters. Ans: Walter Johnson

4. This American author of poetry, prose was born on this
day in 1849. She is remembered for her 1883 sonnet, "The
New Colossus", which was inspired by the Statue of Liberty.
Identify her. Ans: Emma Lazarus

5. This English film director and actor, who is best
remembered for several horror films: Frankenstein (1931), ,
The Invisible Man (1933) and Bride of Frankenstein was born
on this day in 1889. Ans: James Whale

Visual: Identify this German astronomer born on this day in
1784. He made the first measurement of the distance of a
star other than the Sun. Ans: Friedrich Wilhelm Bessel
Early birds: Neil Lall| Arun Kumar Singh| Dil Bahadur Airee|
Pulkit Sathe| Sumana Dutta

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Know your
English

S. Upendran

What is the origin of “red tape”? (T.
Malavika, Bangalore)

The complaint that most people have
against all government organisations is
that there are too many bureaucratic
procedures to be followed. There are so
many rules that nothing ever gets done
quickly — everything happens in slow
motion. This is what we mean by red
tape; official rules which make it
impossible for things to get done quickly.
Here are a few examples:

My leave application has been held up
by red tape.

Vijay says he knows how to cut through
the red tape.

Why “red” and not some other colour?
The idiom owes its origin to the practice
begun by government officials in England
in the 17th century. They were in the habit
of tying official documents with a ribbon
that was red in colour — some people
argue that the ribbon was closer to pink
than red! The expression “red tape” was
introduced by Charles Dickens and made
popular by Thomas Carlyle. By the 19th
century the idiom began to mean “official
sluggishness”. If you have a ‘red tape
mind”, you apply rules blindly.

What is the difference between
“battle” and “war’? (M. Deepa,
Chennai)

The word “war” is normally used to refer
to the duration of fighting between two
factions — it could be two countries,
states, etc. A war may last a few days or a
few years. We talk about the Hundred
Years War, etc. Usually in a war we have
very heavy casualties. A “battle”, on the
other hand, is usually fought between two
armies or two groups. A battle doesn’t
usually last as long as a war. A war can
consist of several battles. An army may
lose several battles, but ultimately win the
war. During World War II, Germany won
many battles, but ended up losing the
war.

What is the difference between “its”
and “it’s”? (P. Mahadevan, Mysore)
The word “it's’, which is normally used in
informal writing, is the abbreviated form
of “it is”. For example, we can say, “It’s a
wonderful day”, “It’s a boy” to mean “It is
a wonderful day” and “It is a boy”. “It’s”
is also used as a short form of “It has”.
Here are a few examples.

It’s been a lovely day. (It has been a
lovely day).

It’s been hard work. (It has been hard
work).

The word “its” is used to indicate
possession — just like the word “hers”.
For example:

The little baby fell off its chair.

How do you pronounce the word
“xenophobia”? (M. P. Chinnaraj,
Erode)
The “x” is pronounced like the “z” in
“zen” and “zip”. The first syllable “xeno”
rhymes with the words “men” and “hen”.
The first “0” is like the “a” in “China”,
while the second is like the “0” in “so’ and
“no”. The final “ia” is like the “ea” in
“dear”, “near”, and “fear”. The word
means extreme fear or dislike of people
from other countries. If you hate
foreigners, then you could say that you
are xenophobic. Here are a few examples.

Malathy is too xenophobic to go
abroad.

Bala’s xenophobia prevented him from
meeting some interesting people.
Published in The Hindu on May 15, 2001

Word of the day

Avarice:
insatiable desire for wealth

SYNONYMS: greed, covetousness, rapacity

Usage: History is filled with empires undone
by avarice.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/avarice

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /['eevauis/

Yy

For feedback and suggestions for
Text & Context, please write to
letters@thehindu.co.in
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Convergent perils: luminaries against
human ethics being outsourced to Al

In mid-July, a group of Nobel laureates, Al scientists, and other luminaries signed the ‘Rome Declaration for an Unarmed and Disarming Peace’ which

calls for an international treaty to ban autonomous systems from accessing nuclear launches while emphasising that the threat is not so far-fetched

Krishna Ravi Srinivas

he view that artificial

intelligence (AI) can pose an

existential threat to humankind

using technologies like nuclear
weapons has been around for some years
now. Last year, after examining such
threats and risks, one study from the
Rand Corporation, a global policy
think-tank, argued that such risks could
not be ruled out.

The study also went on to identify four
capabilities that it said Al will have to
possess in order to pose an existential
threat: “(i) integration with key
cyber-physical systems, (ii) the ability to
survive without human maintainers, (iii)
the objective to cause human extinction,
and (iv) the ability to persuade or deceive
humans to avoid detection.”

But recent developments, including the
conflicts in West and South Asia and in
Eastern Europe, have kept concerns that
mix nuclear weapons and Al alive.

In the absence of a specific treaty to
address such a threat, on July 16, a group
of Nobel laureates, Al scientists, religious
leaders, and other luminaries signed the
so-called ‘Rome Declaration for an
Unarmed and Disarming Peace’. The
Declaration calls for an international
treaty to ban autonomous systems from
accessing nuclear launches while
emphasising that the threat is also not so
far-fetched.

Inspired by Pope Leo XIV’s encyclical
Magnifica Humanitas, which issued a
“clarion call” to protect human dignity
against technological overreach, the
Declaration can be read more as a nudge
than as an impactful push for a treaty. At
present, there is no consensus among
countries on what such a treaty should
cover or even on banning Al with
autonomous capabilities on the war front.

Principles of the Declaration
The Declaration articulates six principles
(quoted verbatim):

(i) Disarming the next arms race,

(ii) Responsible development,

(iii) Responsible use of Al,

(iv) Responsible governance,

(v) Responsible leadership, and

(vi) Nuclear disarmament.

To these ends, it also put forth five
ethical and operational principles, as
follows (also quoted verbatim):

1. “Mandatory meaningful human
control” — absolutely prohibiting any
automated, algorithmic or Al-driven
system from making the final decision
regarding the use or deployment of
nuclear weapons.

2. “The ‘digital commons’ model” —
based on the fact that those who do not
have access or control over technologies
such as Al are likely to be affected more
by its unintended consequences; based
on this, the Declaration calls for more
data for experts to better understand
existential threats, including ungoverned
Al

3. “Responsible development” — a
mandate for the developers of Al to
publish the ethical frameworks guiding
their models and explicitly forbidding the
pursuit of fully autonomous and
self-improving systems that cannot be
monitored, audited or abruptly halted by
human operators.

4. “Internal arsenal vulnerability
audits” — an urgent request to the world’s
nuclear states to conduct rigorous
internal reviews to protect existing atomic
command-and-control systems from
Al-driven cyber-tampering or
unauthorised algorithmic interference.

5. “Time-bound, verifiable
disarmament” — a renewal of good-faith
international negotiations in pursuit of
completely, irreversibly, and verifiably
eliminating nuclear weapons.

A necessary declaration

The Declaration is timely and
commendable. To understand why, one
must look past the standard anti-war
rhetoric and towards the contemporary
operational realities of geopolitics,
military technologies, and the ways in
which Al is being used. Indeed, the
Declaration text well-reflects the concerns
over the acute systemic crises that have
been fuelled of late by several dangerous
factors and growing faultlines.

For instance, the concept of ‘mutually
assured destruction’ — in which opposing
sides avoid attacking each other with
nuclear weapons because a first strike
could trigger devastating retaliation,
destroying both parties — relied heavily
on human hesitation, diplomatic
backchannels, and moral pause. During
the 1962 Cuban missile crisis and the 1983
Soviet nuclear false alarm incident
involving Stanislav Petrov, disaster was
averted precisely because human beings
exercised caution, intuition, scepticism,
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Al-driven systems operate at speeds that compress decision-making windows to just seconds. So when an algorithm flags what it has concluded is a threat, a
human operator may not have the window of time required to critically verify the data or de-escalate. Representative illustration. IGOR OMILAEV/UNSPLASH

and moral choice.

However, Al-driven predictive logistics
and autonomous battle management
systems operate at speeds that compress
decision-making windows from several
hours to just seconds. So when an
algorithm flags what it has concluded is
an incoming missile, a human operator
caught in an ‘automated loop’ may not
have the practical window of time
required to critically verify the data,
consult peers, or de-escalate.

Thus, the Declaration recognises that
introducing Al into strategic command
structures fundamentally replaces human
judgment with computational guidance,
and could eliminate the ‘safety valve’ that
is human doubt and hesitation. In these
scenarios, the human in the loop may also
be overwhelmed with panic or uneasiness
and may go with the machine’s suggested
assessment.

Second, large language models and
deep neural networks are plagued by
well-documented failure modes such as
hallucinations and data poisoning
(maliciously corrupting training data to
manipulate Al behaviour). In normal
circumstances, a malfunctioning
algorithm may result in a corrupted image
or a faulty prediction, with insufficient
time to rectify that. And in a geopolitical
crisis, an algorithm misinterpreting an
image or a routine network ping as an
imminent, clear, and major threat could
automatically trigger a retaliatory
sequence as the logical response. Worse,
an algorithmic false positive that
compresses the decision window to a few
seconds to respond or decide could result
in an unintentional retaliation, with
unforeseen or even catastrophic
consequences.

Since the reasoning of most Al models
also happens within a ‘black box’, relying
on them to guide decisions that could
affect millions of lives is the anti-thesis of
ethical and scientific responsibility.

Third, the global order is in deep crisis.
Decades of hard-won security
infrastructure — whether the

h‘“ \ . — \

In this October 25, 1962, photo, U.S. ambassador to the UN, Adlai Stevenson, presents evidence of
Russian R-12 missiles in Cuba to the UN Security Council. During the Cuban missile crisis and the 1983
Soviet nuclear false alarm incident, disaster was averted precisely because human beings exercised
caution, intuition, scepticism, and moral choice. PUBLIC DOMAIN

Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces
Treaty, the Open Skies Treaty or New
STAR — are teetering. At the same time,
an uncontrolled, multipolar arms race is
underway as nuclear nations actively
expand or modernise their stockpiles.

In the absence of a binding moral and
legal framework, a dangerous security
dilemma could arise in which state actors
feel compelled to automate their defence
networks out of fear that their adversaries
already possess or will possess an
algorithmic speed advantage.

The Declaration thus speaks on the
need to break this cycle of paranoia, and
provides an objective baseline of restraint
that treats human control not as a binding
legal prerequisite.

Fourth, drawing the concept of an
“unarmed and disarming peace” from
Pope Leo X1V, the signatories point out
that the current trajectory of frontier Al
development is prima facie a destabilising
force. When technologies become
concentrated in the hands of a few
companies and/or nations, and are used
to entrench military domination, they
cease to be neutral. In fact, they heighten
security anxieties among non-nuclear
states. And the Declaration correctly
identifies that true peace requires
dismantling the underlying motivations
for violence, such as fear, systemic hubris,
and the illusion of absolute safety through
digital dominance.

Iran’s nuclear programme

Real-world geopolitical crises are
currently testing the fears that the
Declaration seeks to allay — and perhaps
no more so than the volatile trajectory of
the Iranian nuclear programme, which
has been marked by, among other things,
direct military engagements and complex
diplomatic stalemates.

Following Iran’s breaches of its
non-proliferation obligations and
subsequent major joint military strikes by
the U.S. and Israel, the traditional
architecture of arms control has been
revealed to be completely broken.

In highly contested environments with
multiple adversaries, militaries are
increasingly leveraging Al for advanced
target characterisation and predictive
intelligence tracking. When international
inspection and diplomatic buffers break
down, the states that rely largely on
algorithmic data processing to monitor
active nuclear facilities also vastly
increase the risk of an unverified
algorithmic assessment triggering action
(as discussed above).

Today, it is possible to use Al to secure
underground facilities, optimise advanced
centrifuge logistics, and defend against
incoming digital intrusions.

However, if the Al system controlling or
monitoring an enrichment facility
misinterprets a standard network probe
or a mere physical strike as the prelude to
a devastating attack, its automated
defence protocols could trigger an
immediate but also disproportionate
missile response. And this can happen
even before a state has decided on what it
should do, including — importantly —
whether it should attempt to
communicate with other actors.

Asymmetric speed

A state facing advanced adversaries may
also expect more from automating its
strategic defence networks. If an actor
believes their command structures can be
compromised or outpaced by an
adversary’s Al-driven targeting, they have
a strong incentive to pre-delegate
response authority to an algorithmic
system. The Declaration addresses this
fatal scenario and cautions rightly that
trying to achieve a tactical speed
advantage using automation can pave the
way for an unmanageable, spiraling
escalation that — beyond a point — no
state may be able to safely control.

Thus, in one sense, the ‘Rome
Declaration for an Unarmed and
Disarming Peace’ is a vital intervention
against technological fatalism and blind
faith in technology.

It wants humanity to look into a mirror
and reflect on the fact that allowing
autonomous software to govern nuclear
hardware is an existential gamble that
humankind can only lose.

During the summit when the
Declaration was signed, the physicist and
Nobel Physics laureate David Gross said
the ultimate success of the text lies in
generating intense public awareness that
then drives grassroots pressure. The
Declaration also provides the moral,
philosophical, and technical lexicon
necessary to challenge the uncontrolled
militarisation of the digital frontier. The
thorny fact is that while technology can
be automated, our collective ethical
responsibility — required to ensure the
survival of future generations — must
never be outsourced to a machine or a
system driven by AI, no matter how
intelligent it is made to be.

How the world’s states respond to the
Declaration’s calls to action remains to be
seen. Given the fact that many states are
also reluctant to negotiate and sign a
treaty that deals with the use and role of
Al in warfare, the goals of the Declaration
seem ambitious. But there must be no
doubt that its warnings are on point.
(Krishna Ravi Srinivas is DPIIT-IPR Chair
Professor and director, Centre of Excellence
in Al and Law, NALSAR University of Law,
Hyderabad. k.ravisrinivas@gmail.com)

Data show a reversal of the critical situation in
2024 when flames engulfed the world’s largest
tropical rainforest. GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO

Fires in Brazil’s
Amazon fell

to historic low
in 2025: report

Agence France-Presse

fell to a historic low in 2025 after

peaking the previous year,
according to a report published on
Tuesday.

The data gathered by environmental
monitoring network MapBiomas show
that fires eased off across the country as
well, with burned areas nationwide at
their smallest since 2018.

Flames engulfed the world’s largest
tropical rainforest in 2024 when an
unprecedented drought triggered the
spread of fires, the majority of which
were man-made.

Using satellite images, MapBiomas
found that last year saw a reversal of the
critical situation, with 3.1 million hectares
burned — the smallest area since records
began in 1985.

The decline was “out of the ordinary,”
geographer and report coordinator Ane
Alencar told presspersons.

F orest fires in the Brazilian Amazon

Protecting the Amazon is crucial
to combat climate change. Fewer
fires, the report said, ‘interrupts a
sequence of years of fire
expansion and returns the
country to a historically lower
level of burned area’

A delayed rainy season between 2024
and 2025 blocked the emergence of the
“ideal window for burning in certain
areas” where fire is used to clear
agricultural land, Ms. Alencar said.

Poorly managed fires of this type are
exacerbated by illicit practices such as
deforestation, which is common in areas
where illegal mining occurs.

Deforestation also eased off last year,
MapBiomas said, which drastically
reduces the amount of fuel available to
start fires.

The report highlighted the
“psychological factor” among
communities who feared a fire season like
2024 and therefore helped control any
outbreaks.

Fewer fires, it said, “interrupts a
sequence of years of fire expansion and
returns the country to a historically lower
level of burned area.”

Central Brazil’s vast Cerrado savanna,
however, “kept burning” at similar rates,
Ms. Alencar said.

She also flagged the potential arrival of
a “super El Nino” this year, referring to a
climate phenomenon that brings “an
extended dry season and a greater risk of
forest fires.”

Protecting the Amazon is crucial to
combat climate change, since its dense
vegetation absorbs the greenhouse gases
that cause global warming.

Official data from the first quarter of
2026 shows that deforestation is at its
lowest-ever rate this decade, with
President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva
pledging to eradicate the practice by
2030.

The latest report will come as good
news for the leftist President ahead of
seeking reelection in October where he
will be looking to nab a fourth
non-consecutive term in office, partly by
championing environmental causes.

But his decision to endorse a major
offshore oil exploration project off the
coast of the Amazon has garnered
virulent criticism from activists.
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It's notjust about aretest,
its about the India story

HEPROTESTORS at Jantar Mantar demand the resig-
nation of Education Minister Dharmendra Pradhanin
order to enforce accountability for theleak ofthe NEET
exam paper. The BJP-led government promises strict
action against those involved and reiterates the successful con-
duct of the retest. In the stand-off, however, one point may be
getting inadequate attention — focusing on the examination is
important, but notenough. While hundreds of thousands appear
in competitive examinations like NEET, only a small number
gets selected. The challenge facing India’s youth is much larger
and encompassing: The vast majority continues to be ill-pre-
pared and poorly-equipped to participate in India’s growth story.

Nor is this a matter that can be solved by higher budgetary
allocations alone. The Union government’s allocations for edu-
cation, according to an analysis in this newspaper, have come
down sharply as a percentage of total government expenditure
over the past 12 years since the BJP led-NDA government took
charge. That downward trajectory is telling — it speaks about
the government'scommitment, or lack of it, toeducation. At the
sametime, the central government’sbudget allocation isnotthe
only, or main, issue holding back improvements in the educa-
tional system of the country. Part of the problem is that educa-
tion, which used to be a state subject until 1976, was shifted to
the Concurrent List. This means the system’s efficacy calls for a
substantial degree of coordination between the Centre and state
governments. The quality and efficacy of the education system
must also be measured by its ability to make students employ-
ablein an ever-changing economy, at atime when technological
change and geopolitics are disrupting long-held assumptions
about human resource management and growth.

Even though the government has received generous man-
dates since 2014, its commitment to education has been far less
visible than the energy and political capital it has invested in ad-
vancing its chosen cultural projects. So far, other than a refresh
of the National Education Policy, it has not adequately prioritised
investments in human resources asthe necessary infrastructure
for prosperity in the new economy. By the time the next general
election comes along in 2029, a generation of voters will have
grown upinacountry ruled by NDA governments. These young
voters are likely to be much more impatient with the lack of re-
forms in the education system, and the larger toll it takes on
growth. The Jantar Mantar mobilisation by the young isn’t just
asking the government to fixan exam. It frames, instead, the ur-
gent imperative to bring education to front and centre of gov-
ernance — and the political discourse. The government, in its
third term, with three years to go, needs to dial down the self-
serving surround sound and listen to this message.

A tightrope PM
Burnham must walk

N HIS first week as Prime Minister of the UK, Andy Burnham
isalready grappling with what will be one of his central chal-
lenges: Delivering change to a deeply dissatisfied public,
from a constrained fiscal position. He has walked back the
suggestion that he might raise the tax-free personal allowance,
citing “financial circumstances”. He has announced measures
totackle the cost-of-living crisis, including acap on bus faresand
a VAT cut on energy bills, and signalled an increase in defence
spending with the appointment of John Healey —who resigned
from the Keir Starmer government over its failure to allocate suf-
ficient funds for defence — as chancellor. The same question
arises: Where will the money be found? Burnham recognised the
constraints early on: After saying last year that the government
should not be “in hock” to the bond markets, he changed tack,
and pledged to stay with Labour’s fiscal rules. What remains to
be seenis how he will thread the needle while delivering growth.
Social cohesion will be another major front for the new PM.
Hehasretained Shabana Mahmood ashome secretary, indicating
that the government will maintain its much-criticised tough
stance on immigration. He needs to face the ethno-nationalist
tide, and not be seen to buckle before it. One fallout has been in
the poorly managed university sector, which had relied oninter-
national students as a cash cow and now faces a severe financial
crunch duetovisarestrictions. The consequences are playing out
in the form of sweeping faculty job cuts, threatening one of the
areaswhere the UK is truly world-leading. The government needs
to step in with a plan to rescue and restructure the sector.
Labour hasthree years before it must face the electorate again.
Tonavigate ahistoric political realignment, it has to quickly move
pasttheignominy of Starmer’s ouster and tamp down on faction-
alism. The challenges of restoring public trust and political sta-
bility while walking a fiscal tightrope are steep. Burnham enters
office with a measure of goodwill, as seen in Labour’s polling
bounce; he will have to make full use of it.

China’s poet
of precarity

CRIBBLED ON stray scraps of paper during the work day,
Wang Jibing’s poems carry the relentless soundtrack of
the gig economy — of labyrinthine lanes, noisy traffic
junctions, irate phone calls, but also the constant hum of
chronicuncertainty. That the collection, Low Flight, haswon the
56-year-old Chinese food delivery agent the Lu Xun Literary Prize,
China’s premier literary award, isa heartening affirmation ofboth
his resilience and literature’s capacity to celebrate imaginative
expansiveness, no matter where it emerges from.

Wangis part of agrowingtribe of blue-collar workersin China
who have turned to writing to make sense of their hardscrabble
lives. Literature is replete with such examples. Maxim Gorky wan-
dered through poverty and odd jobs before becoming Russia’s
chronicler of the dispossessed; Maya Angelou was San Francisco’s
first female Black streetcar conductor before she found writing;
Raymond Carver a janitor and mill hand before his stories re-
shaped American fiction. In India, Daya Pawar, Bama, Ompra-
kash Valmiki and countless others wrote from the margins, forc-
ingliterature to bear witness.

What does a low flight reveal? Not a bird’s eye view of the
world, butasharper picture of whatitistolive close tothe ground,
without a scaffolding of certainties, learning to make the odds
work in your favour, somehow. Wang, who had to drop out of
school because of poverty and spent decades working in con-
struction sites, street stalls and other precarious work, has refused
togiveup hisjobeven after the award. It isa moving validation of
the courage of the ordinary, in not ceding ground, in holding on
to all that gives life, labour and dreams meaning.
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THAROORTHINK
BY SHASHI THAROOR

HE TRUE measure of a consti-

tutional democracy lies not in

the authority it wields to enforce

compliance, butin the humility

withwhichitengagesdissent. A
securerepublic treats peaceful protestasan
opportunity to look into a mirror reflecting
the anxieties of its citizenry. A fragile execu-
tive, by contrast, treats that same mirror as
anenemy, shattering it with lathis and turn-
ing ablind eye when the glass pieces fall on
the streets outside the gates of power, cut-
ting the veins of its citizens.

What the nation has witnessed in recent
days on the streets of the national capital is
adeeply troubling demonstration of demo-
cratic atrophy. Citizens, primarily young stu-
dents and peaceful activists, many inspired
by the symbolic leadership of the fasting
Sonam Wangchuk, gathered todemand ac-
countability on issues touching their very
futures. The response from the apparatus of
the state was not a dialogue, but a crack-
down, silencing their voices with violence
and detentions.

Lathi charges broke through crowds of
non-violent demonstrators, sending nearly
a hundred young men and women to hos-
pital emergency wards with fractures, con-
tusions, and trauma. The sight of police of-
ficers wielding batons against unarmed
youth, while internet blackouts and closed
metro stations throttled the flow of both in-
formation and people, felt less like the rou-

stitutional republic and morelike the heavy-
handed oppression of a police state. I spoke
to a young man at Jantar Mantar who had
been hit on the head and below the eye with
a lathi and still wore a large bandage to
stanch the bleeding. My heart broke to see
what the custodians of law and order had
donetoayouth whowas peacefully distribu-
ting water to the protesters.

Equally jarring has been the govern-
ment’s disgraceful manhandling of the
protesting Leader of the Opposition and the
environmentalist-educator Sonam Wang-
chuk’shunger strike. For three weeks, Wang-
chuk sat in quiet, disciplined fast at Jantar
Mantar, a historic venue designated pre-
cisely for the public expression of grievance.
His method was classically Gandhian: Self-
abnegation as an appeal to the conscience
of the state. The smart thing for the govern-
ment to do would have been to send a min-
ister with a glass of nimbu-pani and the as-
surance of a discussion in Parliament, to
urge him to break his fast.

Yet, rather than engaging in a spirit of
constructive conciliation, the state chose the
path of coercion. Under the cloak of medical
necessity, police forces descended upon the
protest site to forcibly remove the frail 59-
year-old activist to a government hospital.
Theline between medical intervention and
state custody became dangerously blurred,
and even here the government was found
wanting in basic humanity. The appalling
treatment of Rahul Gandhi, whowasbodily
lifted and dragged into detention, was a be-
trayal of the democratic compact.

A state that fears the moral
authority of an unarmed protester
reveals a profound lack of confi-
dence in its own narrative. The
pattern of suppression, the target-
ing and arrest of student leaders,
and the physical intimidation di-

Itis time to prove to the youth
of India that their voices need
not be battered and bruised on
the streets tobe heard in the
corridors of power

broader political strategy: Render the
movement leaderless, criminalise its pro-
tests, and wear out public outrage.

The scene on the streets represents a fail-
ure of governance; the response inside the
halls of Parliament so far represents a sys-
temic failure of legislative duty. As central
Delhi burned with frustration and tears, one
might have reasonably expected the sacred
precincts of the Lok Sabha and Rajya Sabha
to reverberate with urgent debate. The Op-
position moved numerous notices demand-
ing a suspension of business to discuss the
breakdown oflaw and order, the grievances
of the protesting youth, and the excessive
force used by law enforcement.

These notices were met with summary
rejections, procedural stonewalling, and un-
yielding governmental indifference. The
message conveyed to the nation was unmis-
takable: The grievances echoing across the
streets outside were unwelcome on the car-
peted floorsinside. When the executive insu-
lates itself from parliamentary discussion, it
strikes at the fundamental design of parlia-
mentary democracy — a system where the
executive is accountable to the legislature,
representingthe sovereign will of the people.

The government has done well, even if
belatedly, to signal its willingness for a par-
liamentary discussion. For, if Parliament is
not the forum forthe nation’selected repre-
sentativesto ventilate public grievances, in-
terrogate executive overreach, and seek sol-
utions to pressing social crises, then what
purpose does it serve? It cannot be reduced
toaglorified notice-board for min-
isterial announcements, nor an ad-
ministrative rubber stamp to pass
the government’s Bills.

When a government closes the
door to parliamentary debate and
deploys police lathis on public
streets, it creates a dangerous vac-

causeitisbeaten out of publicsight; it merely
turns inward, festering into cynicism and
alienation amongthe young, like the female
students at Jantar Mantarwhotold meindis-
belief of being manhandled by policemen
and witnessing demonstrators being as-
saulted with brutality by men in plain
clothes wielding lathis studded with nails.

Democracy is sustained not by the en-
forcement of silence, but by the welcoming
of opendebate. Theright to peaceful assem-
blyunder Article 19(1)(b) of our Constitution
isnot a privilege conceded by the state at its
convenience;itisafoundational right forged
in our freedom struggle. To treat peaceful
demonstrators as security threats or law-
and-order nuisancesisto forget that the very
architects of our republic were themselves
courageous protesters who chose the
weapon of satyagraha over submission.

The path forward to preserve our demo-
cratic compact requires an immediate
course correction. An independent judicial
inquiry must be instituted into the excessive
use of force, pellet injuries, and lathi-charges
against non-violent protesters. Accountabil-
ity isessential forwrongdoing both here and
in the conduct of examinations: The govern-
ment must unconditionally engage with
representatives of the protesting students
rather than relying on police containment.
And the Speaker and the Treasury benches
must allow uninhibited discussion on the
public’s grievances on the floor of the House.
That is what Parliament is for, and it must
reclaim its pride of place as the deliberative
sanctuary of the republic.

It is time to prove to the youth of India
that their voices need not be battered and
bruised on the streets to be heard in the cor-
ridors of power.

The author is a fourth-term Congress MP from
Thiruvananthapuram

Trade deals need tobe setin
strategy, not expediency

RECENT editorial in this news-

- Beyond the protests, three
educationinitiatives

N EXAMINATION leak is a grave failure and de-

paper argued that a deal with
the United States now willgo a
longway in reducing the uncer-
tainty thathas marred relations

= ( 1 ”*H between the countries, while expanding
- trade (‘Ahead of the big deal, strike a careful
SRINATH balance’, IE, July 17). But the proposed India-
SRIDHARAN United States trade agreement is about far
morethantrade.ItisabouthowarisingIndia
engages the world’s largest economy while
preserving the strategic confidence, policy
flexibility and institutional freedom that will
define its next phase of growth.
Even after agreementswith the UK, Aus-
tralia and Europe, no market matches the
DEAREDITOR scale, investment capacity, technological
- depth and strategic importance of the US.
I dlsagree Equally, America has strong reasons to
A fortnightly deepen its economic engagement with
columninwhich India. It seeks access to one of the world’s
we invite readers fastest-growing consumer markets, a trusted
totell us why, strategic partner in anuncertain Indo-Pacific
when they differ and an economy that will shape demand for
. . digital and financial services. Neither
with the editorial C o :
. country can fully realise its ambitions with-
posigions or n WS outa deeper partnership with the other.
coverage of Thf Washington may also have underesti-
Indian Express mated India by assuming that the goodwill

and political symbolism of the Howdy Modi
moment would translate into greater negoti-

Indiashould  ating flexibility and acceptance of US pref-
eliminate erences in a bilateral agreement. It did not.
exploitative Tariffs, public pressure and shifting geo-
political signals may have tested the relation-
labour ship, but they did not fundamentally alter
practices India’s negotiating posture, reminding both
because they capitals that political chemistryhasitslimits,
weaken our Wheyeas souqd pub}1c policydemands prag-
matism, reciprocity and an unwavering
c€conomniy, commitment to long-term interests.
diminish our That is precisely why these negotiations
reputation and dgserve %reater publicreflection. i‘lhe plllrsuaii
ofimmediate economic gain, or the politic
betray OUrown o tistaction of announcing a successful
values, not agreement, could gradually narrow the pol-
because icy choices available to future governments.
another Every bilateral negotiation requires accom-
modation. None should diminish anation’s
CO“““’Y long-term strategic confidence.
expectsit Diplomatic engagement has become

more transactional and, on occasion, un-

comfortably patronising. Tariffs, sanctions,
export controls, technology restrictionsand
financial access have become instruments
of geopolitical influence. India hasnavigated
these changes with composure. That
composure should continue, but New Delhi
must remain anchored in strategic judge-
ment rather than tactical expediency.

The commitments India accepts today
may well become the standards the US ex-
pects from it and others tomorrow. Trade
agreementsincreasingly establish geopoliti-
cal precedents, not merely commercial ob-
ligations. That is why every clause deserves
tobenegotiated with an eye on the next dec-
aderather than the next newscycle. The con-
cernsover forced labour should also prompt
introspection, notindignation. Indiashould
eliminate exploitative labour practices be-
cause they weaken our economy, diminish
our reputation and betray our own values,
not because another country expects it.

Equal careisrequired in areas extending
beyond merchandise trade. Labour mobility,
digital trade, datagovernance, and emerging
technologieswill shape India’sdevelopment
longafter tariff schedules are forgotten. The
defininglesson of contemporary geopolitics
is unmistakable: Technology that a nation
does not own can, one day, be used to in-
fluence, constrain or coerce it. Trade agree-
ments must preserve India’s sovereign abil-
ity to govern its data, regulate its digital
economy and shape its technological future.
Thesamediscipline should guide India’s ap-
proach to food and energy security.

Agreements of this consequence acquire
greater durability and public confidence
when subjected toscrutiny before becoming
binding national commitments. Such scru-
tiny strengthens international agreements
by giving them wider political ownership
and democraticlegitimacy. The understand-
able desireto conclude an agreement within
a political timetable should never outweigh
theresponsibility of preservingIndia’s long-
term strategic choices. We should negotiate
for the economy we aspire to become, not
merely the economy we happen to be.

Sridharan is a corporate advisor and
author of Family and Dhanda
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Ministers
and hashtags
will pass.
Textbooks will
shape memory,
languages
will shape
consciousness,
and
examination
systems will
distribute
opportunity
for decades

mandsaccountability. But reducing India’s current

educationdebate toone demand — “Dharmendra

Pradhan must resign” —risks obscuring a farlarger

transformation. Today, the deeper contest is over
who will shape the Indian mind: Its textbooks, languages and
pathways to opportunity. Three government initiatives deserve
to be judged on their substance. NCERT’s new Class IX Mathe-
matics textbook gives greater space to ancient Indian knowledge
traditions and scholars such as Baudhayana, Brahmagupta and
Madhava. Generations of students encountered Euclid and New-
ton without adequately learning about the Sulba Sutras or the
Kerala School of Mathematics. This is not a rejection of Western
knowledge. It is the correction of an inherited imbalance. The
same principle appliesto history. India’s past should be presented
through evolving archaeological, genetic, linguistic and textual
evidence — not through colonial assumptions.

Second, the CBSE’s move towards three languages recognises
aprofound truth: Language is not merely a subject but a vessel of
memory and thought. Bengali, Tamil, Marathi, Odia, Gujarati,
Kannada and India’s otherlanguages carry civilisational knowl-
edge that English alone cannot preserve. The objective should
remain additive multilingualism — strong Indian-language foun-
dations alongside competence in English as a global bridge.

Third isexamination reform. The KRadhakrishnan Commit-
tee proposed stronger data security, greater state and district in-
volvement, more reliable examination centres, biometric safe-
guardsand agradual transition towards computer-based testing.
Thelatest breach does notinvalidate this direction. India cannot
protect examinations through technology alone, but neither can
itsecure them without modernising an outdated, vulnerable sys-
tem. There is also a commercial dimension that polite debate
often overlooks. One private market-research estimate valued In-
dia’s coaching-classes market at approximately Rs 64,244 crore
in 2022 and projected it to approach Rs 1.80 lakh crore by 2030.
Separately, Ministry of External Affairs data recorded approxi-
mately12.54 1akh Indian students at foreign universities. Any re-
form that improves institutions, reduces the dependence on
coaching, strengthens Indian languages or challenges inherited
academic narratives will unsettle established revenue streams.
This does not make every protester compromised or every critic
anti-national. Many students have genuine grievances. But it
would be equally naive to imagine that every campaign against
reformis free from political, ideological or commercial interests.

The government must identify failures, punish those respon-
sible and protect affected students. But accountability should
strengthen reform, not become a pretext for abandoningit. “Sa-
tyameva jayate.” Truth alone triumphs. But first, we must be
allowed toteachit.

Joshi is a Mumbai-based endocrinologist.
Samajdar is a Kolkata-based clinical pharmacologist
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Zin's denial of role. funge Belance loans will be recalied

in Punjab bogus

Huls eraiscises Akall leasders e nets et e S

wiywige O misused, says V. P Singh

Zia’sdenial of rolein Punjab

THE HOME MINISTER, Buta Singh, dismissed
as “bogus” Pakistan President Gen Zia-ul-

Haqg’s denial of his country's complicity in ter-

rorist acts in Punjab. Replying to a day-long
discussion on the situationin Punjabin the
Rajya Sabha, Buta Singh said the issue had
been taken up on several occasions, bothin
writing and verbally, with the Pakistan gov-
ernment through diplomatic channels.

BushitsmineinSriLanka

THIRTY ONE persons died on the spotand 22
were injured when a Ceylon Transport Board

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

bus hit alandmine inMahamadhu in the Vavu-
niya district, according toinformed sources.
The bus was travelling from Kochikattu on the
Horapatana road to Vavuniya when the inci-
dentoccurred. Theimpact of the explosionis
said to have blown the bus 50 feet high.

VPSinghonRelianceloans

THE FINANCE MINISTER, Vishwanath Pratap
Singh, said that the loans given to companies
connected with Reliance in the debenture
case would be recalled if it was found that
they were not being put to “proper” use.
Singhtold A GKulkarniand othersinreply toa
spate of supplementaries in the Rajya Sabha

New Delhi

during Question Hour thata four-member
committee set up by the Reserve Bank of
India was also looking into the “end use” of
the loans given to the Reliance companies.

India-Chinatalks

CHINA'S RECENT deepest intrusioninto
Indian territory since the 1962 war came up at
the seventh round of ongoing Sino-Indian
talks, as officials completed a review of the
eastern sector. India’s charge about last
month’sintrusioninto Sumdorong Chu valley
area of Arunachal Pradesh came up on the
opening day of the talks with discussion on
who had intruded where and when.
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DA ime, a promise
ever be the lead institution in an interna-
tional collaboration because it cannot fulfil

the obligations of a lead institution to t 0 IC e e p

transfer funds from the parent grant to a for-
eign institution. The second example is the
2020 change to the FCRA, which stopped
r o NGOs receiving foreign donations from
VIKRAM PATEL sharing those funds with any other NGO in

UCCESSIVE GOVERNMENTS

have proclaimed their vision for

India tobecome a powerhouse of

scientific research. The current

NDA regime has launched new
initiativesto catalyse the science ecosystem
—these include the Anusandhan National
Research Foundation, the introduction of
national rankings of research institutions,
and the institution of fellowships to attract
diaspora scientists to work in Indian insti-
tutions. However, India continues to be a
laggard amongst its peer nations in high-
impact research productivity. None of the
country’sinstitutions figuresin the top 100
of any global ranking. Many of our brightest
minds continue to seek opportunities
abroad, and the work of scientists is power-
ing the rankings of their adopted institu-
tions and, by extension, the countries in
which they are located. The success of the
national science ecosystem requires not just
thetalent of individual researchers but also
a global outlook and an inclusive culture.
Atthe heart of such an ecosystem is collab-
oration and partnerships between institu-
tions within and across countries. The For-
eign Contribution Regulation Act (FCRA)
has been a singular obstacle to India’s
science ecosystem.

First, a bit of history. The Act’s genesis
liesin the late 1960s, when the government
suspected foreign agencies, such asthe CIA,
of funding trade unions, student bodies,
and political organisations to undermine
India’s democracy. This prompted the then
home minister to raise the issue in Parlia-
ment in 1969, leading to a consensus that
foreign money should not be allowed to
undermine the state behind the mask of
charity. After due parliamentary process,
the FCRA came into force on August 5, 1976
— itaimed to ensure that voluntary organ-
isations functioned “in amanner consistent
with the values of a sovereign democratic
republic”. Since then, successive govern-

LETTERS
ToTHE EDITOR

March aftermath

ADITINARAYANI PASWAN’S call
for working strictly within institu-
tional boundaries (‘Students need
toguard against undermining in-
stitutions’, IE, July 22) overlooks
why citizens take to the streetsin
the first place. Agitationisrarely a
first resort; itisa symptom of insti-
tutional failure. When paper leaks,
administrative opacity, and
bureaucratic stonewalling
exhaust grievance mechanisms,
expecting students to remain
passive misinterprets democratic
responsibility. Further, framing
student assembly as the primary
source of disruption ignores the
state’s aggressive response to
legitimate dissent.

Malavika Chandrasekharan,

Hyderabad

THE FORCIBLE removal of the
Leader of the Opposition, Rahul
Gandhi who was staging a sit-in
protest outside the residence of
the Prime Minister, subsequent
to the harsh crackdown on pro-
testing students by the Delhi Po-
lice, was a telling comment on
the style of functioning of the
Modi government (‘I was part of
the protest march in Delhi.
Democratic politics took anew
turn’, IE, July 22). The footage of
the police holding Rahul Gandhi
by hisarms and legs, dragging
him and bundling him into abus
was no advertisement for a lib-
eral democracy.

CDavid Milton, Maruthancode

Safeguards for ISRO

Skyroot Aerospace's Vikram-1
launch marks a historic leap for
India that vindicates the decision
to open space to entrepreneur-
ship. However, there are reports
of many ISRO scientistsjoining
such start-ups (‘Lifting off, reach-
ing a new milestone’, IE, July 22).
The government must build in-
stitutional safeguards for ISRO,
which has, over the decades,
built a globally admired legacy
of reliable, low-cost, and path-
breaking space missions for
advancing national security,
communication, disaster
management and technological
self-reliance.

S S Paul, Nadia

ments have tightened the regulations
through multiple amendments, culminat-
ing in the most recent ones, which have
ramped up the regulatory compliance for
NGOs and amplified the powers of the state
to terminate FCRA approval and seize the
assets of organisations. It is not my inten-
tion in this article to question the rationale
orlegality of the FCRA, but to highlight how
the FCRA, from its inception, has been
throttling the work of NGOs whose work is
related to science.

Readers may wonder what NGOs have
todowith sciencein the first place. Afterall,
many of us think of NGOs as primarily con-
cerned with the provision of services such
as education or healthcare or promoting
rights-based activities (the latter being, un-
surprisingly, the most sensitive sector for
governments). I believe that those formu-
lating the FCRA rules in govern-
ment don’t seem to recognise that
many globally renowned research
institutions in India are catego-
rised as NGOs and, as such, fall
under the purview of the FCRA.

In the case of NGOs engaged
in scientific activities, this
role can be readily identified
through existing regulatory

ILLUSTRATION: C R SASIKUMAR

Medical College, Ashoka and KREA univer-
sities, aswell as niche institutions that work
in specific fields such as Sangath, the
Schizophrenia Research Foundation and
the Centre for Mental Health, Law and Pol-
icyin the mental health field; the Centre for
Chronic Disease Control and Dr Mohan’s
Diabetes Centre in the non-communicable
diseases field; and M S Swaminthan Re-
search Foundation and ATREE in biodiver-
sity and environmental science. This vast
and diverse ecosystem is, perhapsinadvert-
ently, experiencing collateral damage from
regulations designed to prevent foreign in-
terference in India’s democratic polity in
multiple ways, not least through strangling
the opportunity for these institutions to col-
laborate internationally and with each
other in the country.

I offer two concrete examplestoillustrate
these observations. The first is the
rule that foreign funds received by
anNGOinIndiacanneverbe repat-
riated out of the country. This regu-
lation fliesin the face of the reason-
able requirement by international

Examples include both institutes pro cedures. and FCRA funders that unspent funds from a
which have diverse scientific port- o research project must be returned
folios such as the Public Health rules can be tailor-made upon completion of a project. But,
Foundation of India, Christian for this sector even more worryingly, it also

Medical College (Vellore), St John’s

means that no Indian NGO can

India, even thoselegally registered toreceive
foreign funding. This was a deliberate shift
froma “regulated transfer” model to an out-
right prohibition on sub-granting. In effect,
this meant a shutdown of collaboration
within the country, not only hurtingsmaller,
grassroots NGOs that historically relied on
larger NGOs re-granting foreign funds to
them, but also hindering science, which
requires engagement with communities, as
isthe case with many studies concerned with
health and development.

It is important to note that the source
ofthe funds for NGOs working on scientific
endeavours are not donations but grants
from renowned international research
bodies such as the Wellcome Trust or the
National Institutes of Health. These are
hard-earned in globally competitive bids
with selection through a transparent pro-
cess of peer review; it is for this reason that
such awards are highly prized by institu-
tions such as mine because they reflect
world-class scientific minds. In India, on
the other hand, instead of honour and
prestige, such foreign grants are viewed
with suspicion.

Thereisan easy remedy to this matter —
to bring nuance into the classification of
NGOs in India and recognise the immense
diversity of the roles that they play. In the
case of NGOs engaged in scientific activities,
this role can be readily identified through
existing regulatory procedures such as rec-
ognition by the Department of Scientific
and Industrial Research, and FCRA rules
can be tailor-made for this sector of NGOs.
Such a measured strategy would not under-
mine the goal of the government toregulate
the NGO sector. At the same time, it would
also not cause collateral harm to the globally
renowned institutional ecosystem for
science in India.

The writer is the Paul Farmer Professor at
Harvard Medical School and co-founder of
Sangath, which works on mental health
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ON JULY 14, New York became the first US
state to halt construction of large new data
centres, imposingaone-year moratoriumas
concerns grew that the facilities were raising
power costs, straining water supplies and
burdening local communities. Massachu-
setts Governor Maura Healey, too, an-
nounced that her administration would
pause accepting data centre sales tax exemp-
tion applications until stronger protections
are in place for Massachusetts residents,
businesses and communities. Her adminis-
tration is also releasing a comprehensive
framework to guide responsible data-centre
development toensure projectsdonotdrive
up energy costs, strainlocal infrastructure or
harm public health and the environment.
In the first quarter of 2026, local opposi-
tion groups all over the US blocked or de-
layed 75 separate data-centre projects worth
an estimated $130 billion. Other countries
have followed suit. The city of Amsterdam,
Netherlands, barred new data centres or ex-
pansions until at least 2030. The Dutch na-
tional government’s 2022 hyperscale banre-
stricts large facilities to just two
designated locations nationally.
Singapore enforced an absolute
moratorium on new data-centre

India’s Al data-centre market,
currently at $5.5 billion and

nections around Dublin from 2021 after
warnings the facilities were straining the
grid. The freeze ended in December 2025,
with new connections now required tobring
their own on-site power generation.
InIndia, thereis hardly any critical politi-
caldiscourse on responsible development of
Aldatacentres exceptinlofty vision papers.
Ontheground, Indiaisactively incentivising
expansion. In UP, the Data Centre Policy 2021
offers capital subsidies and 100 per cent
stamp duty exemption on land, electricity
duty exemption reducing operating costs,
land in dedicated data centre parks at con-
cessional rates, and a single-window clear-
ance system enabling fast approvals forlarge
investors. In Tamil Nadu, similar policies
provide for subsidised land in industrial
parks, 100 per cent electricity duty exemp-
tion, and tax reimbursements linked to in-
vestment. In Telangana, the governmental-
locatesland in IT corridors, provides power
subsidies and dedicated electricity infra-
structure, and ensures fast-track approval.
India is the most water-stressed among
the top 10 data-centre hosting countries. Ac-
cording to one report, a Yotta Data
Centrelocated in Uttar Pradesh has
led to adecline in the groundwater
table from 30 m to180-250 m, push-

construction between 2019 and about 1.6 GW capacity, ing people intothe handsof private

2022, replaced later by a highly re- : : vendors. Additionally, these data
. .t 1S settorise to

stricted, competitive quota system $90 billi d about centres have hardly created any

under the Green Data Centre Road- 1tion aI_l abou long-term permanent jobs, except

map. Ireland’s grid operator effec- 12-14 GW capacity by 2035 for housekeeping or gatekeeping.

tively blocked new data centre con-

Unlike factories of the industrial

Al future needs responsible
data-centre regulation

era, data centres are not labour-intensive.
They can be run by very few employees,
mostly high-level, once fully functional. So,
any promise of bringingjobs and prosperity
to the country should be measured against
theland, power and water they consume.
India’s Al data-centre market, currently
at $5.5 billion and about 1.6 GW capacity, is
set to rise to $90 billion and about 12-14 GW
capacity by2035. Relianceis partneringwith
Meta, the Adani Group is partnering with
Google and other tech giants, and Tatais col-
laborating with OpenAl to develop some of
the major upcoming infrastructure.
Evenasdefinitive evidence onreturnon
investment from Alin business processesre-
mains inconclusive, the short-term costs of
the technology are becoming clearer, often
bornebylocal communities while profits go
to national and global corporations. There
are also concerns about who would bear the
cost if these massive, largely debt-funded,
data centres turn into the ghost infrastruc-
ture of tomorrow should the Albubble burst.
India hosts 20 per cent ofthe world’sdata
but has only about 3 per cent of the world’s
data centres — a key reason for the aggres-
sive expansion. This only calls for more cau-
tious governance frameworks before harms
tolocal communities are normalised. India
can demonstrate global leadership in Al by
taking steps to regulate these hyperscalers.

The writer is assistant professor and
assistant dean, Jindal School of
Government and Public Policy
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URING THE writing of my PhD thesis, every time

I grappled with self-doubt, I reminded myself

that no one, apart from my supervisor and exter-

nal examiners, was ever going to read it. That it

was important that I simply submit it before the
final deadline.

Eight yearssinceits submission, sixof which I have spentin
prison, its publication as a book fills me with more dread than
excitement, for I was anything but satisfied with what I wrote.

But readers should keep in mind that this thesis was written
inextraordinary times. A decade ago, in February 2016, three of
us — Anirban, Kanhaiya, and I — were arrested in the infamous
JNU sedition case and branded “anti-national” overnight. Not
in any court oflaw, but in emotionally charged TV news debates.
A decade later, the trial in the case has still not begun.

Butbackin that winter, frothing news anchors, playingjudge,
jury, and executioner, would leave their viewers with one ques-
tion: Should hardworking taxpayers’ money be spent on funding
universities such asJNU where “anti-nationals” like us gathered?

In JNU, one learnt as much in the classrooms as at its dha-
bas, protest gatherings and nocturnal public meetings. We
could spend nights at the barricades, as we did in 2015 during
the #0ccupyUGC movement, demanding student scholar-
ships. But we also put in equally long hours at the library.

Afew days after our arrest, the three of us had a coincidental
meetingin thelock-up of the RK Puram police station, where we
were confined after aday of “joint interrogation”. In that meeting,
we promised each other that, irrespective of all the difficulties
yet to come our way, we would submit our PhD theses on time.

Any academic failure on our part, we knew, would be used
tobolster the narrative against JNU specifically, and public uni-
versities generally. We had to push back, not for ourselves alone,
but for the student movement of which we were a part, and for
JNU, which had shaped us.

But little did I realise that night just how challenging doing
research was going to become in the coming days. In the initial
years, [had worked alittleinthe
archives and record rooms of
Chaibasa, Ranchi, Patna, and
Kolkata. ButI had planned most
of my fieldwork for later years.

After February 2016, however,
thanks to all those TV debates, I
couldn’t move around toconduct
fieldwork. While correcting the
proofs, I could see the places
where the narrative became
somewhat hollow —notbecause
Ididn’thave an argument, but be-
cause I didn’t have enough pri-
mary material to substantiate it.

However, there is a conceptual framework underpinning
this work, which I hope readers will discern. I became inter-
ested in the histories of Adivasis towards the close of the first
decade of this century, a period marked by powerful Adivasi
movements resisting dispossession from their jal-jangal-za-
meen. It also brought debates around development, democ-
racy, and decentralisation in tribal tracts to centre stage.

In several representations during that period —be it in writ-
ings, films, or even the imagery popularised by social move-
ments — Adivasis were portrayed as idyllic indigenous com-
munities living in harmony with nature and one another,
whose interests were best represented through their village
bodies. Their resistance was seen as a valiant defence of their
commons against predatory capitalists.

The conflict in the Adivasi areas, whether in the colonial
past or in the present, could not, however, be reduced to one
simply between avaricious outsiders and idyllic insiders. The
Adivasis were not always resisting the state. Sections of them
were more than happy to collaborate with the state toenhance
their standing.

My effort in this work has also been to explore the social
basis of this “collaboration”. What were the ground-level con-
tingencies forcing the colonial and post-colonial states to en-
gage with local structures of authority? And how did this en-
gagement further reshape the local communities?

Iam aware of the many shortcomings of this work. Iwanted
to examine histories of labour, undertake ethnographic field-
work, look more extensively at the movement for the creation
of Jharkhand. But in the end, such ambitious plans had to be
shelved.Idid manage to submit my thesis, though not without
an intervention from the Delhi High Court.

This thesis was written not just for a doctoral degree but as
an act of resistance — against lies, propaganda, and the use of
state power to silence our voices. Most of all, it was written to
honour the promise of completing our PhD on time, made by
three seditious souls to one another, in a dingy police lock-up.

ILLUSTRATION: TANUSHRIMITRA

Khalid is the author of Fractured Communities:
Adivasi Histories and the Politics of Power

YAMINI NAIR

WHICH CITY do I belong to? The green
strip ofland that gave me roots or the cities
that nurtured me to become the person I
am today? Having grown up
and studied till post-gradu-
ation in Thiruvananthapuram,
and havingworked in Chennai
and Bengaluru for years before
landing in Delhi in 2015, I fail
to find an answer.

Year 2004. The first full-
time job was a dream come

THE
CITY

| have found homeinmany cities, but

Dillihasmy dii

dant tranquillity to a fast-paced city where
only the fittest survive was not an easy task.
If rain was what I missed the most, food and
language were daily barriers.

Still, I would call it my golden age with
“24-carat” friends who made Chennai
my second home. If late-night movies and
long walks on Marina Beach with friends
seemed purebliss, caring senior
colleagues who held me
through my first steps at work
were a bonus. The learning
began — at work and in life.

In July 2007, I migrated to
Bengaluru. More cosmopoli-
tan, the city sprang alot of sur-
prises. I swiftly adapted to it,

true, but the agonising fallout
was leaving home, comfort and dear ones
— my habitat. Uprooting oneself from ver-

though Kannada was a hard
nut to crack. Colleagues soon became the
best of friends and every “closed holiday™

became an occasion to celebrate with a pic-
nic. A closed holiday in a newspaper meant
all ofushad a day off together —which hap-
pened four times a year then.

Being independent was something I
learned in Bengaluru when I left the pay-
ing-guest accommodation and started
living alone in a one BHK. Overcoming
each struggle gave me a newfound confi-
dence. I started travelling more, writing
more, working harder and earning more.

Perhaps you may have to bring
out a bit of your untamed version
tosurvive in Delhi, yetits charmis
that it allows your most fearless
version to thrive

epaper.indianexpress.com .- .

I made a second home in Bengaluru.
Owning a flat came with riders, but the
sheer pride of being independent sankin.

After eight years and making umpteen
memories and friends, I boarded the
Rajdhani in June 2015. The most hostile
weather welcomed me in Delhi, and it per-
colated into everything. Struggles of life un-
folded in never-before-seen proportions —
those of the ubiquitous cycle rickshaw wal-
lahs were the initial frames. It took a few
months and several conversations to con-
vince myselfthatIwas not helpingalleviate
any of their miseries by not taking aride in
acycle rickshaw.

In Delhi, your humility can be taken as
weakness. The city toughens you up, but it
also gives you moments that melt your
heart. It also gives you much-needed ano-
nymity. If Bengaluru made me indepen-

New Delhi

dent, Delhi gave me wings. You can’t tame
this city; you may have to bring out a bit of
your untamed side to survive here, yet its
charm is that it allows your most fearless
and unapologetic version to thrive.

I may miss the vast blue skies with fluffy
cloudsthatadorn them any time of the year
in Bengaluru or Thiruvananthapuram. I
may feel tortured at seeing an AQIof40 in
Thiruvananthapuram whenIbattle 600 in
Noida. I may miss the jasmine-scented
evenings and masala dosas of Chennai. But
then comes a surprise summer shower —
when I get to see amaltas against the black
tar of aroad, painted by raindrops and the
drooping frangipanis drained of all their
fragrance, I'm convinced. Dilli has my dil.

The writer is associate editor, The Indian
Express. yamini.nair@expressindia.com
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Thelegal limits
of involving an

employerina

marital dispute

Sadaf Modak
Mumbai, July 22

THE SUPREME Court last week expressed concern over
cases in which women involved in matrimonial litigation
write to their husbands’ employers, making allegations
against them. The court said this may affect the
husband’s employment and lead to issues with paying

maintenance.

The case

The court was hearing a petition by awoman seeking
to transfer a defamation suit filed by her husband’s

friend against her.

The wife’s counsel told the court that her representa-
tion to her husband’s employer was made only after an
alleged false complaint against her for stealing. The wife
wrote only to ascertain the whereabouts of the “stolen”

article to defend herselfin the complaint.

The bench noted that such cases have been reported
previously. While an exact number of such complaints
cannot be determined, there have been some instances
of complaints to employers — usually government
offices — about non-payment of maintenance. Courts

have even directed

PREVIOUS CASES

@ In 1972, awoman had written
to Lok Sabha, her husband’s
employer, alleging ill-treatment.
Theman, inturn, alleged mental
agony. DelhiHC said ‘a false com-

employers todeductthe
maintenance amount
from the husband’s salary
and deposititinthebank
account of the wife, in
cases of non-compliance
with court orders for pay-

plaint of this nature...wouldcer- ~ ment of maintenance

tainlyamounttomental cruelty. ~ under Section 144 of the

@ The Madras HC held this June ~ Bharatiya Nagarik Surak-
sha Sanhita.

that ‘unsubstantiated allega-
tions... particularly before
employers or superior author-
ities, could... amount to cruelty’.

amount to grounds of cruelty.

Disciplinary actions

Various court orders
have made it clear that
false allegations can

A private company cannot directly terminate a person
based merely on allegations. The company, depending
on the contract and the employment rules, may decide to
conduct aninquiry. Usually, in cases of matrimonial dis-
putes, acompany may take action only if a serious crimi-
nal case is filed against a person and they face arrest. The
contract may have a clause for termination on any pend-

ing criminal case.

If an employee is terminated without an inquiry on
the basis of false allegations, they can challenge it before
an appropriate forum, including alabour court.

In governmentjobs, employees are also governed by
the state and Central service rules. These may provide for
penalties, including withholding of promotion, reduction
toalower stage in the time-scale, compulsory retirement,
and even termination for violation of conduct rules.

But unless convicted, a mere complaint may not re-
sultin an employee’s termination. A government
employee facesimmediate suspension if they are
detained in custody for a period exceeding 48 hours.

Separate criminal defamation complaints can also be
filed under Section 356 of the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita

on grounds of harm to reputation.
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EXPERT EXPLAINS
Dr AMBUJ ROy

PROFESSOR OF CARDIOLOGY, AlIMS DELHI

STATINS ARE currently the first-choice
drugs for lowering LDL (low-density lipo-
protein), or “bad” cholesterol, but they do
not help everyone achieve their target
levels. Patients at high cardiovascular risk
often require additional medicines which,
until now, have only been available as ex-
pensive injections.

Now, the US Food and Drug Adminis-
tration (FDA) has approved a pill version
called Lipfendra (enlicitide) that can bring
LDL down by up to 60%.

Lipfendra is a PCSK9 inhibitor, which
works differently from statins. While sta-
tins reduce the liver’s production of cho-
lesterol, PCSK9 inhibitors help theliver re-
move bad cholesterol from the
bloodstream.

They do this by blocking (inhibiting)
the PCSK9 protein, which normally de-
stroys LDL receptors. With more LDL re-
ceptors available, the liver can clear much
more LDL cholesterol, often reducing
levels by S0-60%.

Developed by Merck, the once-daily
tablet isapproved as an add-on to diet and
exercise for adults with abnormally high
bad cholesterol, including those with het-
erozygous familial hypercholesterolaemia
(HeFH), an inherited condition that causes
very high cholesterol levels.

“But the fine printis that besides lower-
ing LDL cholesterol, Lipfendra also re-
duced apolipoprotein B (ApoB) — a protein
found on cholesterol particles that reflects
the number of artery-clogginglipoproteins
circulating in the blood — by about 50% in
theclinical trials. ApoB is higher among In-
dians than Western populations,” Dr
Ambuj Roy, professor of cardiology, All
India Institute of Medical Sciences (AIIMS),
Delhi, told Rinku Ghosh.

e GOVERNANCE

o Cholesterol: Understanding the basics

Whatis cholesterol?

® Cholesterol is a fatty sub-
stance that the body needs
to build cells and hormones.

@ |tis naturally produced

Whendoesitbecome
aproblem?

® Cholesterolitselfisn’t
inherently bad — your body
needs it to build cells, digest

by the body and plays an food, make hormones. However,
important role inimmunity, it becomes dangerous when you
recovery and overall have too much Low-Density
functioning. Lipoprotein (LDL) or ‘bad’ cho-

® Cholesterol levels can
fluctuate with stress,
infections, surgeries and
even seasonal changes.

Whatis ApoB?

ApoB (apolipoprotein B) is the primary structural protein found

lesterol. Excess LDL sticks to

your artery walls, forming hard
plaques that narrow your blood
vessels and restrict blood flow.

on the surface of ‘bad’ cholesterol particles (such as LDL, VLDL
and IDL) that carry fats through the bloodstream.

Who is likely to benefit most
from the new oral pill?

The biggest beneficiaries are patients at
high or very high cardiovascular risk, par-
ticularly those who have already had a
heart attack, undergone angioplasty or
stenting, or have established coronary ar-
tery disease (CAD). In these patients, the
focus is on secondary prevention — pre-
venting another cardiac event.

The principle is simple: the lower the
LDL cholesterol, the better the protection.
Current guidelines recommend much
stricter LDL cholesterol targets for people
with existing heart disease, often below S5
mg/dL (milligrams per decilitre). While
many patients can achieve these levels
with acombination of a high-intensity sta-
tin and ezetimibe, which prevents choles-
terol from entering the bloodstream via the
gut, around 7-10% continue to have LDL
levels above target or are unable to tolerate
statins, creating the need for additional
therapies such as PCSK9 inhibitors.

The drug may also benefit people with
very high LDL cholesterol, a strong family
history of premature heart disease, multiple
cardiovascular risk factors or inherited con-
ditions such as familial hypercholesterolae-
mia, where cholesterol levels remain elev-

Prevention
principle
The biggest
beneficiaries of
this pill would be
patients at high
or very high
cardiovascular
risk, such as
those who have
already had a
heart attack.

In these patients,
the focusison
secondary
prevention —
preventing
another cardiac
event.

Two maintypes of cholesterol

® o High-Density Lipoprotein (HDL),
also known as ‘good’ cholesterol,
helps clear LDL from the bloodstream.

© © Low-Density Lipoprotein (LDL),
often called ‘bad cholesterol’,
deposits fatin arteries.

ated despite conventional treatment.

How does it compare with statins
and existing injectables?

Statins remain the first-line treatment
for lowering cholesterol because they are
effective, inexpensive and have decades of
evidence showing they reduce the risk of
heart attacks and strokes. PCSK9 inhibitors
are generally reserved for patients who re-
main at high risk despite these therapies or
those who are unable to tolerate statins be-
cause of muscle-related side effects or other
adverse reactions. Until now, PCSK9 in-
hibitors have only been available as inject-
able medicines, which are effective but
relatively expensive.

Lipfendra offers the same mechanism
of actionin the form of a once-daily pill. An
oral option could improve convenience
and potentially encourage better adher-
ence among patients who need intensive
cholesterol lowering but prices will be high.

There are non-statin lipid lowering
drugs with proven outcome trials that must
be prescribed before we jump to this new
drug. They also significantly lower LDL.
Ezetimibe (10 mgdaily) lowers it by 18-25%
and Bempedoic acid (180 mg daily) lowers
it by 17-23%. A combination (Bempedoic

acid 180 mg + Ezetimibe 10 mg) can reduce
LDL by 35-40%.

Will lowering LDL cholesterol reduce
heart attacks and strokes?

While Lipfendra has been approved
based on its ability to lower LDL choleste-
rol, a dedicated cardiovascular outcomes
trialis stillunder way to determine whether
itreduces heart attacks, strokes and cardio-
vascular deaths. LDL cholesterol is a well-
established marker for cardiovascular risk.
Decades of research have consistently
shown that lowering LDL cholesterol re-
duces thelikelihood of recurrent cardiovas-
cular events, particularly when combined
with good blood pressure control, diabetes
management, regular exercise, a healthy
diet and smoking cessation.

Why is ApoB reduction important?
LDL cholesterol travels through the
bloodstream packaged inside particles
known as lipoproteins. Each of these par-
ticles contains a single molecule of ApoB,
meaning ApoB reflects the number of cho-
lesterol-carrying particles rather than just
the amount of cholesterol they contain.
This is particularly important in people
with diabetes and dyslipidaemia, a condition
in which the levels of cholesterol or other
blood fats are abnormal. In such patients,
LDL levels may appear normal in tests but
the number of small, dense LDL particles —
which are considered more harmful — may
actually be high and drive plaque build-up.
South Asians are known to have a higher
prevalence of this pattern of dyslipidaemia
compared with Western populations.

When should one get their
cholesterol checked?

Every adult should have their choleste-
rol checked atleast once in early adulthood
(between 18 and 29 years) to identify in-
herited disorders, which affect around one
in 250 people and cause markedly elevated
LDL cholesterol from younger years. That
can be addressed then. For people with nor-
mal cholesterol levels and low cardiovascu-
lar risk, repeat testing is generally advised
every five years, although those with dia-
betes, hypertension, obesity, a family his-
tory of premature heart disease or other risk
factors may need more frequent screening.

Can police hide identity in protests? The procedure and practice

Deeptiman Tiwary
New Delhi, July 22

WHEN TENS of thousands of protesters at-
tempted to march from New Delhi’s Jantar
Mantar to Parliament on Monday as part of
the “Sansad Chalo” protest, some videos
emerged showing Delhi Police and Rapid
Action Force (RAF) personnel in civilian
clothes or without visible nameplates. This
raised questions over police identification
and accountability.

What happened during the CJP
protests on Monday?

The protests organised by the Cock-
roach Janata Party (CJP) over the NEET
paper leak and demanding the resignation
of Education Minister Dharmendra Prad-
han swelled beyond expectations on Mon-
day. As the crowd marched towards Parlia-
ment, police lathicharged it, leading to
violent clashes between police and protes-
tors. Both the police and members of the
crowd sustained injuries. One protester was
even admitted to the ICU.

By evening, some videos circulatingon
social media appeared to show unidenti-
fied men in civilian clothes wielding stan-
dard police batons and assaulting demon-
strators. The CJP questioned the Delhi

Police on social media, asking: “Who are
these lathi-armed goons in plainclothes?
Who have you hired to beat us up?”

Some other videos appeared to show
uniformed Delhi Police and RAF personnel
without visible nameplates. In the clips, pro-
testers are seen filming officers and asking,
“Where is your nameplate? Please answer
us,” while the personnel do not respond.

Delhi Police has not responded publicly
tothe allegations or the videos. But The In-
dian Express has learnt that the force has
issued directions that all personnel de-
ployed at Jantar Mantar must report in uni-
form and not in civilian clothing.

Isitlegal to hide identification?

While certain operations, such as those
involving intelligence collection, genuinely
require hiding identification or evenimper-
sonation, regular policing is guided by
statutory procedure and judicial guidelines.

The maintenance of public order and
tranquillity is governed by Chapter X1 ofthe
Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita (Sec-
tions 148 to 160, formerly Chapter X of the
CrPC). While it does not specifically state
whether policemen or armed forces person-
nel are required toidentify themselves dur-
ing a law and order situation, sources said
that the very fact that the law allows only a

Police lathi-charge

protesters at Jantar
Mantar on Monday.
PRAVEEN KHANNA

magistrate or a “police officer” to disperse
a crowd implies identification.

The argument is that an unidentified
crowd of armed men cannot legallydemand
apublic gathering to disperse. “If a police of-
ficer isunidentifiable, his command to dis-
perse cannot carry statutory weight,” said a
criminal lawyer practising in Delhi.

In D K Basu vs State of West Bengal
(1997), the Supreme Court laid down de-
tailed safeguards for arrests and detention,
including the requirement that the arrest-
ingofficer bear clear and visible identifica-
tion. Although the ruling addressed arrests
rather than crowd control, lawyers say it re-

flects the broaderjudicial emphasis on the
identifiability of police officers while exer-
cising coercive powers.

In August 2025, the Andhra Pradesh
High Court, while hearing a petition filed
by YSRCP MLA Nallapareddy Prasanna
Kumar Reddy, questioned how citizens
were expected to recognise plainclothes
personnel as police officers while they were
performing official duties. Reddy, whowas
facing the charge of obstructing a police of-
ficer from discharging his duty, had argued
that the officers were not in uniform.

Why avoid identification?

Police officers argue that visible identi-
fication can expose individual personnel
to prolonged litigation, online harassment
and even threats to their families.

“This practice originated in conflict the-
atres such as Jammu & Kashmir, Punjab
and Chhattisgarh, where personnel often
avoided displaying nameplates or rank in-
signia because they could make them eas-
ier targets for militants. Over time, it ap-
pearsto have filtered into routine policing,”
said a former Delhi Police officer.

He added that while the practice may
be understandable in exceptional security
situations, its extension to ordinary law-
and-order duties remains contentious.

® GLOBAL

Draft exemption for ultra-Orthodox Jews: Long-running debate dividing Isracl

Moinuddin Ahmad
New Delhi, July 22

AS THOUSANDS of Israeli soldiers remain
engaged on the frontlinesin South Lebanon
and Gaza, the Israeli Parliament has ap-
proved laws that would stop the enlistment
of Haredi (ultra-Orthodox Jewish) men in
the military. It is seen as an attempt by
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to
wooreligious political parties ahead of polls.

The issue of the Haredi draft has re-
mained fiercely debated since the formation
of the State of Israel —why should a particu-
lar religious group should be exempt from
military service? After almost eight decades,
ithasbecome a structural crisis challenging
the foundational ethos of the state.

‘Status Quo’: Genesis, evolution

When the State of Israel was formed in
1948, its first Prime Minister, David Ben-
Gurion, faced the massive task of unifying
the diverse Jewish diaspora, making Aliyah
(immigrating) from different parts of the
world. Each group had its expectations for
the “promised land”.

In hisbook, TheJewish State: A Century
Later, political scientist Alan Dowty notes
that the founding fathers of Israel, includ-
ing Ben-Gurion, made a number of un-
written understandings known as the
“Status Quo” agreement that sought to bal-
ance the secular, socialist foundations of
the new state with the long-held traditions
of the religious minority. So, a small group
of roughly 400 elite ultra-Orthodox yeshiva
(a traditional Jewish educational institu-
tion focused on the study of sacred texts
such as the Torah and the Talmud) stu-
dents were exempted from military service
under the framework of Torato Umanuto
(“his Torah study is his occupation”). It was
likely assumed that the number of Jews
practising the faith in that manner would
either dwindle over time or that they would
accept the challenges faced by the state and
agree tojoin the military.

Both assumptions proved incorrect.
Gradually, the Ben-Gurion’s secular Labour
Party grew weaker, and the parties that
didn’t hesitate to align with religious groups
filled the political vacuum. In 1977, Men-
achem Begin’s conservative Likud party

Ultra-Orthodox Jewish men at a protestin
Jerusalem on Tuesday. ap

formed a coalition with Haredi factions,
ending decades of Labour dominance.
Begin ensured there were no limits on the
number of exempted Haredim (plural of Ha-
redi). So, what began initially as an excep-
tional provision for 400 religious scholars
became a structural exemption for an entire,

rapidly growing demographic group.

Religious-secular divide

Sociologist Sammy Smooha callsIsrael a
“deeply divided society”. He says the Haredi-
secular divide is not merely a disagreement
over policy buta clash between two irrecon-
cilable, self-contained worldviews operating
within the same geographic borders. Military
serviceinIsraelis understood to be far more
than astrategic necessity. The concept of the
Tzva Ha’am (“People’s Army”) has kept the
Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) a melting pot of
Israelis of different socio-economic, ethnic
and geographic backgrounds.

Secular Israelis see universal military
service as a foundational element of dis-
tributive justice. From this perspective, the
exemption of an entire community is an
unsustainable civic injustice. This has left
the society under strain.

Haredi worldview

Haredim don’t view military exemption
as a privilege or a loophole but as an abso-
lute existential necessity. For them, spiri-
tual defence is equal to — if not more im-
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portant than — physical military defence.
Haredi leaders frequently state that the
continuous, intensive study of the Torah
provides a metaphysical protective shield
over the land of Israel.

Haredim view entering the IDF as an
existential threat to their religious identity:.
The military environment — with its mixed-
gender units, and alternative authority struc-
tures — is considered an institution that
would inevitably erode the strict insularity
required to maintain ultra-Orthodox life.

To garner popular support, centre-left
and some right-wing parties in Israel have
mobilised voters by promising to end the
exemptions. The Supreme Court of Israel
hasrepeatedly struck down previous legis-
lative arrangements, ruling that sweeping
exemptions violate the country’s “Basic
Law: Human Dignity and Liberty” by dis-
criminating between citizens.

The Haredi parties, including Shas and
United Torah Judaism, view exemption as
an absolute red line. They leverage their
position as kingmakers in right-wing coali-
tions to demand explicit, ironclad legisla-
tion that bypasses Supreme Court rulings.

New Delhi

Meanwhile, the security establishment
consistently flags manpower shortages.

Unsuccessfulinitiatives

Despite government initiatives, finan-
cial incentives, and the creation of strictly
kosher military units, enlistment numbers
have consistently lagged far behind the
growing eligible workforce. According to
data compiled by Israeli Democracy Insti-
tute, the number of Haredim joining the
IDF hasonly increased from zero to 11% out
of the eligible cohort since 1948.

The codification of the Haredi exemption
carries risks for the future of the Israeli state
across three core vectors: fiscal sustainability,
social cohesion, and military readiness.

Because the “Torato Umanuto’ frame-
work legally binds state funding and draft
deferments to remaining within the ye-
shiva system, it discourages young Haredi
men from entering the workforce. A grow-
ing population sector that does not servein
the military and has lower rates of work-
force participation places a heavy tax and
security burden on a shrinking percentage
of the population.
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Oil on the boil again

Determined efforts must be made to boost
domestic production over medium term

RENT SPOT PRICES have gonewell past $90 abarrel with thewar
clouds over West Asia. The prospect for costlier oil is bad news for
countrieslike India thatimports 88% of its energyrequirements,
which would widen its trade deficit and push up inflation. The
ongoinghostilitiesbetween the USand Iran clearly indicates that theirmem-
orandum of understanding (MoU) on June 18 to end the conflict and open
the Strait of Hormuz has swiftly unravelled. This has dashed hopes of a fur-
ther decline in oil prices from $85 abarrel in June due to expectations of the
US Energy Information Administration that production will soon return to
near pre-conflict levels and that the majority of the shut-in crude produc-
tionwill be back on line.Instead there is the prospect that Brent could surge
beyond the peaklevels of $117 abarrel registered in April.

Unfortunately, India has been hit with a double whammy for its energy
and other supplies. Hopes were raised when as many as 59 vessels heading
for India — 23 Indian-flagged and 36 foreign-flagged ships — safely tran-
sited the Strait of Hormuz from March 1 to July 17,according to Shipping
Minister Sarbananda Sonowal’s written reply to a question in the Rajya
Sabha.Butwith the US strikes onIran and Tehran targeting American bases
in the region, India has to brace for a complete shutdown of the Strait. As if
all of this weren’t bad enough, the Iran-aligned Houthi threat to blockade
Saudi Arabia’s shipments through the Bab-el-Mandeb subjects India to a
fresh shock.Two oil tankers headed for Indiaand Chinareversed course fol-
lowing these threats. This is a major setback to the growing share of Saudi
crude in India’s import basket.

These are challenging times for India’s energy security as there are also
relentless US pressures toreduce our dependence on Russian oil. In memory
of the late Lindsey Graham, 60 US senators signed a bill proposing a 100%
import dutyon the top five countries,including India, that purchase oil from
Russia.India of courseis unlikely to changeits sourcing strategy of accessing
suppliesat the best possible price.India’simports from Russiain fact surged
by 53%intheApril-June quarterof this fiscal. But the prospects of costlier oil
and constrained supplies through the Strait of Hormuzand Bab-el-Mandeb
underscore the near-term need to augment strategic oil reserves. India is
seeking to do so through cooperation with the United Arab Emirates and
Japan.The good newsisalso that the Oil and Natural Gas Corporation (ONGC)
isbuilding a 13-million-barrel strategic petroleum reserve in Mangalore.

The strategicimperative,however,is to go all in to increase relative self-
sufficiency by boosting domestic production over the medium term.To be
sure,theruling dispensation has sought toincentivise domestic producers
and global giants for exploration and production by enacting the Oilfields
(Regulation and Development) Amendment Act, 2025.A good augury for
increasing domestic exploration is the Ministry of Petroleum and Natural
Gas signing a tripartite MoU with Assam and Nagaland which was earlier
impacted by insurgency. To facilitate this process, the policy regime must
ease the high fiscal and regulatory burdens including withdrawing the
archaic oil development cess. This would straightaway double ONGC’s
exploration budget,according to former foreign secretary Ranjan Mathai.
This is the way forward.

A fuse has been lit

IT SEEMS A fuse has been lit. A“Gen-Z” movement was anticipated in India after
youth-led protests in Bangladesh last year, Nepal more recently,and in Sri Lanka
backin 2022.The dustisyet to settle at Jantar Mantar. But thisweek’s march to Par-
liament,led by the Cockroach Janta Party (CJP),drew India’s Gen-Z although it was
not limited to them.

Itisdifferent from the other upsurgesin South Asiain that theywere singularly
focused on unseating regimes.The CJP’s raison d’étre is something much less rad-
ical. It started as a satirical online movement that tapped into publicanger overa
broken education system, with student supporters from across India enthusias-
ticallyjoining a chorus of demand for the resignation of Education Minister Dhar-
mendra Pradhan. It has merely sought accountability while Gen-Z demonstra-
tions elsewhere reacted against elite privilege and graft.

Yet,a core,common concern has festered in India just as much — unemploy-
ment and bleak job prospects, which are directly linked to the education-related
anxiety of India’syouths. Employed youths too have to contend with concerns like
inequality, as voiced in Noida earlier this year by industrial workers and youths
seeking higher wages and improved labour conditions.

Onereason Monday’s march has snowballed is the state’s response.The heavy-
handed police action,including caning and tear-gassing protesters, many of them
intheirteens, has attracted more sympathisersand handed the Opposition a polit-
ical opening it was quick to seize. The images of Rahul Gandhi, suffering a nose-
bleed and being dragged away outside the Prime Minister’s residence, and defi-
antly invoking democracy as he lay on the ground, inevitably added to the
government’s discomfort and gave the protests a wider political resonance.

Whether the Opposition can turn that opening to its
advantage is another matter.It has struggled to build sus-
tained political momentum around public discontent
and hasyet to establish the credibility needed to put the
government seriously on the defensive.Indeed, too overt
a political embrace could allow what began as a sponta-
neous youth protest to be dismissed as partisan mobili-
sation. The significance of the moment, therefore, lies
less in the opportunity it offers the Opposition than in
the warning it carries for the government: grievances
over education, examinations, and employment can
acquire a political force of their own when met with indif-
ference or coercion.

Irrespective of the political support it attracts, the
movement carries echoes of previous popular protests
against the current regime. The year-long farmers’ agi-
tation at the doorstep of Delhi compelled the Narendra Modi government to repeal
three agricultural laws. Prior to that, the historic Shaheen Bagh protests,led by
Muslim women, opposed the controversial Citizenship (Amendment) Act, 2019,
for months until the Covid-19 pandemic broke out.

Aresearch of resistance movements between 1900 and 2006 by Harvard pro-
fessor Erica Chenoweth has shown that non-violent civil resistance campaigns
are more than twice aslikely to achieve their goals as compared to armed uprisings.
India,withitslonghistory of youth-led protests,has had a thriving culture of civil
disobedience. In the past 12 years, the BJP government has repeatedly tried to
crush any civil opposition and encouraged its supporters to perceive dissenters as
“anti-national”. That was reflected in the brutal police crackdowns on university
campuses such as JNU and Jamia Millia Islamia. This not only does a disservice to
democracy but also erodes public faith in the state as a guardian of citizens.

Unemployment, too,has been a touchy topic for the Modi government. While
it has batted for self-employment and atmanirbharta, such a push also couches
formal sector growth and the lack of quality jobs. No doubt, policy has taken ini-
tiatives to bridge skilling gaps to ensure India’s youths find smoother pathways
between education and employment. However, unless it urgently plugs technical
loopholes to prevent paperleaks fora gruelling exam like NEET, millions will sus-
pectits sincerity.Worse,it will further fuel criticism of the government tending to
promote pseudoscience at the cost of scientific temper.

Forthe CJP,thelack of a concrete ideologywithin its ranks will be a handicap if
ittries to expand and take up other causes that civil society or political parties have
failed to highlight. But for now, theirsis not a political fight. The government now
faces their anger; it should not respond with condescension.

RITWIK
SHARMA

ritwik.sharma@
expressindia.com
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HE ANDHRA PRADESH

government has recently

issued anotification which

proposes granting a

“deemed  distribution
licensee” status to data centres set upin
the state with a minimum load of 300
megawatt (Mw). Apparently, it is for
facilitating Google, which proposes to
set up a $§15-billion data centre in the
state with a load of 1 gigawatt (Gw).
Strictly speaking, it will be a joint ven-
ture between a Google subsidiary and a
well-known industrial house in India.
The data centre will be set up in
Vishakhapatnam, and would be spread
over three campuses.

The first thing which comes to one’s
mind is whether it is legally possible to
grant a deemed distribution licensee
status on the basis of an executive order,
especially when there is no such provi-
sion in the parent Act, that is Electricity
Act,2003.The Electricity Act speaks of a
deemed licensee status fortransmission
companies already in the business of
transmission prior to the law’s enact-
ment. There is no mention of deemed
distribution licensees unless it’s a gov-
ernment company — which Google, of
course, is not. In the case of a deemed
licensee status, it seems, regulatory
commissions do not hold hearings on
whether to grant a licence or not. They
simply grant thelicence,evenas theyare
free to hold the licensee accountable to
the conditions stipulated by them in it.

To issue this notification, the state
government has relied on an amend-
ment made by the central government
tothe 2005 rules on additional require-
ments of capital adequacy, creditwor-
thiness, etc.while granting a new distri-
bution licence. The amendment was

SOURCING POWER
ANDHRA GOVT NOTIFICATION ALLOWS GOOGLE TO BE AN OPEN-ACCESS CONSUMER IN A LICENSEE CLOTHING

Google as licensee ill-conceived

SOMIT DASGUPTA

Visiting Professor, ICRIER

made in 2022, which granted the state
government the powerto determine the
minimum area of supply of anewdistri-
bution licensee. Prior to that, the mini-
mum area was that of a municipal cor-
poration/revenue district.

There are some grey areas which
need clarity as far as the present case is
concerned.Whileit is clear that this par-
ticular deemed licensee cannot supply
to a consumer outside its
area, what is ambiguous is

licensee will have to abide by all the pre-
scriptions covering renewable purchase
obligations, hydro purchase obligations,
etc.Itwillalso have to conform toall the
technical standards set by the commis-
sion relating to supply. But what about
the aggregate revenue requirement
(ARR) of the deemed licensee? How will
the regulatory commission determine
the ARR when the deemed licensee is
sourcing all the power it
needs on its own and for

whether a consumer wit- Some other its own consumption?
hm the area of the deemed method could have There is no dlstrlbutlop
licensee can source power involved and forall practi-
from the original incum-  €en thought ofto purposes, thisisakin to

bent utility. The Andhra
Pradesh government noti-
fication says that the
deemed licensee can only
supply power for activities
which fall under the oper-
ations of a data centre.
What if there is a cafeteria
operatingwithin the geog-
raphy of the data centre, or
a medical bay? Will they be treated as
parts of the date centre? If this will be
treated as an external activity, the
deemed licensee is forbidden to supply
power to that entity.

As mentioned, the regulatory com-
mission will stipulate conditions in the
licence of the deemed licensee. The

ensure that data
centres get power
at some cheaper
rate but remain an
open-access
consumer
'

an open-access consumer
operating in the geogra-
phy of a distribution
licensee. The only differ-
ence is that an open-
access consumer pays for
the open access and other
related charges fortheloss
of revenue to the incum-
bent utility. In this partic-
ular case,no open-access charges would
be paid sinceitisadistribution utility by
itself, albeit a deemed one.
Itisnotdifficult to see why this route
has been adopted by the state govern-
ment.Theideaisto ensure that thedata
centres do not pay open-access charges
and canaccess poweratamuch cheaper

@ INDIA-ASEAN TIES

External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar

Let us contemplate the near future and consider
how best our cooperation can serve our respective

: interests. In this era of volatility and disruption, the
| E,ﬂ h most visible stress is on supply chains

rate.If the deemed licence finally comes
through, there will not be any immedi-
ateimpact on therevenue of the incum-
bent utility since the data centre is not
one of its existing consumers. However,
its future revenue will be unduly
affected. The utility serving Vishakhap-
atnam is Eastern Power Distribution
Company of Andhra Pradesh Limited,
and its peakload is about 4 Gw.The data
centre will have a final load of 1 Gw,
which means that it would have been a
gold mine for the utility had the data
centre been one of its consumers. Surely,
some other method could have been
thought of to ensure that data centres
get power at some cheaper rate but
remain an open-access consumer and
notadeemed utility. Thereis no denying
that the power consumption of a data
centre is huge and constitutes a big
chunk of its operating cost, which
increases exponentiallyif artificial intel-
ligence is used in its operations.
Historically, our experience with
designating a deemed distribution
licensee just to avoid payment of cross-
subsidy has not been pleasant.We have
had the case of railways, where we
stretched the provisions of the Electric-
ity Act, 2003, to a unreasonable scale
justto designate them asa deemed dis-
tribution licensee. The fallout was
inevitable as the matter went into liti-
gation. The Supreme Court, in a May
order, has said that the railwaysisa con-
sumer and not a deemed distribution
licensee.Similar to the railways case, the
move toaward adeemed licensee status
to Google is ill-conceived and legally
untenable. It’s not a good decision and
somebody needs to bell the cat.

Views are personal

Custodian of reserves to manager of risk
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EVERY GENERATION OF central

bankers leaves behind a defining inno-
vation.There was a time when the cred-
ibility of a centralbankwas measured by
the goldinitsvaults. Later,inflation tar-
geting became the gold standard of
monetary policy.After the global finan-
cial crisis,quantitative easing redefined
the role of central banks across the
developed world.

India may nowbewitnessing another
such transformation — one that has
attracted farless publicattention than it
deserves.

The RBI’s recently declared foreign
exchange forward position exceeding
$100 billion has attracted predictable
headlines,ranging from alooming crisis
tosophisticated financial management.
Yet, the real story is not its size but what
itrevealsabout the changing philosophy
of India’s central bank.

Traditionally, defending a currency
was straightforward. When the rupee
weakened excessively, the RBI sold dol-
lars from its foreign exchange reserves.
The intervention was visible, easily
understood, and immediately reflected
in reserve numbers. Markets could see
both the action and its cost.

Today, that model is undergoing a
fundamental transformation.

Instead of relying primarily on out-
right dollar sales, the RBI has increas-
ingly turned to forwards, swaps, and
other derivative instruments. These
allow it to influence the exchange rate
without immediately drawing down
reserves. In effect, the central bank is
managing not merely the currency but
its own balance sheet.

Critics may therefore ask whether
India is replacing one vulnerability with

PRABAL BASU ROY
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another — substituting visible reserve
depletion with less visible derivative
exposure akin to speculation on forward
markets.

In my view, this is not speculation but
prudentriskmanagement.Unlikeahedge
fund pursuing objectives of maximising
profits, the RBI uses derivatives to min-
imise instability by moderating currency
volatility while preserving reserves for
periods of genuine systemic stress.

India is far more integrated with
global capital flows than it

The RBI’s $100-billion forward position is neither a
cause for panic nor a reason for celebration. It marks
a quiet transformation that may well prove necessary

book — avery complex policy challenge.

That is why the size of the RBI’s for-
ward position deserves thoughtful
scrutiny. While the central bank has
employed similar instruments during
earlier episodes of currency volatility —
including the taper tantrum of 2013 —
the present scale is unprecedented.

The question is not whether the RBI
can manage it; there is every reason to
believe it can. The real question is
whether the public understands what

has changed.Unlikereserve

was two decades ago. Oil eesssssssssssssss=w depletion whose costs are

prices, US interest rates,
and shifts in global risk
sentiment can move bil-
lionsacrossborderswithin
hours. Derivatives provide
the flexibility to calibrate
interventions,manageliq-
uidity efficiently, and pre-
serve reserves — a mark of
institutional maturity,not
financial adventurism.

Yet, every innovation
carries risks.

The paradox of
modern central
banking is that the
more sophisticated
its financial
instruments
become, the
greater the need
for transparency
and accountability

immediately visible, deriv-
ative positions shift obliga-
tions into the future and
thusdemand greatertrans-
parency. Complexity is not
aweakness; opacity can be.
The debate should there-
fore move beyond head-
lines about “S100-billion
bets”.The RBl hasnot gam-
bled — it has adopted a
more sophisticated frame-
work for managing cur-

A forward contract is m——————————sssssssm rency risk. The challenge is

ultimately a commitment
that must be honoured, unwound, or
rolled over. Today’s intervention, there-
fore,becomes tomorrow’s management
challenge.Thisis popularly called kicking
the can down the road — an economic
philosophy tuned to perfection by Ben
Bernanke after the 2008 Lehman crisis.
In that sense, derivatives shift risks
across time rather than eliminate them.
The real test will come during market
stress.Asurgein oil prices,astrongerdol-
lar,and simultaneous capital outflows
would require the RBI to defend the
rupee while managing a large forward

| THE EDITOR |

Export growth matters

Apropos of "FCNR(B) flows likely to
ease banks' margin pressure” (FE, July
22), while the RBI's foreign currency
non-resident (bank) deposit scheme
provides timely relief, it can't be seen
as a lasting solution to external vulner-
abilities. The response from NRIs
reflects their confidence in India, but
relying on diaspora deposits during
global uncertainties exposes struct-
ural weaknesses in the balance of

payments. Temporary measures can
stabilise foreign exchange reserves
and support the banking system, yet
they impose costs through distorted
pricing and exchange-rate risks. India
must focus on strengthening export
competitiveness, diversifying export
markets, and encouraging high-value
manufacturing and services to gene-
rate stable forex earnings. Policies that
improve productivity, infrastructure,
and ease of doing business will reduce
dependence on emergency financial

ensuring that transparency
in disclosure of the derivative manage-
ment strategy,and its eventual unwind-
ing,evolvesalongside policy innovation.
Should markets receive more guid-
anceonthestrategy forunwindinglarge
forward positions? Should Parliament
and financial commentators devote
greaterattention to derivative exposures
that increasingly shape India's external
balance sheet? As central banking
evolves, public understanding must
evolve with it.
These are not criticisms of the RBI.
Theyare natural questions that arise as

interventions. A resilient export-driven
economy, rather than periodic capital
inflows, remains the most sustainable

path to long-term economic stability.

—Sanjay Chopra, Mohali

Bank board autonomy

Apropos of "Trust, but verify" (FE, July
22), the RBI's decision to grant greater
autonomy to bank boards is a welc-
ome move to strengthen corporate
governance and render inclusive
services to depositors and other

institutions become more sophisti-
cated and central banking increasingly
involves managing expectations, lig-
uidity, derivatives, and confidence
simultaneously. Indeed, the RBI
deserves credit for refusing to be con-
strained by outdated methods. A 21st-
century economy cannot be managed
with 20th-century tools.

India’s macroeconomic fundamen-
tals remain sound, with ample reserves,
contained inflation,and aresilient exter-
nal and domestic banking sector. There
is little evidence to suggest that India
facesanimminentbalance-of-payments
crisis. The principal long-term uncer-
tainty, however, lies in the impact of AI
on IT services, India’s largest source of
foreign exchange earnings.

The paradox of modern central bank-
ing is that the more sophisticated its
financial instruments become, the
greater the need for transparency and
accountability. Confidence ultimately
rests not only on strong reserves or clever
balance-sheet management,butalso on
trustin the institution deploying them.

The RBI’s $100-billion forward posi-
tionis, therefore, neithera cause for panic
norareason for celebration. It marks the
quiet evolution of India’s central bank
from being principally the custodian of
foreign exchange reserves to becoming
an active manager of financial risk
demanding exceptional judgement in
the use of its chosen instruments.

This transformation may well prove
necessary — even visionary — in hind-
sight. But every transformation of this
magnitude deserves informed public
debate and disclosures today — not
because we distrust the institution, but
because we value it.

stakeholders. An empowered board
could lend on merit with prudent
banking, and shun political interven-
tions. But the new autonomy must be
coupled with transparent disclosures
on operations and supervisory audits.
The RBI must hold the ultimate control
and oversight and let banks function
with operational autonomy and strict
adherence to major policy decisions.
—NR Nagarajan, Sivakasi
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Broken system

Students deserve reforms, accountability; not police action

he July 20 police crackdown on unarmed

protestors in central Delhi spotlights the

failure of the government to quickly
address issues that have eroded students’ faith in
the education system. From repeated controversies
surrounding NEET to mounting concerns over
CBSE’s digital evaluation process, what began as
isolated grievances has hardened into a broader
crisis of trust. The Centre is on the defensive, as
perhaps never before.

e In this context, firing teargas shells and

o baton-charging unarmed protestors was a
misstep of monumental proportions.
Scores of students are in Delhi’s hospitals,
some with pellet injuries. One student was
on ventilator support. There is palpable
tension at the protest site in Jantar Mantar
where thousands of students and their
concerned parents are continuing to
assemble and demand the resignation of
Education Minister Dharmendra Pradhan.
This anger did not emerge overnight. It has
accumulated over examination cycles,
particularly since the 2024 NEET
controversy, when 67 candidates secured a
perfect score of 720/720 with six toppers
originating from a single examination
centre in Jhajjar, Haryana. The National
Testing Agency (NTA,) that conducts
NEET, initially attributed abnormal scores
to “grace marks” awarded for lost time.
Later, investigations by the Bihar police and
the Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI)
uncovered an organised, multi-State racket.
The Supreme Court concluded that the
paper leak was an “undisputed fact”, but
did not cancel the exam. The Ministry of
Education said it had set up a committee to
overhaul NTA operations.

Such assurances have done little to
restore confidence. Fresh controversies
surrounding this year’s examination
process have reinforced perceptions that
infirmities within the system remain intact.
The NTA has had to cancel the NEET exam
undertaken by over 22 lakh students when
leaked ‘guess papers’ matched up to 140
exam questions in chemistry and biology. A
re-examination was scheduled. In the
intervening period of 37 days between the
two tests, an estimated 12 students
committed suicide. Families and police
accounts pointed to uncertainty and the
emotional toll surrounding the cancelled
exam and the upcoming re-test as the
reason for these suicides. Equally troubling
was the controversy over CBSE’s badly
executed shift to on-screen evaluation.

The official response has been marked
with an almost Kafkaesque apathy. The
government must now recognise that this
isno longer simply an examination
controversy; it is a crisis of institutional
legitimacy that needs to be addressed by
serious reforms. Accountability cannot
stop with lower-level officials or
committees of inquiry. The need for
empathy cannot be overstated. Students
who feel their futures have been
compromised should be heard, not
dispersed by force. Restoring confidence
will require a willingness to initiate
systemic reforms and fix accountability —
atalllevels, perhaps not excluding the
Minister.

OTHER VOICES.

GULF 3£ NEWS

Why Gulf states remain exposed to the US-Iran conflict
After weeks of fragile calm, the United States and Iran are once again engaged
in direct military confrontation. Tehran has responded to US attacks along
Iran’s southern coast by launching fresh strikes across the Gulf. Bahrain,
Kuwait, Qatar and Oman were among the countries affected, with Iran
describing the attacks as retaliation for a new wave of American airstrikes. For
Gulf countries, the war they had hoped diplomacy would contain has erupted
once again. Yet the collapse did not happen overnight. It followed the gradual
breakdown of an agreement that had been fragile from the start. The 60-day
ceasefire signed in mid-June never rested on firm foundations. It followed the
first phase of the war, which erupted on February 28 and led to the death of
Iran’s supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. ousai, suLy 21)

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL.

Trump target acquired: Pickaxe Mountain

President Trump’s attention has turned to Pickaxe Mountain, the
deep-underground potential nuclear enrichment site long familiar to readers
of these columns. “We’ll be hitting that area pretty soon,” the President said
Tuesday. “There’s not a thing they can do about it.” Let’s hope he’s right on
both counts. The U.S. passed over the facility during Operation Midnight
Hammer in June 2025 and this year’s Operation Epic Fury. At the time sources
said the facility was either too deeply buried — 330-475 feet beneath a
mountain — or not important enough. The latter was short-sighted, as the
Journal's report on the transfer of centrifuges to Pickaxe Mountain makes
clear. (New vork, JuLy 21y

ANUSHI TIWARY
PEDDI DAYAKAR

onam Wangchuk was carried
out of Jantar Mantar on the
21st day of his hunger strike.
As Parliament’s monsoon
session opened this week, his
movement’s march was met with teargas
and its protagonist detained. Whether
the education minister should go is not
the central question — a minister on
whose watch this happened twice, no
doubt, owes an explanation. The larger
one is: why does this keep happening,
under governments of every stripe?

The list is grim. Vyapam in 2013.
SSC’s Combined Graduate Level exam
in 2018. Rajasthan’s REET and Uttar
Pradesh’s Teacher Eligibility Test in
2021. Telangana’s TSPSC and
Maharashtra’s Talathi recruitment in
2023. UP Police Constable and
UGC-NET in 2024. NEET-UG twice:
2024 and again this May 2026. Some
investigations count 89 cases over the
decade affecting 6.5 crore aspirants. No
party has a clean sheet; the failure is
shared.

So what is actually going on?

Economists have a name for it. In
1967, Gordon Tullock explored what
happens when a government creates
something scarce and valuable like a
licence, a job, a contract and lets people
compete. Anne Krueger called it
rent-seeking. People spend money, time,
and risk until the cost of competing
equals the prize’s value. Much effort
creates no new value.

A government job in India is exactly
this prize. Fixed in number, worth more
across aworking life than the informal
economy offers. It provides a pension,
protection against dismissal, and social
standing that can alter a family’s
prospects. Roughly 2.2 crore people
apply each year; fewer than oneina
thousand succeed.

The coaching industry built around
this queue is worth close to 358,000
crore. Coaching and leak networks are
not opposites but the same spectrum,
priced differently. Coaching teaches
concepts and fills schooling gaps. But
much of its growth is about rank:
spending to move ahead of the next
candidate. Economically, this differs
little from paying for a leaked paper.
Both buy relative advantage. A leak is
where legal spending turnsillegal.

The prize need not be ajob. NEET is
an entrance exam for a medical seat. In
2024, 2.3 million aspirants competed for
about 1.09 lakh MBBS seats; odds of
twenty-one to one. Given the gateway to
amedical career, that seat is worth
stealing for the same reason a job is. This
explains why the biggest exams attract
the most sophisticated leak networks.
Because these exams rank candidates
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Grim economics
of exam leaks

ACCESS OVER LEARNING. The gap between a government job or a medical career,
and any other private job is too huge for leaks to disappear easily

against one another rather than againsta
minimum standard, the incentive to
cheat rises with the gap between
winning and losing. When 1.08 crore
people applied for 32,000 Railway Group
D posts last year, the Board was running
atournament where winning meant a
stable life and losing meant a precarious
one.

High rents create the incentive; weak
institutions decide whether it becomes
organised crime. China’s gaokao, sat by
over nine million students yearly, has
recorded only three confirmed
nationwide leaks since 1949, achieved
through paper-setters quarantined for
months, armed convoys, signal jammers,
and drones. South Korea grounds
domestic flights for the Suneung’s
listening test. Neither country hasa
smaller prize. What differs is the odds of
being caught and the will to bear the
costs of those measures. Replicating
them in India’s federal,

When 1.08 crore people
applied for 32,000
Railway Group D posts,
the Board was running

a tournament where
winning meant a stable life
and losing meant a
precarious one

resource-constrained system would be
expensive, but the question is whether
the will exists.

WHEN PEOPLE OFFEND
Becker’s economics of crime is blunt:
people offend when expected gain
exceeds expected cost, penalty times
probability of detection. India’s 2024 law
raises the penalty considerably; it raises
the odds of detection far less. Better
vetting, tighter paper custody, and
prosecutions that conclude would do
more than any new prison term.
Fairness is not the only casualty.
When a weaker candidate takes a seat or
post a stronger one would have filled,
the harm is to a health system or police
force now carrying someone less
capable. A leak sorts by capacity to pay,
not capacity to do the job. None of this
makes honest preparation worthless; a
doctor’s training produces something
real. But Tullock’s warning was
narrower: duplication, retakes, years
chasing rank instead of competence.
When 48 lakh people had each put in six
months preparing for the cancelled UP
Police Constable exam, that cancellation
wiped out hundreds of millions of hours.
A second cost is harder to price. An exam
works only because it convinces millions
that a scarce chance will go by rule, not
favour. Every leak withdraws from that
account. Enough leaks, and candidates
stop asking how to prepare, and start

asking whether preparing is the point. A
system built to reward learning starts,
quietly, rewarding access.

Encryption and prison terms alone
will not fix this. What would shrink the
prize is slower: a private labour market
offering something closer toa
government job, a pension, protection,
wages that do not vanish. According to
the PLFS Annual Report 2025, 73.1 per
cent of non-agricultural workers are in
informal enterprises.

Government jobs have become
default insurance, not because they pay
well, but because almost nothing else
insures a certain life. In the interim,
independent exam commissions,
randomised paper allocation, and
biometric verification would raise the
cost of cheating.

Wangchuk’s fast will end within days,
and the contest that makes leaking
profitable will be exactly where it was.
The problem is not that papers are
stolen. Every leak begins in a printing
room, but the market for it begins much
earlier. It is in an economy where one
examination decides who receives
security and who does not. Until that
changes, new encryption will only make
the next leak more expensive, not less
profitable.

Tiwary is a doctoral candidate, and Dayakar is an
Assistant Professor, at Gokhale Institute of Politics and
Economics, Pune. Views are personal

Japan can catalyse India’s circular bio-economy

L]
Pratap Singh Birthal

he ongoing geopolitical conflict

in West Asia has exposed India’s

vulnerability to disruptions in
global energy and fertilizer supply
chains. India imports over half of its
liquefied natural gas (LNG)
requirements, with approximately 60
per cent originating from the Gulf
region. India also sources a significant
share of its fertilizer requirements,
particularly nitrogenous and phosphatic
fertilizers, from this region. Natural gas
is also a feedstock for urea production,
and India’s reliance on imports of both
casts a shadow of dual vulnerability.

Yet, it is paradoxical that one of
India’s most abundant energy resources
is not found underground but above it,
on its farmlands. With a bovine
population of more than 300 million, the
country produces approximately 1.27
billion tonnes of dung annually. For
centuries, dunghasbeenused asa
household cooking fuel and organic
manure. However, with the expansion of
LPG and chemical fertilizers, dung has
gradually lost economic importance.
Nonetheless, with scientific

management, dung is a tremendous
source of renewable energy and organic
fertilizer. Recent estimates from the
New Delhi-based ICAR-National
Institute of Agricultural Economics and
Policy Research indicate that this dung
can generate nearly 47 billion cubic

meters of biogas or 22 million tonnes
(mt) of bio-compressed natural gas
(bio-CNG) annually, while
simultaneously producing over 9 (mt) of
organic fertilizers. This can virtually
replace both LNG and fertilizer imports.
In practice, collecting and processing
the entire volume of dung produced is
unfeasible. However, if even half of it is
used for the production of bio-gas, it
could significantly improve the
country’s energy and fertilizer security,
reduce vehicular pollution, and improve
soil health. This also creates new income
opportunities for livestock-owning
households.

BIO-GAS PARTNERSHIP

India has long recognised the potential
of biogas as a source of clean energy.
Since the 1980s, the government has
encouraged the establishment of
household biogas plants. However, their
adoption and long-term sustainability
have not met expectations because of
maintenance challenges and limited
technical support.

To unlock the potential of dung for
clean energy and organic fertilizers, the
Ministry of Cooperation and Japan’s
Ministry of Economy, Trade and
Industry (METT) launched the
India-Japan Cooperative Biogas for
Growth (CBG) initiative at the
India-Japan Summit on July 2. The
initiative aims to establish 1,000
cooperative biogas and organic fertilizer
plants across India by leveraging the

F0, A

BENEFITS. Biogas generates clean
energy, boosts soil health

extensive dairy cooperative network.
Japan has extensive experience with
biogas plants and waste management.

India’s dairy sector is dominated by
smallholders, with most households
owning two to three animals.
Individually, these farmers produce
little dung, making its collection and
transport uneconomical. However, India
has one of the world’s largest dairy
cooperative networks, with over 2.3 lakh
village dairy cooperative societies
serving nearly 20 million producers.
This network can support dung
aggregation, ensuring feedstock supply,
reducing transaction costs, and sharing
the benefits of biogas and organic
fertilizer production among
participating farmers.

Successful models already exist. A
notable example is Maruti Suzuki India

The success of the initiative to set up 1,000 plants will, however, hinge on ensuring their long term commercial viability

Ltd’s partnership with Banas Dairy in
Gujarat to procure dung for producing
compressed biogas and organic
fertilizers. Similarly, Adani
TotalEnergies Biomass Ltd has
established a large CBG plant at
Barsana, Mathura, Uttar Pradesh,
sourcing dung from Shri Mataji
Gaushala.

The India-Japan initiative should be
regarded not only as a clean energy
programme but also as a catalyst for
developing a circular rural bio-economy.
Unlike most renewable energy
technologies, biogas simultaneously
generates clean energy, recycles
nutrients, enhances soil health, reduces
greenhouse gas emissions and creates
rural employment opportunities.
However, the programme’s success will
rely more on the long-term commercial
viability of the established plants than
on their coverage.

Priority should be given to developing
cost-efficient feedstock aggregation
systems at the village level, transparent
pricing mechanisms for dung, and a gas
distribution infrastructure.
Simultaneously, organic fertilizers
produced from biogas plants must be
integrated into mainstream fertilizer
markets through quality standards,
certification, branding, and
production-linked incentives in the
initial years.

The writer is Distinguished Fellow, Research and
Information System for Developing Countries, New Delhi
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invested in industrial scale

Securingrare earths
Apropos the article “Coming to grips
with rare earths” (July 22), it is
unfortunate that though IREL has
beenin existence since 1963 and
workingin the field of rare earth
R&D, its mandate has been limited to
chemical and foundational process
know-how. If only the successive
governments in the last 50 years
recognised the importance of rare
earths, just as Deng Xiaoping of
China had,and mandated
development of commercial
manufacturing know-how and

infrastructure, India would have
beeninabetter position. India must
strive for indigenous technological
development and make strategic
long term investments in advanced
R&D of rare earths and alternative
magnet chemistries, at least now.
Kosaraju Chandramouli

Hyderabad

Promote SRI

As rice is a major staple food, its
cultivation under the System of Rice
Intensification (SRI), also known as

the Madagascar method, offers
significant advantages. It requires
only 10-15 per cent of the water
used in conventional paddy
transplantation, while also reducing
seed and labour requirements,
improving yields, and minimising
weed management.

With weather patterns becoming
increasingly unpredictable due to El
Nifio and La Nifia, State governments
should actively promote mechanised
SRl cultivation through appropriate
incentives. Conserving water, one of
our most precious natural resources,

is no longer optional but imperative.
Merely advocating good agricultural
practices without providing tangible
policy support and financial
incentives is unlikely to bring about
meaningful adoption.

Rajiv Magal

Halekere Village, Karnataka

Demographic trend

This refers to ‘Stop asking whether
the world has too many people’ (July
22). Thearticle rightly shifts focus
from population numbers to
demographic resilience. India’s

growing but ageing population needs
long-term planning in healthcare,
pensions and skilling, not alarmist
debates about numbers. Northern
States with continuing high fertility
need better access to education and
family planning services, while
southern States facing ageing
workforces need policies that
encourage labour force participation
and automation. Urban housing and
childcare costs deserve as much
policy attention as fertility rates.
Prajesh Paramasivan

Neelambur, TN
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Double hatting controversy

CFO-cum-whole-time director creates comfort

|
R Anand

recent penalty
A adjudication order dated

June 29, 2026 by the
Registrar of Companies (ROC)
Gwalior in the case of Eki Energy
Services Ltd has stirred the
hornet’s nest on the so called
multi-tasking role of the Chief
Financial officer (CFO). The crux
of the controversy lies in whether
the CFO of a company can wear
the hat of the Whole-time
Director (WTD) as well.

The reference point here is
section 203(1) of the Companies
Act 2013 which has three limbs —
(i) Managing
Director/Whole-time Director;
(ii) Company Secretary; (iii)
Chief Financial Officer. In the
case under consideration the
ROC has taken a strict view that
each limb is distinct and separate
and cannot be combined. In other
words the CFO cannotalsobea
WTD.

What s striking in the orderisa
notable observation that “The
legislative intent underlying the
provision is an appropriate
segregation of the key managerial
functions and accountability with
the corporate governance
framework. The appointment of
the same personas WTD and
CFO without appointing another
person to discharge the functions
of the CFO defeats the underlying
purpose of section 203(1) of the
Act.”

The focus of the order is
around segregation of functions
and accountability. The order has
come to the conclusion that the
process of dual hatting has
aggregated the functions rather
than segregating them which is
the purpose of the section.

PROS AND CONS

The role of the CFO is well
defined in the Actand all the
related regulations. He is the
quasi owner of the financial
statements and the custodian of
the resources of the company. If
heisnota WTD he then normally
reports to the Managing Director
and of course to the Board. His job
description is well laid out and his
performance appraisal is
scrutinised by the Nomination
and Remuneration Committee
(NRC) of the Board. Does this
position change if he double hats
as WTD. The answer would be an
emphatic “No”.

In fact his accountability gets
enhancedasa WTD asall the
connected responsibilities
relatable to a Director is added to
his role. His position asa WTD
with functional responsibility as

CORPORATES. Merging roles

ISTOCK.COM

CFO carves out a specific
assigned duty thereby making him
answerable to the Board on all
matters dealing with his domain
area. Regulators on the other
hand should derive comfort from
this additional responsibility
rather than getting any sort of
discomfort around this.

Infact CFO-cum-WTD is more
assuring to all stakeholders since
the accountability with respect to
the role and functions are made
crystal clear. There are several
companies in India where the
CFOis the WTD and have also
demonstrated the best standards
of governance. The observations
in the order around
accountability in the context of
the overall governance
framework falls flat on the face of
the reality on the ground.

Governance framework and
adherence to the same isnot
about structure alone. Itis
essentially discharging the role in
accordance with the expectations
thatare laid out and a rigorous
appraisal system which is now
mandated. To this extent the
order has clearly missed the wood
for the trees. The limited issue in
support of the order is that the
three limbs in section 203(1) are
distinct and there is no scope to
merge the role of CFO and WTD.
This view is narrow and hyper
technical and defeats the fabric of
substance which should prevail
over form as articulated in several
court decisions in recent times.

The penalty order has created
needless controversy that needs
to be addressed. Different ROCs
can take different views which can
lead to avoidable confusion. Itis
best that the Department of
Corporate Affairs clarifies the
position quickly to settle this
issue once and for all. Corporate
India should focus more on
business related issues rather
than litigating on the pros and
cons of the double hatting role of
the CFO.

The writer isa chartered accountant
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June quarter results positive

The June quarter jingle has begun;a 32.6 per cent increase in top lineand 34.3 per
centjump in bottom line of at least 305 companies appear to ring a positive bell.
Profit margins for the initial set of results remained unchanged on a year-on-year

basis.

IFFCO plans second 1,000 MW power plant

Indian Farmers’ Fertiliser Co operative Ltd (IFFCO) is planning to emerge as a
formidable player in the business of power generation and is to set up a 1,000 MW,
gas-based power plant at Kalol in Gujarat next to its urea plant. This would be the
second power project of IFFCO, which is already setting up a 1,000 MW coal-based
plantinajoint venture with the Chhattisgarh State Electricity Board (CSEB).

TN to switch to VAT from January 1

Tamil Nadu will shift to a Value Added Tax (VAT) system from January 1,2007.
Tamil Nadu and Uttar Pradesh were the only States not to have switched over to
VAT. Shifting to VAT has been a demand from all sections of industry and trade,
except for a section of small traders who expressed apprehensions over the new

system.

Redefining the
role of company
secretary

GOVERNING FIRST. The job of a company secretary is to move beyond

mere compliance to governance that includes technology and enterprise risk

SN ANANTHASUBRAMANIAN
MS SAHOO

he history of corporate

governance in India and the

history of the Company

Secretary profession are, in

many respects, two sides of
the same coin. As governance evolved
from a narrow concern with statutory
compliance to a broader framework
encompassing board effectiveness,
accountability, transparency, enterprise
risk, stakeholder engagement and
sustainable value creation, the role of
the Company Secretary evolved
alongside it, from compliance manager
to governance strategist and trusted
adviser to the board.

Governance, however, is entering
another phase of evolution. Boards
today must navigate artificial
intelligence, cybersecurity,
sustainability, geopolitical uncertainty,
digital transformation, stakeholder
activism and increasingly complex risks.
Directors are expected not merely to
ensure compliance with law but to
exercise sound judgment, oversee
strategy, anticipate risks and preserve
institutional integrity.

The distinction between compliance
and governance has become sharper
than ever. Compliance asks whether an
organisation has obeyed the law.
Governance asks whether it has taken
the right decisions through the right
processes in the long-term interests of
the institution and its stakeholders.
Organisations rarely fail not because a
statutory return was filed late; they fail
because governance processes weaken,

risks are ignored, ethical standards
erode, and boards fail to exercise
effective oversight.

CHANGING GOVERNANCE

If governance has changed, the
Company Secretary profession must
change with it. Tomorrow’s Company
Secretary must understand technology
governance as much as company law,
enterprise risk as much as regulatory
compliance, behavioural science as
much as board procedures, and
organisational resilience as much as
statutory reporting. The defining
identity of the profession can no longer
be compliance. It must increasingly be
governance.

This transformation is already visible
internationally. In several jurisdictions,
Company Secretaries are increasingly
recognised as Governance Officers,
while professional bodies have
re-positioned themselves as
Governance Institutes. The direction of
travel is unmistakable. Governance,
rather than compliance, is becoming the
defining identity of the profession. India
should not remain an exception.

This places a significant responsibility
on the Institute. The Institute does
more than regulate the profession. It
defines standards, builds capabilities,
develops leadership and shapes the
profession’s identity. In doing so, it also

Tomorrow’s Company
Secretary must understand
technology governance as
much as company law,
enterprise risk as much as
regulatory compliance,
behavioural science as much
as board procedures

shapes the future of corporate
governance in India.

Preparing the profession for this role
requires action on five fronts. First, the
Institute and the profession must
themselves become models of
governance. Credibility begins at home.
Integrity, independence, transparency,
accountability and ethical conduct must
define the Institute and the profession.
The Corporate Laws (Amendment) Bill,
2026 proposes fit-and-proper criteria for
company directors. The same principle
should apply to those who lead the
Institute and the profession that guides
governance. Robust disciplinary
processes, transparent decision-making,
institutional accountability and
fit-and-proper standards for leadership
are indispensable to professional
legitimacy.

Second, the Institute must own the
governance agenda. While governments
and regulators determine the legal and
regulatory framework, the Institute
should be the authoritative voice in
shaping that framework. It should
anticipate emerging governance
challenges, contribute to public policy,
and develop governance principles,
standards, guidance notes and best
practices, just as accounting professions
have developed standards. The Institute
should aspire to become India’s
foremost source of governance thought
leadership.

Third, research must underpin
professional authority. Rigorous work
on board effectiveness, technology
governance, sustainability, corporate
longevity, governance failures,
behavioural aspects of boards and
institutional resilience should inform
both public policy and boardroom
practice. A profession leads when it
generates knowledge, not merely when
itinterprets law.

il
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Fourth, capacity building must be
reimagined. It must prepare Company
Secretaries not only in corporate laws
but also in enterprise risk management,
organisational behaviour, strategy,
technology governance, sustainability,
behavioural science and institutional
leadership. Governance is inherently
multidisciplinary, and professional
education must reflect that reality.

CONTINUOUS LEARNING

Finally, continuous learning must
become a defining characteristic of both
the profession and its leadership.
Governance evolves continuously, so
must those entrusted with
strengthening institutions, including
the elected leadership of the Institute at
every level. Structured learning is not a
procedural formality; it is an investment
in better institutional leadership and
better governance.

A Company Secretary should not be
regarded as a compliance expert of
yesterday, but as a governance
professional who strengthens boards,
improves institutional decision-making,
enhances stakeholder confidence and
builds trust. This transformation will
require far greater engagement with
industry, boards, audit committees,
regulators, investors and other public
institutions.

Governance is equally important for
other drivers of India’s development:
regulators, financial institutions,
educational institutions, professional
bodies, public sector entities and
not-for-profits.

In the years ahead, the profession
should increasingly support governance
across institutions.

The writers are former President and former Secretary,
respectively, of the Institute of Company Secretaries of
India

Obrigado Cabo Verde, Danki Curacao

Gaurav Bhalla

you, Curagao.

Not just for playing electric
football that had us bouncing off our
sofas and couches as if they were
trampolines; not just for Cabral’s
dazzling goal that had even the mighty
Messi rolling his eyes in disbelief.

Thank you for something more
glorious, for multiplying dreams and
kindling hope. For making millions
(from countries that are mere dots on
the globe) believe that with the right
mix of aspiration and perspiration they
too can share the stage with giants like
Argentina and Spain.

Thank you for gifting us another
Cinderella story, the world needs more
Cinderellas. So more small nations can
refuse to remain small in imagination.
That s the true heartbeat of a
Cinderella story. Not mere victory —
giants defeated — but courage, belief,
and conviction that those on the
fringes looking in can compete on
pitches that were once deemed
off-limits, reserved only for the
anointed few.

Before you, there was another FIFA
World Cup Cinderella story.
Remember Roger Milla and

T hank you, Cabo Verde. Thank

Cameroon’s Indomitable Lions? At the
1990 FIFA World Cup, Milla’s team
made history when Cameroon became
the first African nation to reach the
quarter-finals.

Despite making history, Millaand
Cameroon didn’t win Le Mondial. But
they achieved something loftier. They
changed how the world looked at
African football. Even more important,
they changed how Africalooked at
African football. Today’s world-class
African countries competing in the
FIFA 2026 World Cup — Ghana,
Senegal, Morocco, South Africa, Cote
d'Ivoire, Congo — are part of the legacy
Millaand Cameroon’s Lions built.

It’s not difficult to step back in time
and imagine the enthusiasm and hope
that must have surged through the
streets and football fields of Yaoundé
and Douala, and other football frenzied
cities of Africa— Cairo, Casablanca,
Soweto. Hundreds of hopefuls wearing
Roger Milla jerseys, showing off their
feints, dribbles, and flicks, and then
running to the corner flag—ora
lamppost, if a street game — and doing
the lambada, a la Milla.

That same hope and enthusiasm
surges again today, just in different
cities, wearing different colour jerseys,
displaying names and faces of new

LOPES CABRAL. Standout
performance REUTERS

heroes. Vozinha, Lopes, and Cabral in
Praja and Mindelo. Eloy Room, the
Bacuna brothers, and Janga in
Willemstad.

Rainer Maria Rilke, a venerated
mystic poet and visionary, wrote, “I live
my life in widening circles that reach
out across the world...; each circle
building on the previous one,
containing more than the last one
could hold.” Cabo Verde and Curagao,
you are winners. You widened the circle
of possibilities for hundreds of future
footballers who live and play on the
fringes.

Your brilliant tackles and goals —
both scored and saved — have shown
these young footballers that what they
once thought was an unscalable wall is
nothing more than a beaded curtain.
Never mind if you didn’t lift the FIFA
World Cup. What you achieved is far

greater — far more enduring — than
any scoreboard victory.

There will always be powerhouses —
Brazil in football, Jamaica in sprinting,
Kenya and Ethiopia in distance
running. Excellence accumulated over
generations is not an accident. But the
world also needs new entrants — the
unexpected flag, the unfamiliar
anthem. Teams that arrive with modest
resources, but immodest courage; we
need the gasp before the applause.
Humanity becomes larger when extras
become principal players, and this can
only happen when more of humanity is
permitted on stage.

So thank you again, Cabo Verde.
Thank you, Curacao. You may not have
won el Mundial, but you achieved a
greater victory. In villages, towns, and
crowded cities far from football’s
traditional centres, in countries still
outside the circle, hundreds of future
footballers are dreaming a little bigger,
because of you. Bravo. Go well and
celebrate, dear friends. And good luck
inyour future football journeys.

Boa Sorte Cabo Verde. Hopi Suerte
Curagao.

The writer is aformer global C-suite executive,
business consultant, educator, entrepreneur and
author
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ACROSS

02. Bet (5)

05. A layer of dust (4)

07. A speck of soot (4)

08. Teach, inform (8)

09. Bed counterpane (8)
11. Corpse (4)

12.Intime order (13)

15. Kaolin (4)

17. Earthenware (8)

19. Heading back to base (8)
21. Bar across harbour (4)
22. Material joint (4)
23.Bowler hatin

America (5)

EASY

DOWN

05. A conifer (3)

13. Fruit garden (7)

16. Not tight (5)
18. Command (5)
20. Tree (3)

21. Coastal inlet (3)

01. Extinct elephant-related mammal (7)
02. Ingenuity; intelligence (3)

03. Cook on gridiron (5)

04. Italian rice dish (7)

06. Intellectually bright (5)
10. Hard black wood (5)
11. Sharp; full of life (5)

14. Flight terminal (7)

NOT SO EASY

ACROSS

09. Bedspread, etc, lover has laid out (8)

he started (8)

21.Sudden expansion in business has a hollow sound to it (4)
22. Material join makes me as different as possible (4)
23.1t’s a classic bowler (5)
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02. Bet one’s pay on the first race (5)

05. Movie the Italian made in radio of a sort (4)

07. Get black mark for blue material (4)

08. Teach one to make a crust : tin is available for it (8)

11. The main part shows its fullness of flavour (4)

12. In time order garlic spread on cool hob-top (13)

15. Potter works it back into the royal collection (4)

17. Pottery head chef used to cork rye with (8)

19. Dream who can be so bound when heading back where

DOWN

01. Gigantic, like the tusker that’s no longer with us (7)
02. Humour that will fade away with her (3)

03. Girl turning on appeal finally to interrogate one (5)

04. Its root may be used in preparation of a rice dish (7)
05. Tree is found if turning right (3)

06. | could lose nothing, being clear in my mind (5)

10. Such wood may go hard by one (5)

11. First battalion to chance being promptly active (5)
13. Its trees give one an alternative to white beet (7)
14. Portia may have been about right to land here (7)

16. Slack thus taken up in love five had abandoned (5)

ACROSS 1. Providential 8. Handling 9. Fist 11. Moose 12. Trivial 13. Easy 15. Clef 19. Massive 20. Plain 22. Swim 23. Meringue 24. Condemnation
DOWN 2. Rondo 3. Velvet 4. Denote 5. Initial 6. Little finger 7. Chamber music 10. Wig 14. Session 16. Fix 17. Demean 18. Sprint 21. Aggro

18. Tidiness that comes between family and class (5)
20. Its wood was held up by Hamlet (3)
21. Where vehicle may park a laurel (3)
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Coercive Resolutions
Don’t Resolve Issues

Dialogue, instrument of democratic resilience

Hannah Arendt observed that violence isnever the essen-
ceof powerbutitsadmission of weakness. Mohandas Gan-
dhi, inhisownidiom, insisted that trueauthority restsnot
in coercion but in consent. Taken together, their insights
expose a paradox at the heart of modern governance: the
state claimslegitimacy through protection. Yet, too often,
itreachesreflexively for thebaton, or the tear-gas canister
when persuasion should have sufficed. Theasymmetryis
glaring. Citizens may protest, petition or disobey. But the
state alone reserves the monopoly of ‘legitimate’ violen-
ce. This monopoly, Max Weber argued, defines sovereign-
ty. Yet, when deployed against the very people it purports
toshield, it corrodes the foundation of itsownlegitimacy,
as we have seen in the US with ICE agents freely doling
out their version of coercive ‘justice’.

A government that greets dissent with truncheons is
not demonstrating strength but con-
fessingfragility. The moreastaterelies
onforceasashortcutto quell peaceful
contestation — ironically resortingto
such contestationsas ‘anarchic’ or ‘ma-
nipulated’—themoreunsureitappea-
rsof its own power. Democracies thri-
ve on disagreement. To suppress it by
force is to betray their own premise. Authoritarian regi-
mes, of course, arebuilt onno-questions-asked obedience.
When democracies mimic this reflex, they risk resemb-
ling the very thing they claim to oppose.

Dialogue, negotiation and compromise are slower, mes-
sier and less theatrical than riot police on TV screens.
Yet, they are true instruments of democratic resilience.
A state’s legitimacy is measured not by the size of its ar-
senal but by the restraint with which it isused. The more
agovernment can govern without resorting to flexing of
muscles against its own citizenry, the more it commands
genuine authority. The more itleans on force, the more it
reveals itself as unconvinced of its own powers to con-
vince.Intheend, thetruest protection a state can offer its
citizensisthe promise of listening in good faith.

Apple and Nvidia
Tango at the Top

Lastweek, Apple briefly reclaimed thetitle of the world’s most
valuable company, touching about $4.9 tn inmarket value aga-
instNvidia’sroughly $4.8tn. The chipmaker edged back ahead.
But the two are now locked in a neck-to-neck battle for top-dog
slot. Beyond the numbers, this signals investors looking beyo-
nd AI'sspeculative upside. Applehasdeliberately stayed away
from the Al infrastructure race, choosing to focus on consu-
mer services rather than building AI models. This made it a
laggard in m-cap sweepstakes as Al mania gripped investors.
Nvidia was the obvious beneficiary. But the rally has hoisted
other chipmakers like Micron and SK Hynix as well. But both
consumer-focused Apple and chipmaker Nvidia stand to gain
no matter the outcome.

Consumer electronics is caught on the
wrongsideof the chip wars. Applerecently
increased pricesof its MacBooksand iPads
duetosoaring Aldemand formemoryand
storage chips. Butitslower capex intensity
allows it to monetise Al easier. It recently
overhauled Siri to catch up with leaders
inthe Alrace. A combo of Alservices, aclosed ecosystem and
hardware upgrades places Apple at an advantage to cash in.

Nvidia,onitspart,iscomingdown from a market valuation of
over $5tn because of ashiftin sentiment. The company’s GPUs
will keep powering generative Al. Over the years, Nvidia has
builtanecosystemtolock developersintoits platform.Itfocus-
esonresearch, design and software while outsourcingitschips
to contract manufacturers. Much like Apple’s strategy in con-
sumer electronics. The two companies have created unique
business models in their respective industries to build wide
moatsaround theirnear-monopolies. Expectthemtocontinue
dukingit outfor top slot.

THINK ABOUT IT

74 o, There'spoeticjusticeinthisgreatsite
,r“ astronomy being repurposed

Chhoo Mantar! Double
Life of Jantar Mantar

Think Delhi’s Jantar Mantar and chances are you won’t
think of MaharajaJaiSinghII. Well, regardless of whether
you carry a jhola or backpack, you should. Built in 1724 by
said Mr Singh, the site’sa geometrical playground of astro-
nomical ambition. Its hulking masonry instruments — gi-
ant sundials, arcane quadrants, looming gnomons— were
not props for political placards but tools to chart celestial
cycles. Here, time was measured not in parliamentary ses-
sions but in shadows sliding across stone. The cosmos, not
the cabinet, was the object of scrutiny.

What was once a theatre of science has become anamphi-
theatre of politics. The instrumentsthat oncealigned with
stars now align with OB vans. Which is fine, aslong as the
former isn’t totally engulfed by the latter for the visitor. In
acity wherehistory is perpetually repurposed, Jantar Man-
tar has been conscripted into a role its architect may not
haveimagined. Yet, wereckon the transformationisfitting.
Both astronomy and protestareacts of defianceagainstig-
norance. Jai Singh’s observatory challenged the limits of
human knowledge; today’s protesters challenge perceived
injustice. Which, then, actually makes Jantar Mantar less
amonument misused than a monument reinterpreted. Its
stonesremind usthat questioning— be it of starsor of sta-
tes—isamost enduringnoble tradition indeed.
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NEET protests mark a deep socioeconomic grievance, and fractured employment system

It's All About Roachgaar

Gen Z Marks
The Rot

Rathin Roy

s a teacher of Gen Z public

policy students, I have gre-

at affection for this intelli-

gent and engaging genera-

tion. But also a great sad-
ness. For; across the world, but especi-
ally in India, Gen Z-ers without leg-
acy wealth will be less prosperous
than their parents.

Itellmy students that thereisasil-
ver lining. For boomers and millenni-
alsinthe20™c., prosperity of ourless-
fortunate contemporaries wasexter-
nal to our own. Our degrees gave us
prosperity. We paid I-T on our starter
salaries. They did not, as they were
too poor. So, there was altruism, not
solidarity.

Now, with prosperity collapse, no
Indian Gen Z-er paysI-Tonhisorher
startersalary. They simply don’tearn
enough. So, there is potential solida-
rity across GenZ, whether ITI-or IIT-
educated. Prosperity is a common
grievance.

The current protests reflect this
solidarity. They are thefirst sincethe
mid-1970s Navnirman agitation to be
focused on socioeconomic questions
impactingabroad swathe of the pop-
ulationthatisnotdefined byreligion,
caste, region, profession, or anger at
rape or malfeasance. The discontent
expressed by Gen Z-ers on the streets
of Delhi, and across cities and towns
of India, is about the absence of any
political promise of prosperity, dri-
ven by jobs or careers.

It’s about the nepotism that reser-
ves domestic opportunities for the
children of economic, political and
social dynasts. About the frustration
that those in charge of Indian educa-
tion, economy and employmentsequ-
ester their kids in global universities
and comfortable international sine-
cures, leaving the dirty work of com-
munal-rioting and drudgery of end-
less mind-numbing competitive exa-
ms for the rest of our young.

Thesedynastsreject accountability
fortheprosperity collapse, and airily
brush off breakdowns in the lottery
of indentured slavery to which those
without political connections, crimi-
nalancestry orlegacy wealth are con-
demned. Panaceas of yesterday’s you-
th—low-quality IT jobs—are consu-
med by Al. Manufacturing jobs even
in Apple and Samsung pay less than
domestic service in the homes and
playgrounds of the hereditary afflu-
ent. These are profound and concrete
socioeconomic grievances, faced by
all Gen Z-ers, barring nepokids.

This socioeconomic impasse is at
the root of the upsurge in Gen Z dis-
sent. Neithertherulingpartynorthe
Oppositionhasthewittoseethis. The
nepo political class is focused on its
own wealth accumulation, contemp-
tuous in the belief that a cocktail of
religiousand castebigotry,combined
with compensatory transfers, thro-
wn at the populace as the rich throw
scrapstobeggars, would maintainan
unequalising political settlement.

Publicinstitutionshaveatrophied
and been subordinated to the inter-
ests of this effete elite — nepo and
playboy progeny of industrialists, po-
liticians and bureaucrats. A servile
judiciary is apparently happy to col-
laborate when people protest, by mak-
ing the process the punishment.

Nepo elites have allies in previous
generations. Boomersbenefited from
economic liberalisation, their pros-
perity growing through generous in-
creases in public sector pay and his-
torically unprecedented rises in real
estate values. Millennials benefited

from the dotcom boom, media and
TV bubble, rise of tier-2and-3towns,
and the brief burst of prosperity in-
crease between 2003 and 2008 across
the top 50% of income-earners.

They took sides on a divide betwe-
en old secular India and the new sec-
tarian value proposition, with Man-
dal, Kamandal and like issues domi-
nating their political attention. That
battle was emphatically won in 2014.
Then, in their dotage and middle-
age, theeconomy faltered, prosperity
stagnated, the world turned its back
onIndia.

Simplistic wealth-creation narra-
tives—mutual funds sahihai, power
of compounding — failed to deliver.
In a bitter, recriminatory grey zone,
many boomers and millennials be-
came establishment RWA uncles
and aunties seeking a protagonist to
blamefor theirlot, and defending the

very establishment that had enrich-
ed itself even while destroying the
self-worth of these once-aspiration-
al generations.

They tried to create Gen Z in their
own image. But Gen Z is not allowed
to be aspirational. The uncles-aunti-
essentthemtoKota,and NEET, JEE,
CLAT, UGC-NET and other lotteries.
Butthese have been compromised by
a government that was not able to
even maintain thelottery mechanism
that allowed millennials to dream of
prosperous servitude.

So, Gen Z had to fend for itself. But
the world closed off immigration.
Startups seemed alluring, but it was
soon clear that most ‘founders’ had
legacy caste and financial capital.
Entry-level jobs disappeared, salari-
esplummeted. Gen Z, irrespective of
educational attainment or location,
used thetoolsat their disposaltobuild
solidarity, agitate, organise. The pro-
ximate provocation was provided by
anarrogant CJI. And here we are.

Economicdiscontent, left unatten-
ded, explodes. It’saquestion of when,
notif. Thisparticular discontentmay
well pass. But its economic drivers
willnot. It willreturn, repeatedly and
vociferously, until the underlying
cause—lack of a political manifesto
for prosperity —is addressed.

Ionlyhopethatthisbraveand tres-
passed-upon Gen Z, let down by their
predecessors, and in harm’s way of
the malevolent mediocre establish-
ment they challenge, will not be sac-
rificed at thealtar of struggletocrea-
teabetter future for those that follow
them. As has happened many times
in history:

The writer is former member, EAC-PM
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Parikshit Ghosh

) | Victims of a
| Gold Rush

astyear, large crowds gath-

eredtodigupfarmlandaro-

und Asirgarh Fort in MP.

They werelookingfor buri-

ed Mughal-era gold coins,
inspired by thefilm Chhaava. Today,
there’s another viral movement,
onethathasledtoanagitation aga-
inst NEET exam paper leaks. Its
participants have, with adequate
irony, embraced the description of
unemployed youth made by CJISur-
yaKantin May as ‘cockroach’. The-
se two events seem disconnected.
Butthey arenot.

A labour market generally has
an in-built regulator that drives to-
wards pay parity between compa-
rable professions. If accountants
are making much more money
than lawyers, there will be a surge
in demand for accountancy cour-
ses, and enrolment in law schools

will drop. That supply shift will re-
duce the pay gap over time.

This logic fails in a gold rush.
Gold prices are determined in a
vast international market, and
don’t respond to discovery of local
deposits. As a result, hunt for gold
is oversubscribed. A few people
strike it and become rich, while
most gold diggers end up wasting
their time and fall into poverty. The
big prize must be offset by a small
chanceof winningit. Thatcanonly
arise if the competition isfierce.

The mid-19®-c. California gold
rush drew in more than 1% of the
US population. While some got luc-
ky, many led a life of struggle, dis-
ease and early death. A gold rush
creates a big waste of human reso-
urces due to its steep risk-return
trade-off. The Indian labour mar-
ket isonebiggold rush.

There is a thin creamy layer of
government and corporate jobs
that provides good wages and job
security. Thenthereisavastseaof
jobswith poor pay, miserable work-
ing conditions and the dangling
threat of termination. Naturally,
young people starting their work-
inglivestrylongandhardtogetin-
to that creamy layer. Most don’t
make it. It is thin, after all. They
eventually fall back on sweatsh-
ops, gig work or petty trade to ma-
kealiving.

This 2-tiered employment struc-
ture has a lot to do with our devel-
opment path. India missed the ma-
nufacturing bus. Unlike East Asi-
aneconomies, India failed tocreate
mass employment in factories to
absorb its youth bulge. Our growth
is led by services like IT, finance,

medicine,law and corporate mana-
gement. These jobs pay a high-skill
premium, but also place a high de-
mand on sKills. Since it’s difficult
to tell beforehand who can win this
joblottery, lots of people try.

The Sonam Wangchuk-Cockroa-
chJantaParty (CJP)-supportingpro-
tests broke out over cancellation of
NEET and demand for the resigna-
tion of Union education minister
Dharmendra Pradhan. Ironically,
avery large fraction of India’s you-
ng population is also classified as
NEET — Not in Education, Emp-
loyment or Training. What are
they doing? They aresittingfor one
exam after another, either to enter
a very selective educational prog-
ramme and obtain a passport to a
white-collar job, or to land a gov-
ernment job that pays an artificial
premium. They are huddled into
coaching centres, cramming soul-
less books. They are wasting their
youth in search of gold.

The CJP movement is protesting
corruption withinthissystem. The
more fundamental problem is the
system itself.It’sonethat breedsin-
equality and waste of human po-
tential. That will remain so even if
noexam paper isleaked. The 2-tier-
edjobmarketisaproductof a2-tier-
ed education system that has creat-
ed centres of excellence like IITs
and IIMs, along with underfunded
and badly-run public schools whe-
re children do not learn the three
R’s properly.

Universal, high-quality basic
education is the foundation for in-
dustrialisation and good jobs for
all. This is not a well-kept secret.
There is no way around it, no qui-
ck fix. Noamount of exam vigilan-
ce, investment summits or 8-lane
highway networks will make up
for a failure to invest in people.
That is what deserves maximum
effort. We need productive jobs for
the population. Not just fancy jobs
foralabourelite.

Our affliction is not unlike that
of the US and other developed nati-
onsinthisrespect. There, the prob-
lem isn’t so much a failure of basic
education but the bulk loss of mid-
level jobs to low-wage economies
and automation. In the last 30 yrs,
the UShas become a skill-intensive
economy where a fancy education
is the only way out of low-wage
ghettoes. That pressure has mani-
fested itself in the college admis-
sions scandal, and the MAGA mo-
vement. As Daniel Markovits poi-
ntsoutinhis2019book, The Merito-
cracy Trap, even the rats that win
therace payahigh priceinexpense
and anxiety.

Indian films like Three Idiots
and 12th Fail depict the dystopian
world of goldrush, but in an obtuse
way. Their protagonists startoutas
rebels. At first, they seem to ques-
tion rote learning, stifled creativi-
ty and crushing burden of a win-
ner-takes-all system. Intheend, it’s
revealed the hero has actually ‘cra-
cked it’. He has successfully captu-
red the credential and affluence re-
served for very few. Raju ban gaya
gentleman!

That is conformity dressed as
iconoclasm. Lack of enough good
jobs is a feature, not a bug, in our
economy. Paper leaks are its symp-
tom, not its cause.

The writer is professor;
Delhi School of Economics

Why ISRO’s Loss is India’s Gain

Dhiraj Nayyar
|

India’s space sector saw two seem-
ingly unrelated but equally signifi-
cant developments last week. Hy-
derabad-based Skyroot Aerospace
launched Vikram-1, the country’s
first privately developed rocket,
while around 100 scientists resigned
from Isro, GoI’s space agency.

Thefirstis abigpositive. India is
only the third country with a private
sector capable of makingarocket
that can transport satellites into
orbit. The second is also a positive,
notwithstanding the short-term
blow to Isro. That the two events
overlapped may be a coincidence.
But they are not unrelated.

Until recently, India’s space sector
was a monopoly of Isro. Gol took the
bold step of openingthe sector to
private participation. That100 sci-
entists have resigned from the space
agency isasign of success of GoI’s
decision toliberalise the sector. A
thriving private sector is creating
demand for jobs. Given thatIsrois
home toIndia’s best space special-
ists, itisn’t surprising that its per-
sonnel are being recruited.

Infact, Skyroot’s twofounders,

Pawan Kumar Chandana and Naga
Bharath Daka, were engineers at
Isrobefore they left to start a pri-
vate venture. Some of the 100 who
haveresigned in the past week may
goontofound ventures as success-
ful as Skyroot. Others will work for
entrepreneurs to build new compa-
nies. Like angel investors, many of
these individuals will be angel
employees, specialists building
special companies.

It’s also remarkable that two young
engineers from Isro quit governme-
ntjobstoturnentrepreneursina
sector where no private sector exist-
ed. Space ishigh cost and high risk.
InIndia, it israrefor people to leave

Tap this pool

government service tojoin the pri-
vate sector. It is rarer for people to go
from government employment to
entrepreneurship.

But, for India’s future prosperity,
society must begin to give greater
weight to private-sector employ-
ment and entrepreneurship than to
government jobs. Gol can only be a
facilitator of economic growth. It
cannot be anetjob creator. The
private sector will drive economic
growth and lead job creation.

Golrealises that. That is why it has
liberalised sectorslike defence and
space. It’s good for society to have role
modelslike Chandana and Daka, and
the 100-odd other Isro scientists who
are goingagainst
the grain.

But what does this
mean for Isro and
Golagenciesand
PSUs? It means they
must compete for
talent. That isa good
thing. Of course, the-
re isadifference bet-
ween working for
publicand private
sector. The former is
M publicserviceand

4 Socannotberemu-
d nerated like the for-
profit private sector.
Atthesametime,
the government of-
ferslifetime job secu-
rity and handsome
perks of office.

The comparison is valid if govern-
ment is defined as members of civil
service and politicians. There isno
competition with the private sector
in their roles. However, in the case
of some government agencies and
PSUs, thelines begin to get blurred
when these entities compete with
the private sector.

There is a strong case for Gol to
give greater autonomy in matters
related to compensation for PSUs
and agencieslikeIsro. It makeslittle
sense to peg compensation in these
organisationsto civil service hier-
archies. They must compete on an
equal footing with the private sector.
Simultaneously, they should also
notreceive any special government
treatment in policy terms. They
should be independent, even as Gol
owns them.

If required, government should
get creative about salary structures,
especially in agencieslike Isro. Even
if fixed salaries are pegged tothose
of bureaucrats in the hierarchy, the-
re should be additional allowances
and bonuses, which would lift sala-
ries well above what civil servants
draw. Even in the private sector glo-
bally, some specialists, especially in
techand R&D, are paid more than
the company CEO or COO.

Developments in the space sector
are amoment of reflection for Indi-
an society and Gol. How they react
may define the nation’s trajectory.

The writer is chief economist, Vedanta

Paradox
Of Choice

NAJIB SHAH

What is it about decision-making
that makes it so difficult? Why do
we keep weighing options, yet
remain unable toreach a conclu-
sion? Wereduce ourselves to the
predicament of Buridan’s ass,
thefamous medieval thought ex-
periment in which a donkey; sta-
nding exactly midway between
two identical bales of hay; is un-
able to choose because it seesno
rational reason to prefer one over
theother.

Humans, however; are spoilt for
choice inmost situations. Ameri-
can psychologist Barry Schwar-
tzinhisclassic, ‘the Paradox of
Choice: Why More is Less’, poi-
nts out that more options result
not inliberation but anxiety and
post-decision regret. In effect, des-
pite the sheer explosion of choi-
cesand access to greater inform-
ation to weigh options, wearean
unhappy lot.

Compelling arguments between
two outcomes bog us. Jean-Paul
Sartre called this the ‘anguish of
freedom’, which makes us aware
that when we take one decision,
we are letting go of anotherequ-
ally attractive option. This gna-
wsatus.

What, then, is the solution? One
hasbut toreflect on Krishn’s ad-
vice to Arjun. Embrace your dh-
arm, duty, with afocus on what
aligns with moral responsibiliti-
esand greater good. Detach your-
self from results, nishkaam karm,
since one can control only one’s
actions but not the outcome.

Finally; cultivate a calm mind,
samatvam —decisions should
not be based purely on emotions.
Havingbeen given these mantras,
Arjun was asked toreflectand
make his own decision, which
hedid, and we are all aware of
the outcome, in which victory
was secured.

fn \STEP UP TO
; )THE PLATE
Paradiso
St Moritz, Switzerland

Perched high above St Moritz,
Paradiso is the kind of restau-
rant that turnslunch into the
highlight of aday on the slop-
es. Itispartof thelegendary
Badrutt’s Palace, the iconic
luxury hotel that has been sy-
nonymous with Alpine glam-
our since 1896.
ThePalace has
. longattracted
royalty; indus-
= trialists, celeb-
| ritiesanddis-
cerningskiers
| fromaround
SRS the world, and
Paradiso is where many of
them make their lunchtime
stop after skiing the slopes
above St Moritz.

The setting is spectacular. A
sprawling sun terrace over-
looks snow-capped peaks and
frozen lakes, while resident
DJs and flowing champagne
lend the restaurant the air of
an elegant apreés-ski party. Be-
gin with crispy trufflefries or
aplatter of Graubtinden cur-
ed meats before movingon to
the crisp veal schnitzel ora
rich, velvety cheese fondue.
Therosti, golden and buttery,
isamongthe best in the Alps,
while the grilled lobsterisa
favourite with regulars. Rou-
nd off themeal with aslice of
the house-made Engadin nut
tart, aregional classic.

Paradiso isn’t cheap, but few
places combine world-class
skiing, exceptional food, im-
peccable service and breath-
taking views with such effort-
less style.

Chat Room

DiasporaDollar
Deluge Dilemma

Apropos the Edit, ‘Diaspora Dol-
lars Are Coming, But...” (Jul 22),
in 39 days since June 8, banks
have mobilised $17.41 bn through
FCNR(B) deposits. Simple extra-
polation would mean a total mo-
bilisation of $50.88bn in114 days
ending September 30. Thus, achi-
evement of the targeted sum of
$50-70 bn seems plausible as ban-
ksarealso expected to step on the
gasasthe deadline nears. More
importantly; since NRIs are awa-
iting the US Fed rate decision in
mid-September, FCNR(B) depo-
sit inflows will likely crystallise
towards September-end. The im-
mediaterisk, however, is that the
‘net interest income’ of banks
may be stressed, and in order to
protectit, if they consider redu-
cing domestic deposit rates, it
may not be viewed favourably:
Manas R Das

Pune
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Improving investment climate

Reforms at state level can drive growth

The NITI Aayog last week released its first investment friendliness index (IFI), 2026,
evaluating the overall quality of state-level investment ecosystems through a com-
prehensive framework of 84 indicators across eight pillars — infrastructure, busi-
ness climate, resources, government policy, regulatory ease, institutional
environment, financial health, and environment resilience. Gujarat, Maharashtra
and Tamil Nadu emerged as the top three performers amonglarge states, with Guja-
ratscoring 56.6 out of 100, followed by Maharashtra (53.7) and Tamil Nadu (53.3). No
state performed consistently across all eight pillars. Some states perform strongly
inspecificareassuch asinfrastructure, regulatory ease or environmental resilience,
but weaker institutional capacity or business facilitation often offsets these gains.
Even the best-performing states have scores that are only a little over the halfway
mark. This suggests that even India’s leading investment destinations have sub-
stantial distance to cover.

The report notes that four states and a Union Territory — Maharashtra, Karna-
taka, Gujarat, Tamil Nadu and Delhi — together attract nearly 85 per cent of India’s
foreign direct investment (FDI), while the Northeastern states together receive less
than 1 per cent, highlighting the widening regional divergence. The timing of the
reportisimportant. According to the World Bank, India must sustain an average real
gross domestic product (GDP) growth rate of 7.8 per cent over the next two decades
toachieve “high-income status” by 2047. Investment will remain central to this ambi-
tion. Capital formation has contributed more than half of India’s growth since the
economic reforms of 1991. While investment as a percentage of GDP reached about
30 per cent in 2024-25, marginally above the previous decade’s average, it remains
much lower than the levels achieved during the high-growth years of the 2000s.

India has made notable progress over the past few years by expanding high-
ways, ports, airports, digital public infrastructure, and industrial corridors, which
has helped improve logistics and connectivity. Yet investors continue to cite delays
inland acquisition, environmental clearances, utility connections, project appro-
vals, and the availability of skilled labour in high-value sectors as major bottle-
necks. States with digital single-window clearance systems, dedicated investor
grievance-redress mechanisms, and plug-and-play industrial infrastructure enjoy
greater investor confidence. They also report higher capital commitments and
faster project execution. This shows that institutional responsiveness is just as
important as industrial capacity.

Since investment decisions are ultimately made at state level, continuous
benchmarking and evidence-based governance reforms will be crucial in boosting
private investment, strengthening manufacturing, expanding exports, and creating
quality employment. The central government must also support lagging states
through greater technical assistance, capacity building, and dissemination of best
practices. Equally important is institutionalising regular monitoring of reform out-
comes, strengthening coordination across departments, improving regulatory pre-
dictability, and ensuring time-bound implementation. As global competition for
investment intensifies, states must compete on the quality of governance, policy
stability, and ease of doing business. A more balanced and resilient investment eco-
system, supported by cooperative and competitive federalism, will help spread
economic opportunities beyond a few leading states and place India on a firmer
path to achieve sustained long-term growth.

Making food safer

India needs to focus on quality

The Food Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI) has of late been in the
news for its notices to erring companies. The violations by brands range from label-
ling issues to spoilt food, which could result in serious consequences for the con-
sumer. The action against the entities that have gone against the set norms and
standards must not stop with showcause notices. Rather, the food administration
in the country must be strengthened and exemplary penalties should be imposed
on violators wherever there’s evidence of wrongdoing. For this to happen, the
Centre and states have to be on the same page when it comes tointent and execution
of the rules. The FSSAL, a rather young regulator that began operations effectively
in 2011, came into prominence with the Nestle-Maggi controversy in 2015. Over-
night, all Maggi packs were removed from retail stores across India after alaboratory
test found unsafe levels of lead and monosodium glutamate in samples. After
monthsofbackand forth, and a fresh lab test mandated by the Bombay High Court
giving a clean chit, the Maggi packs returned to the market.

Other than the Maggi case, there’s no major example of recalling food products
in the consumer space in the country. Food safety, which has high consumer rel-
evance, could follow the pattern in the automobile industry, where voluntary recall
of defective products by companies is a routine matter. Since food forms a major
chunkofthe retail supply chain — which in turn is largely unorganised — voluntary
recall may not be a foolproof'solution, making oversight that much more important.
India’s food and beverages sector, valued at close to $440 billion and projected to
touch $875billion by 2030, has been witness to contraventions causing contamina-
tion and health exigencies over the years. India’s food ecosystem, including pro-
cessed food, has often failed to match the global yardsticks in quality. A recent
media report revealed an industry-like operation in Delhi to produce fresh expiry
labels, to replace the original markers.

Even as the FSSAI is clamping down on misleading labels on food products, a
systemic change is required to ensure safety standards at global levels. The FSSAI,
which falls under the Union Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, often has to
engage with the Ministry of Consumer Affairs, Food and Public Distribution for set-
ting quality benchmarks and monitoring compliance. The regulator also hasto deal
with food inspectors across states, guided by different sets of rules. Unlike its global
counterparts, such as the United States’ Food and Drug Administration and the
United Kingdom’s Food Standards Agency, the FSSAI faces structural and enforce-
ment limitations due to multiple agencies working at variance and the shortage of
food inspectors. Ecommerce and quick commerce, a fast-growing segment, has
added tothe complexity of food safety. Recently, Swiggy Instamart, an online aggre-
gator platform for quick commerce, got a notice from the FSSAI for allegedly deliver-
ingstale and expired food items. However, there’s aquestion mark on the penalties
imposed and the consequences thereafter. The ripple effect of the Indian food scene
is being seen in overseas markets as well. While the latest was Japan stopping the
import of Indian mangoes, Indian spices and some other food products have been
under the global regulatory lens for some time. This makes the need for a strong
food administration in India even more urgent.
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When companices
write their own future

The next frontier of insolvency reforms is preparing
companies for distress before it strikes

In March this year, in Harish Rana vs Union of India,
the Supreme Court permitted the withdrawal of life-
sustaining treatment where its continuation serves no
therapeutic purpose. The judgment brought the
advance medical directive, the living will, into Indian
law. An individual of sound mind may now execute a
living will specifying, in advance, how the end of life is
to be managed should he later lose decision-making
capacity. The principle is simple: Important decisions
are best taken before a crisis strikes. The same insight
appliesto corporations. They should prepare for finan-
cial distress while they are still healthy.

Financial regulation already embraces this idea
through the concept of resolvability,
the ability of an institution to be res-
cued or wound down in an orderly
manner without destroying value.
The global financial crisis of 2008
demonstrated the enormous costs of
disorderly failures and taxpayer-
funded bailouts. In response, regula- =
torsrequired systemically important r
banks to prepare recovery and resol- E_ \
ution plans while they remained sol-
vent. The Financial Stability Board’s

M S SAHOO & RAGHAV PANDEY

bility. The rationale for mandatory resolvability, there-
fore, does not travel intact from banking. Yet com-
panies are no less vulnerable. Their survival depends
on a delicate balance of commercial, financial, and
governance forces that can shift without warning.
Limited liability, designed to encourage enterprise, can
shield reckless management, while controllers pur-
suing short-term extraction can hollow out the firm’s
future. The shrinking lifespan of companies is a rem-
inder that corporate mortality is real, and many firms
fail not because they are beyond rescue, but because
they are unprepared for it. Resolvability separates busi-
ness failure caused by economic reality from that aris-
ing from lack of preparedness.

For real-sector companies, there-
fore, resolvability should evolve
through market discipline rather
than regulatory command, at least
initially among larger and more
leveraged firms where the gains from
preparedness are greatest. A resolv-
able company is inherently more
valuable because itiseasiertorescue
inthe event of distress. Investorsand
lenders should recognise that quality

Wi

Key Attributes institutionalised crisis
preparedness as an institution’s own responsibility.
The Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC), now a
decade old, largely intervenes after distress has crys-
tallised. Yet its evolution has steadily moved
upstream. The pre-packaged insolvency process
introduced in 2021 requires smaller companies to pre-
pare a base resolution plan before filing, while recent
amendments enable creditors to initiate resolution
earlier and outside the courtroom. The trajectory is
clear: IBC is shifting from response to preparedness.
The natural next step is to encourage healthy com-
panies toremain resolvable before distress ever arises.
A real-sector company is not a systemically impor-
tantbank, and its failure rarely threatens financial sta-

through lower borrowing costs,
stronger valuations and greater confidence. To facili-
tate such pricing, an independent resolvability index
could assess a company’s structural and informational
preparedness for rescue. Regulators could encourage
this evolution by developing a common assessment
framework and piloting a voluntary disclosure regime.

Resolvability has two dimensions. The first is
structural: Keeping the company rescuable. The
second is procedural: Ensuring that any rescuer
knows how to rescue it.

Consider a company that operates a profitable
plant, buttheland beneath itis owned by its promoter.
When distress strikes, a prospective buyer hesitates
because the business cannot be transferred without

disentangling ownership of its most important asset.
What should have been a straightforward rescue
becomes an exercise in legal reconstruction, with
enterprise value eroding each passing week. A resolv-
able company avoids such obstacles by design. It
keeps critical assets within the company, avoids avoid-
able encumbrances, maintains a simple ownership
structure, keeps its records current, discloses related-
party arrangements, and so on. The objective is to
ensure that, if a rescuer appears tomorrow, the busi-
ness can be transferred substantially as a going con-
cern rather than reconstructed through litigation. In
effect, the company has already conducted a fire drill
for its own balance sheet.

A resolvable company resembles a well-managed
high-rise. The fire alarm works, escape routes remain
unobstructed, and evacuation plans are constantly
updated. When the fire brigade arrives, a complete
outsider, it can begin rescue immediately because the
building has already been prepared for rescue. The
brigade’s success depends not only on its own skill but
alsoon how easy the building already is to rescue. The
IBC has repeatedly demonstrated this principle. Res-
olution professionals and prospective resolution
applicantsare, in effect, the fire brigade. The easier the
company istounderstand and transfer asagoing con-
cern, the greater the likelihood of its rescue.

Thesecond dimension of resolvability isa standing
rescue plan: A corporate living will that can be acti-
vated the moment distress emerges. It combines an
information dossier with an operational playbook.
Thedossier records the ownership structure, financial
information, material contracts, encumbrances, liti-
gation, and a current information memorandum.
Much of this information already exists. The innova-
tionliesin keeping it assembled, current, and immedi-
ately deployable. The accompanying playbook
provides a step-by-step guide: It identifies the actions
necessary to preserve value, the assets that require
protection, businesses that may be sold as going con-
cerns, contracts that must be preserved, financing
options that may be pursued, and the circumstances
in which the company should voluntarily initiate
insolvency proceedings.

Artificial intelligence (AI) is compressing business
cycles and accelerating the speed at which distress can
emerge and spread. Companies will have less time to
recognise distress and organise a rescue. Those that
maintain their resolvability can respond immediately;
thosethatbegin preparing only after distress strikes may
discover that the window for rescue has already closed.
Al therefore, heightens the value of resolvability.

There is a symmetry worth ending on. Just as
human beings have won the right to face the end on
their own terms, having decided those terms while
they were still well, companies deserve no less fore-
sight. By maintaining their own resolvability, they do
not anticipate failure; they maximise the chances of
survival. When a rescuer eventually arrives, the com-
pany is not a silent collection of disputed assets and
incomplete records. It can explain itself, preserve its
value, and guide its own rescue. Thus, a corporate
living will is less about managing failure than about
improving the chances of continued life.

The writers are, respectively, distinguished fellow at
the Insolvency Law Academy and chair in
Insolvency and restructuring studies at the
National Law University, Delhi

The unbearable lightness of trade deals

Freetrade agreements (FTAs) are commonly presented
asinstruments that will automatically and dramatically
expand bilateral trade. The India-New Zealand agree-
ment signed in April this year aims to double trade
within five years. The India-UK deal that came into
effect in July aims to double trade by 2030. And the
“mother of all deals” with the European Union targets
bilateral trade of $200 billion by 2030, an increase of
about 50 per cent from $136 billion in 2024-25.

There is, of course, nothing wrong with ambitious
targets. At the very least, they signal a desired direction
oftravel and provide a useful benchmark for measur-
ing success. But they cannot substi-
tute for the spadework needed to
turn aspirations into achievements.
Inthe case of trade, the signing of an
FTA should be treated as only the
beginning of a marathon. The hard
yards of regulatory alignment,
investment protection and invest-
ment facilitation lie ahead if the
trade expansion potential of an FTA
istobe fully realised.

important. Lower duties make trade

. . . . SHEKHAR AIYAR &
Tariff reduction is certainly RAJESH AGGARWAL

chains. When these tariffs fall, FTAs become magnets
for firms seeking to optimise location. Companies can
import high-quality components from an FTA partner,
undertake assembly, processing, design or testing
domestically, and then export the finished or further-
processed goods back to the partner market or to third
countries. In this way, tariff concessions shape not only
trade flows but also firms’ decisions about where to
situate different stages of their value chains.

For India, this is particularly salient. The types of
modern industries in which the country desires a
larger footprint — electronics, automobiles, medical
devices, renewable energy equip-
ment, aerospace components and
pharmaceuticals — do not operate
through fully domestic production
chains. They depend intrinsically on
the cross-border movement of
inputs and technology. Reducing
tariffs on intermediate products
lowers production costs, improves
accessto quality inputs, and encour-
ages firms to invest in India as a
manufacturing and export base.

The next step is regulatory align-

o
i

commercially viable, especially in

sectors with thin margins and high tariff barriers. In
India, tariff preferences should immediately boost
exportsintextiles, clothing, leather, fisheries and agri-
cultural products, which are labour-intensive indus-
tries where competitiveness hinges on relative tariff
margins. But by itself, this is a limited outcome,
improving price competitiveness withoutaltering the
underlying structure of production. The larger oppor-
tunity lies in using FTAs to attract investment into
new, higher-value segments of the supply chain.

This investment pull is strongest when tariffs are
reduced on intermediate goods, such as components,
machinery, specialised materials, and semi-finished
productsthat circulate within regional and global value

ment. Often, the chiefbarrierstotrade
today are not tariffs but standards, certification require-
ments, and sector-specific regulatory approvals. Regu-
latory alignment converts legal market access into
usable market access. Mutual recognition arrange-
ments, common technical standards, and quicker con-
formity assessments reduce friction for firms, especially
intechnology-intensive sectors, where compliance with
technical standards is central to market entry.

The third step is investment protection. Firms will
more readily commit capital to expanding capacity,
upgrading technology, training workers and building
supplier networks when they have confidence in the
governance framework covering their investment.
Theyshould be secure in the knowledge that rules will

not change unpredictably, that contracts will be
meticulously honoured, and that disputes will be
resolved by impartial adjudicators.

The greater the technical complexity of the indus-
try, the more important this becomes. It is, therefore,
eminently in India’s self-interest to embed invest-
ment-protection clauses within FTAs — transforming
them into comprehensive free-trade and investment
agreements — or to conclude investment protection
agreements immediately after signing an FTA. Euro-
pean Commission President Ursula von der Leyen is
not wrong in describing this as “unfinished business”
between India and the EU.

The fourth step isinvestment facilitation, which is
distinct from protection. Protection reassures inves-
tors that their capital will be treated fairly; facilitation
helps them to deploy that capital efficiently. Effective
facilitation requires single-window clearances, short
and transparent approval timelines, predictable tax-
ation, smoother Customs procedures, and strong
coordination between the Centre and states. Joining
the World Trade Organization’s Investment Facilita-
tioninitiative would further signal India’s seriousness
about domestic reforms to both external partnersand
internal implementing agencies.

By themselves, FTAs are neither necessary nor
sufficient for expanding trade and investment. They
are better regarded asavitallinkin achain of reforms
to spur such expansion. Tariff cuts spark interest;
eliminating duties on intermediate goods pulls
investment into the value chain; regulatory align-
ment clears the path; investment protection builds
the confidence to commit capital; and investment
facilitation turns that commitment into factories,
jobs, and exports. India’s recent flurry of FTAs is an
excellent start. But it is only a start.

The writers are, respectively, director and visiting
professor at the Indian Council for Research on
International Economic Relations

faced by monks and nuns that

lays bare the startling incon-

nuns from a British documentary film
about Tibetans being beaten, tortured,
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On July 2, a Tibetan activist named
Lobga Rangzen (aka Lobsang Palden) set
himselfon fire in front of the United
Nations Headquarters in New York City.
Born in Tibet, he migrated to Indiain the
1990s, where he trained as a monk at the
Gaden Jangtse Monastery in Karnataka,
and had been living in the United States
for the last two decades,where he also
served as president of the New York and
New Jersey chapter of the Tibetan
National Congress.

An official statement released by

Sikyong Penpa Tsering, the leader of the
Central Tibetan Administration in Dha-
ramshala, Himachal Pradesh, noted that
the “unfolding genocide inside Tibet and
the enforcement of the draconian Ethnic
Unity and Progress Law” led to this act of
self-immolation. He added, “[Lobga
Rangzen]joins at least 157 Tibetans
inside Tibet who have offered their lives
to draw global attention to the brutal
repression endured under Chinese rule.”

China’s mandate to bring about
forced assimilation and social cohesion
through this new law is being opposed
by Tibetan activists as it threatens to
stifle Tibetan culture, language and
religious freedom even further. Those
who are unfamiliar with human rights
violations in Tibet under Chinese occu-
pation would find an eye-opener in
Defying China: A Memoir by Tsultrim
Dolma, who was born in eastern Tibet,
co-authored with Taiwanese American
writer Rebecca Wei Hsieh.

not only violated their bodily DE F"Fl-.llﬁ gruence between China’s

autonomy but also compli- appropriation of Buddhism as

cated their relationship with atool of soft power — through
The book presents gut-wrenching their own community. funding of pilgrimages and

descriptions of how compulsory educa-
tion in Mandarin Chinese and Han Chi-
nese culture is inflicted upon Tibetan
children and youth, and how they are
pushed to “hide evidence of their faith”,
including prayer beads, scriptures and
photographs of the Dalai Lama, who is a
spiritual teacher for Buddhists buta
separatist in the eyes of the Chinese
government. Writing from her experi-
ence as a nun, she mourns the system-
atic destruction of Buddhist stupas,
monasteries, statues, and religious
objects by communists.

It counters social media images of
Buddhist nuns that tend to focus on
their participation in rituals and fetish-
ise their quest for enlightenment but
make no reference to their political
beliefs and advocacy against Chinese
rule. Ms Dolma, who was arrested at the
age of 16 for joining protests for a free
Tibet, bears witness to the atrocities

Ms Dolma notes, “Accord-
ing to my faith, Icould no
longer be anun after having
been sexually assaulted. It was
abitter thought, to have been
robbed of my nunhood. It had
been my life’s purpose. It was
what motivated me to protest
in the first place.” These
honest reflections also expose
the patriarchal structures that
exist alongside the egalitarian
doctrines of Buddhism, rein-
forcing scholar-practitioner
Rita M Gross’s arguments in
the book Buddhism After Patriarchy: A
Feminist History, Analysis, and Recon-
struction of Buddhism (1992).

What makes this memoir stand out is
its refusal to let Dolma’s story turn into a
personal saga of victimhood or heroism.
She never loses sight of her responsibility
to speak for the collective. The book also

Memoir

Books
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Defying China: A

by Tsultrim Dolma and
Rebecca Wei Hsieh
Published by Dial

352 pages  $20.99

temple construction in Bud-
dhist-dominated countries —
and its oppression of
Buddhists within Tibet.

LMA Indian readers, whose
interaction with Tibetan
refugees might be limited to
people in the hospitality and
tourism sector, will have a
chance to deepen their
understanding of the hard-
ships that Tibetans have to
face every step of the way
before they reach India and
find safety. Ms Dolma
arrived in India via Lhasa, Mount Kail-
ash and Kathmandu.

Even when she assumed that she
was out of danger, her past caught up.
She narrates, for instance, how unsett-
ling it was to be at the refugee camp in
Kathmandu when she learnt that
people recognised her as one of the

interrogated and assaulted in a Chinese
detention centre. She recalls, “People
snuck looks at me before turning back
to their companions, speaking in
hushed tones.”

Her vulnerability in response to their
giggling is understandable because a
Tibetan man in Lhasa, who was her
childhood friend, tried to rape her while
she was asleep. In a book about violence
under Chinese occupation, Ms Dolma is
candid about violence within Tibetan
society itself.

Ms Dolma, who grew up in a remote
Tibetan village called Pelbar Dzong,
eventually settled down in Amherst,
Massachusetts in the United States. Her
commitment to continue speaking up
for those who are still facing persecution
within Tibet is a reminder of how faith
can give people the strength to endure
their own suffering and support others.
This book deserves to be read widely.
The reviewer is a journalist, educator
and literary critic. @chintanwriting
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Tunnel collapse: Safety

cannot be an afterthought

The tragedy at the Teesta Stage-VI project in
Sikkim already feels depressingly familiar — we
fail to prioritise safety systems

The tunnel - part of NHPC's 500 MW Teesta Stage-VI
hydropower project, built by contractor Patel Engineering -
caved in on July 20 after workers reportedly tried to vent a
pocket of naturally occurring methane gas trapped in the
rock. That attempt is suspected to have triggered an
explosion, which set off a landslide, sealing the tunnel's
mouth. Of the 27 people inside, only two could escape.

Days on, NDRF, SDRF and mine-safety teams are still
fighting low oxygen, carbon monoxide and blocked debris
to reach those unaccounted for, as the confirmed toll keeps
climbing. What makes this tragedy so hard to accept is how
familiar the warning signs look in hindsight.

Methane pockets trapped in young Himalayan rock are a
known hazard in this terrain, and standard practice calls for
careful monitoring and controlled release — not an on-the-
spot venting attempt near a live worksite. That such an
attempt could trigger an explosion powerful enough to
bring down the tunnel roof points to a breakdown in
monitoring, ventilation or protocol — questions the
promised inquiry must answer honestly, not defensively.
This is not an isolated failure.

In 2023, all 41 workers trapped in Uttarakhand’s Silkyara
tunnel were pulled out alive after a globally watched 17-
day rescue. In 2025, a similar collapse at Telangana's SLBC
tunnel ended far worse, with most trapped workers never
recovered alive. Each time, officials promise inquiries and
stricter norms; each time, the cycle repeats at the next site,
and another list of names is read into a moment of silence
— as Sikkim's Assembly did this week for the Samardung
victims. Preventing a repeat needs more than
compensation cheques, necessary as those are for grieving
families.

India needs mandatory, real-time gas monitoring and
ventilation on every underground worksite, not only coal
mines; independent safety clearances that precede
construction rather than follow disaster; enforceable
protocols for handling suspected gas pockets; and public,
time-bound accounting of past inquiries, so contractors
understand negligence carries consequences beyond a bad
headline.

Migrant workers — Samardung’s victims came from West
Bengal, Assam, Punjab and Uttarakhand, and Sikkim itself
- deserve written safety briefings, accident insurance and
enforced contracts, not just an ex-gratia cheque after they
are gone.

The men who died at Samardung were building the
power lines meant to light homes hundreds of kilometres
away —infrastructure the rest of the country will use
without a second thought.

They deserved a worksite built with the same urgency
now spent on their rescue. Until India treats tunnel safety
as non-negotiable rather than an afterthought, the next
collapse isn't a possibility. It's a schedule.
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Forest guards patrol the flood-submerged Pobitora Wildlife Sanctuary in a boat,

in Morigaon district, Assam
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DIALOGUE MUST PREVAIL OVER FORCE
AGAINST PROTESTING YOUTH

It is painful to learn that more than
a hundred people were injured at
Jantar Mantar, Delhi, following a
police crackdown on protesting
youth. The incident raises serious
questions about whether the
administration adequately
assessed the situation and
responded to the warning signs
before tensions escalated.

The call by the CJP for a march
to Parliament reportedly received
an immense response, with
thousands of young people
participating in the protest. Given
the scale of mobilisation, greater
engagement between the
authorities and the organisers
beforehand could perhaps have
helped prevent the situation from
deteriorating. Had the Government
reached out to the organisers at an
earlier stage, there might have
been an opportunity to address
concerns and make suitable
arrangements without the need for

the use of force.

Young people raising genuine
questions and expressing their
anxieties deserve a patient hearing
from the authorities. At the same
time, protests must remain
peaceful and respect the law, while
the administration should exercise
restraint and ensure that legitimate
democratic expression is protected.

Confrontation cannot provide a
lasting solution to grievances.
Dialogue, deliberation and mutual
respect offer a more constructive
way forward. Both the authorities
and protest organisers have a
responsibility to prevent escalation
and maintain public order.
Democratic institutions are
strengthened when citizens can
raise their concerns peacefully and
governments remain willing to
listen and respond through
meaningful engagement.

DVG S RAO | ANDHRA PRADESH

Please send your letter to the info@dailypioneer.com.
In not more than 250 words. We appreciate your feedback.

The Pawar puzzle: Can he make a comeback?

With contentious legislation on parliamentary delimitation set to dominate the session and Maharashtra’s political equations
in flux, Pawar’s next move could determine not only the future of the NCP but also the balance of
power in one of India’s most politically significant states

KALYANI
SHANKAR

As the Monsoon Session of Parliament begins,
Sharad Pawar, the leader of the NCP, faces
internal conflicts within his party. There
could be political changes first in Maharashtra,
and then the merged NCP could ally with
the BJP.

Pawar is known as a political survivor
because he has often saved his party from dis-
appearing. He is skilled at forming unexpect-
ed alliances, such as the 2019 Maha Vikas
Aghadi alliance with Shiv Sena and Congress.
He also has a strong grassroots network in
Maharashtra. Even after the tragic loss of his
nephew, Ajit Pawar, in a plane crash, and
ongoing power struggles within his faction of
the Nationalist Congress Party (NCP), he still
has significant influence in both national and
regional politics.

In July 2023, the political climate in
Maharashtra worsened when Ajit Pawar left
the NCP to join the BJP-Shiv Sena government.
Soon after, the Election Commission recog-
nised Ajit Pawar’s group as the official NCP.
In response, Sharad Pawar started a new party
called the Nationalist Congress Party
(Sharadchandra Pawar). Now, Maharashtra

( BILL. ‘i\

FOLLOWING THE
TRAGIC LOSS OF
HIS NEPHEW, AJIT
PAWAR, IN A PLANE

support. As a pivotal figure in Maharashtra
politics, Pawar has demonstrated resilience
amid internal divisions within his
Nationalist Congress Party (NCP). Following
the tragic loss of his nephew, Ajit Pawar, in
a plane crash in January 2026, the party has
the chance to address succession chal-
lenges, with Ajit’s widow, Sunetra Pawar,

has two rival parties, both claiming the same =~ CRASH IN JANUARY  stepping into the roles of Deputy Chief
politicgl legacy. This segsion a'rrivgs at a crit- 2026, THE PARTY Mipister and state party chief. Despite
[famentary representation could resnape TS THE CHANCE o8 e atad Pawar retains significant
governance, inspiring hope for change despite TO ADDRESS influencé over the NCP. This situation pre-
controversy. SUCCESSION sents a critical juncture for the party to

Pawar’s involvement in the legislative CHALLENGES, regroup and develop innovative strate-
process is especially important given the WITH AJIT’S gies to succeed in future Assembly elections.

upcoming bill to amend provisions related to
parliamentary representation in India, which
could significantly alter Maharashtra’s

WIDOW, SUNETRA
PAWAR, STEPPING

Pawar faces pressure to merge with the
NDA-aligned NCP faction. However, his
search for a solution raises hope for stabil-

influence by increasing Lok Sabha seats from INTO THE ROLES ity while also highlighting concerns about

550 to 850 and shifting census-based delim- OF DEPUTY CHIEF ongoing factional conflicts.

itation powers. MINISTER AND This situation illustrates that Pawar is res-
This bill is an important step in the ongoing STATE PARTY olutely committed to preserving unity

conversation about how we represent people within the opposition and has conscious-

in Parliament. It is especially relevant for CHIEF ly chosen to forgo any merger plans. His

Maharashtra and the southern states, where
people are concerned about getting fair rep-
resentation and sharing resources. The bill
proposes increasing the number of parliamen-
tary seats from 543 to 850 and introducing
new rules for reporting census data. These
changes could greatly impact the political
landscape in these regions.

coalitions and address stakeholders’ concerns,

Sharad Pawar has the opportunity to build
which can foster confidence and optimism [

The writeris a
popular columnist

about his ability to influence Parliament’s

actions not only bolster his leadership but
also demonstrate his support for political
stability in Maharashtra, thereby enhancing
confidence in his resolve.

Sharad Pawar’s faction has eight MPs in
the Lok Sabha and plays an important role
as the NDA seeks to strengthen its majori-
ty. This group’s support could be key to
passing important laws, such as the
women’s reservation bill, which proposes
reserving 33 per cent of seats in Parliament
and state Assemblies for women. If Pawar’s

faction supports these reforms, it could sig-
nificantly affect their implementation and
influence the legislative process now and
in the future.

Sharad Pawar reflects on his extensive
political journey; he notes the significance
of fleeting moments in politics, having
‘witnessed many sunrises and sunsets’, and
remains cautious about his future alliances
amid Maharashtra’s shifting landscape.
Observers and political analysts are closely
watching whether Pawar’s faction will
align with the NDA or continue to navigate
a complex, evolving political terrain that
could reshape governance in Maharashtra
and beyond.

At present, there is no official confirma-
tion regarding a merger or the establish-
ment of an NDA alliance. However, the
series of events - such as reports of ongoing
merger discussions, meetings between
senior leaders from various political parties,
and a separate discussion with Fadnavis on
Tuesday night - indicates that talks are still
underway behind the scenes. It is said that
the two NCPs will merge first, and only then
could they join the NDA.

Pawar has the option of going with the
Congress too, but this will pose problems
regarding his role and his daughter’s role
in Congress.

The coming days will be crucial as the
session unfolds, and the implications of
these political manoeuvres will resonate
beyond Parliament, shaping broader public
perception of governance and representa-
tion in the region.
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2ND OPINION

Please believe me, we are all defined by our dominant
emotion. The main ones are lust, greed, anger and hate.
Out of these, lust is the most common and harmful. Lord
Krishna has spoken about lust, anger and greed as three
doors to hell (the Bhagavad Gita, verse 16.21). And the Lord
has termed the jealous and mischievous as the lowest
among men (14.19). Specifically, the Lord has singled out
lust as the worst enemy of humanity.

The reasons are obvious. “It is lust only that devours,
and is a great sinner. Know this to be the enemy of the
world.” (3.37) “By this insatiable fire in the form of lust,
which is the eternal enemy of a knowledgeable person,
knowledge is covered.” (3.39)

I have quoted these verses because no one other than
God could have explained the gravity of the situation

better. I am an avid reader of the Gita. A few decades
ago, I decided to take shelterin God to fight against my
dominant emotion of lust. By the way, lust is of many
kinds, like lust for wealth, power, fame and sensuous
attractions. We all have weaknesses for all these, but one
of them dominates and defines us.

Taking shelter in God and remaining in His shelter are
not the same. Many take shelter in God for different
reasons. Lord Krishna has explained, “Four kinds of vir-
tuous people worship Me. These are a distressed
person, an inquisitive person, a seeker of wealth and a
wise person.” (7.16) | realised over a period of time that
| fitted all these descriptions of taking God’s shelter.

£

Soul searching is required now not later

Therefore, I had to do better; I graduated from taking
shelter in God to remaining in the shelter of God. | began
to sincerely pray for Him to take charge of me.

This is when my transformation began. My Lord, con-
vinced of my sincerity, took me under His care. He began
working on my nature. The deep-rooted aspects don’t
change like habits of eating, etc., can be changed. Only
God can help in changing the deep-rooted ones because
He alone knows our real weaknesses and our deep desires.
He knows what will really move us, which will make us
agree to take the pain for their change. And plenty of pain
of reformation is required to get the nature changed. My
Lord has a wonderful system of reformation. He punish-
es me with my bad karmaphalas (fruits of deeds) coming
to fruition, and He rewards me with good karmaphalas
on alternate days. This way, | have kept on going. The result
is unbelievable; | am very satisfied with my progress.

No one should wait any longer. Soul-searching is
required to be done urgently regarding what is one’s
most pronounced personal weakness. Nobody else needs
to know except God, and He already knows. Begin praying
for help till God accepts these prayers for reformation.
The beneficiary will know because a mirror will be shown
to remind one of the weakness. Shame for oneself and
anger towards God will both surface; tolerate them.
Reformation has begun, with God in control.

( The writer is a spiritual teacher j

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Balancing dissent and national security

The recent Opposition march towards the Prime Minister’s
official residence, in connection with student protests and
clashes, has sparked a critical debate over the boundaries
of democratic dissent. While peaceful assembly is a con-
stitutional right, targeting a high-security zone raises
serious law-and-order concerns, shifting the focus from
political debate to potential security risks. Troubling par-
allels are already being drawn with recent crises in neigh-
bouring countries, where crowds stormed executive build-
ings. India’s democratic system provides established insti-
tutions and mechanisms through which political and
public grievances can be raised and addressed.
Whatever the grievances may be, they must be
resolved through constitutional and legislative frame-
works, parliamentary debates and electoral processes,
rather than through confrontational street protests that
risk escalating tensions. As security forces prepare to main-
tain order, both organisers and authorities share a sig-
nificant responsibility to prevent confrontation and
ensure public safety. Citizens have the right to hold leaders
accountable and question government policies, but
dissent must remain peaceful and within democratic
boundaries to protect public order and India’s democra-
tic framework.
M PRADYU | KANNUR

Indian seafarers killed in war

The killing of four Indian seafarers in a Russian attack
during the Ukraine war (22 July, p. 7) is inexcusable.
The indiscriminate killing of Indian mariners in
international waters amid the Russia-Ukraine and US-
Iran conflicts is deeply unfortunate. Such incidents
can damage diplomatic relations and strategic coop-
eration.

So far, neither the US, Iran nor Russia has expressed
regret over such deaths caused by their attacks, nor
have adequate efforts been made to rescue those
affected. This raises serious concerns over the safety
of commercial vessels and seafarers caught in con-
flict zones. The line between friends and foes is
becoming increasingly blurred, putting diplomatic
credibility at stake.

Maritime shipping is the backbone of global trade,
responsible for transporting roughly 80 to 90 per cent
of international goods by volume. In these circum-
stances, international laws and conventions need
stronger provisions for the rescue of seafarers in cases
of inadvertent attacks and compensation for the fam-
ilies of those killed. Greater protection and safer
passage for commercial and cargo vessels in inter-
national waters must also be ensured.

VINOD JOHRI | DELHI

Building resilience in edible oils

EINino’s persistent dry spell has severely disrupted India’s
agricultural heartlands, driving kharif oilseed acreage
down by nearly 40 per cent in vulnerable districts. Beyond
affecting farmers’ livelihoods, this supply shock threatens
to increase India’s dependence on imports and widen the
country’s foreign exchange bill.

Meanwhile, widespread dependence on affordable
imported palmolein, which contains a high proportion
of saturated fat, highlights the need for dietary modera-
tion and greater use of indigenous oils such as mustard
and groundnut oil. Encouraging locally produced alter-
natives could benefit both domestic agriculture and con-
sumers. Long-term food security cannot depend primar-
ily onimported stopgaps. India must strengthen its domes-
tic oilseed sector by expanding micro-irrigation facilities,
promoting climate-resilient seed varieties and incentivis-
ing sustainable cultivation practices. Greater invest-
mentin research, storage, processing infrastructure and
farmer support can also help improve productivity and
reduce vulnerability to unpredictable weather conditions.

Climate change makes agricultural resilience vital.
Boosting domestic production can reduce import depen-
dence, protect farmers and strengthen India’s long-term
food sovereignty.

VIJAYKUMAR H K | RAICHUR



[=] s =]

1o1eer &

NEW DELHI | THURSDAY | JULY 23, 2026

(ANALYSIS [0

Hydrogen trains are a green leap - but
only if the hydrogen is truly green

Hydrogen trains may prove invaluable on remote, non-electrified routes where overhead power lines are
impractical, but they are no substitute for renewable electricity. The real challenge lies not in building hydrogen
trains, but in ensuring that the entire ecosystem powering them is as green as the technology promises

India’s first hydrogen-
powered passenger
train, flagged off by our
PM a few days ago on
the Jind-Sonipat route,
is supposed to be
marching its way
towards carbon-neutral
Indian Railways and
eventually a carbon-
neutral country by
2070. The only fuel the
train engine uses is
hydrogen and no other fossil fuel. Hydrogen is used
to generate electricity on board that energises the
movement of the train. Water vapour is the only direct
emission, and there are no other by-products in the
process. In other words, a hydrogen train is an elec-
tric train with its power generation on board.
Clearly, the process does not require the burning of
hydrogen inside the engine, and thus the possibility
of accidents on account of hydrogen leakage is ruled
out. Hydrogen is a highly inflammable, colourless and
odourless gas. The train is equipped with leak detec-
tors, sensors for locating flame and smoke, and an
automatic shutdown facility.

Apart from passenger coaches, two hydrogen-
powered driving cars, one at each end of the train,
are deployed. The cylinders in the driving cars are
especially designed to maintain the pressure of hydro-
gen at 350 Pascal or newtons per square metre. The
energy generated by hydrogen at normal pressure is
quite low, but under pressurised conditions, the
weight goes up and a substantial amount of energy
is stored in this fuel. It is necessary that hydrogen be
compressed and liquefied. Strong cylinders, special
pipelines and valves are an absolute necessity to
handle the fuel.

Hydrogen is stored inside the engine in high-pres-
sure cylinders. As the process begins, the hydrogen is
fed to a proton exchange membrane (PEM), which can
also be termed a fuel cell. Oxygen from the surround-
ing air is drawn into the fuel cell, which splits the
hydrogen molecules into protons and electrons. The
protons pass through the membrane, while electrons
are guided to pass through an external circuit, gen-
erating electricity. The electricity powers the traction
motor of the train and, in turn, brings it into a state
of motion. The fuel cell is supported by lithium iron
phosphate batteries so that the system can adjust to
the requirement for excess energy and can operate
steadily. At the other end of the fuel cell, protons, elec-
trons and oxygen recombine to form water. The reac-
tion being exothermic, heat is generated in the
process. Only water vapour and heat are released, and
no other greenhouse gases like carbon dioxide, etc.,
are released.

To understand the real carbon footprint in the
process, it is necessary to examine the source of hydro-
gen. As we know, hydrogen is usually bonded with
other elements and is also present in compounds like
water, natural gas and biomass. It is obtained as a
result of the electrolysis of water. The main agent that
causes the electrolysis of water and splits it into oxygen
and hydrogen is electricity. If the electricity is produced
from renewable sources like solar, wind and nuclear
sources, the hydrogen generated is known as green
hydrogen. Electricity, however, is generated using fossil
fuels like coal, oil and gas, and also hydroelectricity
generated after sacrificing millions of trees and com-
promising carbon sequestration potential. If this is
used for the electrolysis of water, the hydrogen so pro-
duced is not green hydrogen; it carries a lot of carbon
footprint. Besides producing hydrogen, we also need
to examine the process of its compression, transporta-
tion and storage. If any of these processes are com-
pleted without using renewable energy, they will also
impart a carbon footprint. Further, if hydrogen is
extracted from natural gas without capturing the
carbon, it may leave quite a huge carbon footprint, and
our journey in a hydrogen train would result in aggra-
vating the warming of the globe.

The loss of electricity at each stage of generation,
transmission and use is a well-known phenomenon.
Besides, electricity theft in rural and semi-urban areas
is also not uncommon. The hydrogen obtained from
electrolysis after using electricity is to be reconvert-
ed into electricity in the train’s engine; there are many
stages in this process. The electricity is used to make
hydrogen fuel, which is then compressed, stored, trans-

BK SINGH

IN THE WARMING
WORLD, THE
DOWNPOURS ARE
ALWAYS HEAVY. 400
MM OF RAIN IN 48
HOURS CAN BRING
MISERY TO THE
PEOPLE. WITHIN
TWO YEARS,
WAYANAD IN
KERALA HAS
EXPERIENCED
ANOTHER
LANDSLIDE,
CLAIMING SEVERAL
HUMAN LIVES AND
DAMAGING
PROPERTIES

The writer is the retired Head of
Forest Force, Karnataka, and teaches
Economics at the Karnataka Forest
Academy

ported and finally converted back into electricity on the train,
undergoing losses at each stage. This makes the proposi-
tion quite expensive and sufficiently inefficient.

Nevertheless, it has distinct advantages. While we lay
several rail lines in remote and hilly areas, providing con-
tinuous overhead electric lines to power the train engines
is uneconomical and not environmentally friendly; the easier
solution is to go for hydrogen trains. Landslides in the
Himalayas often disrupt the running of heritage trains for
a considerable period. If train tracks are restored after dis-
ruption, they can easily be used to run hydrogen trains
without waiting to restore a continuous power supply line.
This would minimise the carbon footprint.

The entire broad-gauge network in the country is elec-
trified at the cost of huge investment. As long as the power
is generated from renewable sources, the existing infrastruc-
ture is enough to run electric trains without any carbon foot-
print. No useful purpose would be served by replacing exist-
ing electric trains with hydrogen trains. Germany, the US
and China have used the technology and have been
running hydrogen trains for the last few years. These coun-
tries are encountering certain technical issues, and the
endeavours are still under experimentation. India has also
exhibited its technological prowess in starting a hydrogen
train on the Jind-Sonipat route.

A number of new rail tracks through inaccessible and hilly
areas are in the pipeline in this country. Quite a few of them
are at the proposal stage, and the viability of each of these
is still under examination. Laying rail lines on several hilly
routes is an environmental disaster, which cannot be com-
pensated for by a hydrogen train. The inaccessible and hilly
areas are generally covered with very good-quality forests,
and any linear infrastructure through these forests would
fragment them and compromise their potential to sequester
carbon. Other ecological services like soil conservation,
forested catchments from where rivulets drain into tribu-
taries and rivers, and the control of floods and landslides
are likely to be badly hit. The Institute of Social Change,
Bengaluru, has published a study on the valuation of forests
recently, and it concludes that Indian forests provide eco-
logical services worth $2.5 trillion annually, which is
nearly two-thirds of our GDP.

In the warming world, the downpours are always heavy.
400 mm of rain in 48 hours can bring misery to the people.
Within two years, Wayanad in Kerala has experienced
another landslide, claiming several human lives and dam-
aging properties. Heavy downpours and landslides in J&K’s
Poonch and other areas, as well as in Assam during the last
few days, are testimony to this. Linear fragmentation of
forests is detrimental to wildlife, too. There are studies con-
cluding that the forests from the coast, through the ghat
section and further up to the interior of the continent are
useful in setting a convection current that can transport
moisture from the ocean up to 1,000 km into the interior
of the continent and can bring rain there. The impact of
deforestation in one area can bring drought 1,000 km away.

The advent of hydrogen train technology and its imple-
mentation will not be able to undo the disasters in
waiting. In conclusion, I recommend hydrogen trains in
regions where tracks are newly constructed, but care must
be taken to ensure that forests are not sacrificed in the hills
for laying new train lines.

Yamuna water agreement
ends 32-year dispute

In the arid heartlands of
Rajasthan, water has never been
merely a resource. It has been an
absolute lifeline, directly linked
to not just survival but food
production, livelihoods,
resilience and stability.
Rajasthan, India’s largest state by
area, accounting for nearly 10.5
per cent of the country’s geo-
graphical landmass but possess-
ing barely 1.16 per cent of its
surface water resources, has
long encountered a severe
imbalance between demand and availability. For generations, people, especially in
the Shekhawati region, comprising Churu, Sikar and Jhunjhunu districts, have had
to witness cracked earth and empty wells, with the worst sufferers being farmers
and women. Therefore, ensuring water security and effective water management
have been the key policy focal areas for the present government. Against this back-
drop, the historic Yamuna Water Agreement, signed on 29 June 2026 between
Rajasthan and Haryana, is not just a water-sharing agreement. It is a successful example
of cooperative federalism, of partnerships built on value, in securing a historic deal
on water security towards inclusive development and economic stability.

Cooperative federalism in action

Prime Minister Narendra Modi has repeatedly emphasised cooperative federalism
for India’s progress, where the Union and states work as partners in nation-build-
ing. Initiatives such as the Jal Jeevan Mission and the Ken-Betwa River Linking Project
have already demonstrated its success in governance. The Yamuna Water Agreement
is the latest and one of the most significant milestones of this approach.

Resolving water-sharing disputes is never easy, as they involve network gaps, infra-
structure barriers and, moreover, competing regional aspirations. The implemen-
tation of the Yamuna Water Agreement 1994 between Rajasthan and Haryana was
blocked predominantly because of such challenges.
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Under PM Modi’s vision, Home Minister Amit Shah played a pivotal role in foster-
ing consensus between Rajasthan and Haryana, turning a three-decade-old impasse
into a workable solution. At the heart of this success also lies the determination of
Rajasthan Chief Minister Bhajan Lal Sharma. Long dismissed as a “parchi CM” and
questioned for his ability to deliver big outcomes by his critics, he has altered this
perception by breaking a deadlock that persisted since 1994 for Rajasthan to utilise
its allocated share of water. Since assuming charge as CM, he has engaged persis-
tently on the subject with the state of Haryana and Union authorities to fast-track
itsimplementation. The resultant successful outcome stands as a definite testament
to his commitment and leadership.

Ensuring water security, transforming lives

The scale and ambition of the project are massive. At an estimated infrastructure
cost of ¥34,102 crore, Rajasthan will receive nearly 580 million cubic metres (MCM)
of Yamuna water from Haryana’s Hathnikund Barrage through a sophisticated 295.5-
kilometre underground pipeline network. Thereafter, water will be transported and
stored in the Hansiyawas Reservoir in Churu district for local regional distribution.
Other infrastructure would include modern water management systems, inspection
roads and supporting facilities.

Implementation of the agreement will benefit lakhs of families in Rajasthan who
have long been struggling with water shortages. Reliable water supply will not just
address drinking water crises but provide a big boost to agricultural productivity
through reliable water access, directly benefiting farmers. Additionally, it would facil-
itate industrial growth, groundwater recharge, new livelihood opportunities and curb
distress migration due to water shortages. Women, in particular, stand to gain sig-
nificantly, as cultural norms and caregiving roles have long compelled them to fetch
water across long distances, often at the cost of their education, health and safety.
Addressing this burden is therefore not merely about a water-related crisis but a step
towards promoting inclusive development and dismantling structural inequalities.
The agreement also covers financial responsibilities, cost-sharing, water allocation,
monitoring and dispute-settlement mechanisms. The state leadership is also making
additional efforts on groundwater recharge, reviving traditional water conservation
practices and other inter-state water projects towards ensuring water security in
Rajasthan.

The state of Haryana, too, is set to derive considerable benefits as a result of the
agreement through enhanced regional infrastructure and drinking water provisions,
especially in Bhiwani and Fatehabad districts. It exemplifies mature cooperative fed-
eralism, where both states emerge as beneficiaries.

The Yamuna Water Agreement conveys a clear message about governance, where
long-stalled projects can be unlocked when long-term vision, active coordination
and effective execution converge. It demonstrates the
importance of partnerships built on purpose towards
nation-building. For Rajasthan, this is more than a water
accord. It is a crucial step towards realising the long-
standing dream of Bhairon Singh Shekhawat of erad-
icating water scarcity in Rajasthan.

Shehzad Poonawalla, National
Spokesperson, BJP.
Vijeta Rattani, Sustainability and
Development Professional
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Punjab and J and K crisis exposes Congress’s leadership paralysis

As a Punjab watcher
described the assem-
bly poll-bound state
as a "low hanging"
fruit for the Congress
which the party
should strategize to
grab the opportunity
with both the hands,
the mismanagement
and mismatch
between the think-
ing of the central and
state leaderships and the resultant crisis has put
aspanner in the Grand Old Party's (GOP's) chance
to stage a come back in the strategically located
state. How to manufacture a crisis afresh and how
to mishandle the situation? This seems to have,
since sometime back, become the USP of the
Congress. And the current turmoil in Punjab, closely
followed by Jammu and Kashmir, unitis a glaring
example of this.

Well, severe factionalism in GOP's state and
Union Territory units and repeated failure of the
clueless AICC leadership to stem the rot, has a
serious reflection in Punjab. It is a classic
example of half a dozen chief ministerial hope-
fuls pulling in different directions but strategical-
ly joining hands to "challenge the authority of the
high command." Instead of effectively mediating
the central leadership seemed content offering
peace-meal solutions and ultimately resorting to
status quo. This has further aggravated the situ-
ation. In states and UTs where the Congress has

ANIL ANAND

been facing such crisis, the factionalism has been
allowed to foment with encouragement from the
AICC quarters particularly the state/UT in-charges.
The two classic examples are Punjab and adjoin-
ing | and K. The common denominator between
the two is that PCC chief, Mr Amrinder Singh
Warring (Punjab) and Mr Tariq Hamid Karra (] &
K) being the hand-picked choice of Mr Rahul
Gandhi. And there lies the problem and from
where stems the argument of the central lead-
ership's authority being under challenge. And, let
Mr Gandhi take a decision, to remove such PCC
chiefs, lest "we" end up antagonizing him. This
is quite a fallacious argument furthered by
some strategists sitting in the AICC in the name
of protecting their leader. The argument stands
no ground when viewed in the light of perfor-
mance, on ground, of the incumbent PCC chiefs.
After all, Mr Gandhi must have appointed Mr
Warring and Mr Karra to strengthen the organi-
zation on which they seem to have failed. While
the former has been the PCC chief for three years
and the latter nearly two years.

No doubt there are other reasons behind fac-
tionalism. As reflected both in Punjab and | and
K, the issue of prime concern to Mr Gandhi
should be the tendency of AICC representatives
including general secretary (organization) and the
in-charges to ignore multiple opinions in the PCC
before taking a realistic decision. Punjab and ] and
K have to be viewed from the prism of this horrif-
ic syndrome of perpetuating the crisis and hiding
behind Mr Gandhi's name by avoiding acquaint-
ing him with ground realities. This is reflected in

the view of some senior Congress leaders that Delhi
no longer sees the Punjab crisis purely through the
prism of Mr Warring's performance. Instead, the
larger concern is the authority of the high
command itself.

Both Mr Warring and Mr Karra have badly
fumbled to achieve the very objective, to rebuild
party organisations in their respective domains,
which Mr Gandhi must have wanted them to do.
The poll-bound Punjab has assumed a greater sig-
nificance since Congress has been battered by
repeated electoral defeats and prolonged infight-
ing. And snow is the chance of redemption.
Whatis the harm if Mr Gandhi, properly informed
about the ground realities by the in-charges, and
the committees sent to such states and UTs from
time to time to quell the factional wars, reviewed
his decision? Where is the ego hassle ifan incum-
bent is removed on grounds of failure to deliver

goods, may be due to wrong approach and style
of functioning? No harm! Itis in the fitness of things
that to protect his nominee PCC chiefs, the set of
AICC leaders do not sully his name.

The entire gamut of approach in dealing with
states and UTs, particularly embroiled in crisis,
needs to be drastically changed. Not always but
most of the time, the AICC-appointed missions to
such areas adopt a conveniently tailor-made
approach rather than basing their reports on the
actual ground realities. As a result, with invocation
of Mr Gandhi's becoming a protective gear, the vis-
iting committees are seen sheltering the incum-
bents. Wherever such committees give their find-
ings based on the ground realities, it hardly
favours the central leadership.

In the case of Punjab, a three-member com-
mittee led by AICC treasurer and an old warhorse,
Mr Ajay Maken, had submitted a report resting
on their interaction with a sizable section of
Punjab leaders including rebels. Reports suggest
that the Maken committee had clearly pointed
out that an overwhelming majority opinion was
in favour of replacing Mr Warring with former
chief minister, Mr Charanjit Singh Channi. As the
situation in Punjab stands, Mr Warring stands
totally isolated and seems to be in no position
to lead the divided house into 2027 assembly
elections. How and why the central leadership,
Mr Maken himself being among the top leaders
in the party hierarchy, has ignored his panel's rec-
ommendation, and at what level, it is still not
known. Whether Mr Gandhi, who has just
returned from a two-week sabbatical abroad, has

seen the report or not? Intriguingly, the strong
AICC coterie overlooked the Maken committee's
recommendation, reflecting the majority view
in the Punjab Congress. No time was lost
announcing retention of Mr Warring as the PCC
chief, and appointing Mr Channi and other rebel
leaders as heads of other sundry committees in
preparation for elections in total rejection of the
recommendations.

The factional feud has reached a level of no
return and the argument that the AICC's (read Mr
Gandbhi) authority will get eroded if Mr Warring is
removed holds no good. The authority will, in fact,
getstrengthened if a decision is taken in line with
the party's best interests. In cases such as Punjab
and an equally strategic ] and K, the central author-
ity of the party should make a decisive mediation
effort at the highest levels. Any delay will resultin
Congress losing valuable ground to the Aam Aadmi
Party (AAP) in Punjab, and giving more strength to
BJP in its stronghold of Jammu region, and the
National Conference and Peoples Democratic Party
in the Kashmir Valley.

Since Punjab and | and K are sailing in the same
boat, the developments in the former are bound
to impact Congress in the neighbouring Jammu
and Kashmir. This is more so because rebel
leaders Mr Channi and former deputy chief min-
ister, Mr Sukhjinder Singh Randhawa, represent Lok
Sabha constituencies adjoining Jammu region, and
had played an important role (though partisan) in
the last assembly election in the UT.

( The writer is a political analyst )
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A thought for today

_ There may be times when we are powerless to prevent
injustice, but there must never be a time when we fail to protest

ELIE WIESEL

Facts First

Did police use excessive force on protesters at Jantar
Mantar? Govt should constitute an impartial inquiry

P Ionday’s clash between police and protesters in Delhi

shouldn’t have happened. On one side were citizens —some

still too young to vote — and on the other, personnel whose
jobistokeepthem safe. That compact shouldn’t be broken. So, what
went wrong on Monday? One view is that both sides miscalculated.
Protesters crossed some red lines while marching to Parliament -
highest of high-security zones. And police vastly underestimated
the Cockroach campaign’s pull. They weren’t prepared to control
such a large crowd while keeping it and themselves safe. But such
an explanation leaves some key questions unanswered.

First, why didn’t police anticipate a large turnout? After all,
Sonam Wangchuk’s fast had become a talking point, and social
media chatter was pointing to something big. Knowing this, and
having handled dozens of major protests before, police should have
been far better prepared. Second, police should have known that
everything must be done to prevent chaos.
Chaos in central Delhi affects lives far and
wide in the national capital. Protests and
law and order should go hand-in-hand, with
intelligent interventions, if required.

Did police make intelligent interventions?
That’s the most important question, and
it’s for govt to find the answer. Numerous
allegations of violence raised by protesters
mustnotbedismissed. Media and socialmedia areawash with videos
of police raininglathi blows on unarmed protesters. There’s now a
bunch of petitions before Delhi HC on police action. It’s unlikely every
allegation was invented. Yes, police have their own story about being
attacked with stones first. Citizens watching these competing
videos will draw conclusions coloured by their sympathies, without
approaching the truth. So, a swift and impartial probe is necessary
to establish the truth about allegations of police excess.

Since police have said their actions were not disproportionate,
they should welcome an inquiry. And should there be a finding
that police response to the protest was excessive, it won’t weaken
govt’s position. A quick, credible inquiry that brings out facts is
always a confidence-building measure, especially when emotions
run high. The Cockroach campaign is still on, and it’s become a
bigger emotive issue. So, it’s time for govt to put its ear to the
ground, understand why young people are agitated, and reach out
to them sympathetically. An impartial inquiry into police action
will be the first, and a very important, step in that outreach.

Silkyara To Sikkim

Methane gas build-up is a known hazard.
Did SOPs fail the workers?

Rescue ops, risky by themselves given toxic gases, continue to try

and save miners trapped in a tunnel that was under construction,
partof the Teesta Stage VI hydropower project, when it collapsed
on July 20, after a methane gas explosion. At least 20 are dead. On
July 5, in Uttarakhand’s Silkyara-Barkot tunnel, a worker was killed
by arockfall inside theunder-construction tunnel. The concernhere
is not about accountability — which is often reduced to a bundle of
compensation for the family of the invariably poor migrant worker.
With every such worker accident, questionsareraised about geological
homework done, precautions taken, and what should have been
done. And that is where the rubis. Thereal concernisover a certain
; embedded casualness towards the cost
tolife, and environment. The Himalayas
are being tunnelled like seldom before:
for hydel projects, roads, rail tracks.
Engineering hazards of constructing
2 in the Himalayas are well-established —
% geologically fragile with high seismic
! ‘&= gctivity and known methane pockets.
Desplte thls engineering marvels have been created for decades,
planned meticulously, years in the making.

So, itbecomesdifficult to excuse the mishap in Sikkim-methane
gas explosion is aknown risk, and methods to mitigate have existed
foraslongastunnellinghas. Tracking presence of methane, drainage
boreholes etc to extract the deadly gas, before cutting through rock,
and constant monitoring to ensure worker safety, are decades-old
SOPs. The probe team will, no doubt, find where protocol failed. The
accidenthappenedjust three years after the Silkyara tunnel collapse
in 2023. Work continues there, as evident in the July 5 accident, as
it will for NHPC’s hydel project. There appears to be an uptick in
construction accidents across sectors - manufacturing to mining.
Question is, what is the value assigned to safety of workers in such
mega projects? And are we cutting corners?

ll-feelings on ‘wellness’

Here’s a brief con-tour of the scams
Bachi Karkaria

‘Anti-ageing’, and ‘gut health’ are the new snake-oils. Being
peddled by the slickest salesman of our times, the ‘wellness’
industry. Dangle either of these baits, and we fall for it, hook,
line and sucker. It’s just old stuff but with a ‘wearable’. The
search for the ‘elixir of youth’ once rivalled that for the

5 ‘philosopher’s stone’. If that was the Vedic paras patthar,
every ‘Ayush’ system linked all health to the poth-ar, stomach. The ancients
bowed to the bowel. So did my father who pushed manners, grammar and milk
of magnesia down our pre-pubescent throats.

So what’s new, bro, other than the Insta hash tag and hefty price tag? ‘Ageist’
has been added to the ban-wagon and even Sept-uagenarians can act like April-
ugenarians, butit’sstillnevertooearly to collar the collagen. Never before hasevery
he, she and them been so determined to become polyester; i.e. wrinkle-free.

At London’s Wellcome Collection’s ongoing ‘Coming of Age’
@@ . exhibition, the stickiest eyeballs were for US tech-billionaire Bryan
w

Johnson’s time-consuming regimen to defy time. Waking before

. dawn to sit under engineered ‘sunlight’, he moves to intensive

exercise, swallows over 100 daily nutrients, eats a calibrated,

plant-based diet ‘within a four-hour window’, gets injected
@rratica withhisson’s plasma, etc; 30scientists monitor his $2mn-a-year
—— BlueprintProject. Why not simplylick a spoonful of Chyawan-
prash? Any Bharat First bhakt can tell you that ‘rejuvenation therapy’ is just
Rasayana with branding, VC funding and ‘founder’s story’. The shrivelled-by-
spiritual-pursuits sage Chyawan was restored to smooth-skinned, six-pack
youth by divine-doctor duo, Ashwini Kumars. Really? No retinol?

‘Gut-health’ routine is so stressful, it’s constipating. It ranges from curated
fasting, fibre, brewery-grade probiotic fermentation to $200 microbiome test
kits and (pharma-not-farmer) ‘seed cycling’ (for balancing hormones) and
‘colonic irrigation’ (merely enema with an MD degree). Reading my news site,
I’m constantly assaulted by the ‘60-second pineapple trick guaranteed to clear
bowels’; it’s driving me potty. Now, ignore primitive Ayurvedic agni which
balances health-dictating doshas, bin humble curry-leaf-tempered chhaas/
mor.It’sno longer possible to get up and go without gutting your credit card.

Fedeke

Alec Smartsaid: “Will even such outragelead to outage?”

The Smouldering Generation

Govts often mistake a spark for the fire. CJP protests are not about one exam, but about the slow
accumulation of disappointment among middle-class youth, including those from BJP’s core support base

R Jagannathan

Political  judgements
on which civil protests
are real and which ones
synthetic, are always
difficult to make. So,

. when an upstart social
medla phenomenon called Cockroach
Janta Party surfaced soon after paper
leaks in NEET exam were reported in
May, there may have been a tendency
in GOI to dismiss it as a short-term
phenomenon, which would disappear
once the exam was rescheduled, and
conducted successfully in June. This
impression would have been reinforced
when some CJP protests, in cities outside
Delhi, madelittle impact.

The protests got more traction once
Sonam Wangchuk, a Ladakhi activist,
started his indefinite fast at the
protest site in Jantar Mantar. This
could have ended when Delhi police
forcibly took him to hospital. Instead,
we now know, that only brought many
more actors into play.

Some farm unions are threatening
to head for Delhi. At least two political
parties, AAP and Congress, have
formally jumped into the fray, after CJP
faced police action in trying to march to
Parliament on July 20. Health minister
JP Nadda, by meeting CJP leaders,
appeared to have made the right move.
But this movement now seems to have
developed legs of its own. The outreach
must, however, continue.

How did GOI misjudge the impact
of CJP protests?

® First, govt saw CJP as an agenda-
driven trouble-maker, rather than a
symptom of something more complex.
Problem here is not just a leaked exam
paper, the remedy sought not just an
education minister’s resignation. GOI
probably did not want to be seen as weak,
by bowing to pressure from a bunch of
students. This could have opened the
way for multiple demands from other

disgruntled actors on other causes — of
which there is never a lack in India.
But it missed the wood for trees.

The real underlying problem is a
growing sense of hopelessness among
youth, about good quality education and
jobs, which is why even a NEET was seen
as so important. That problem has to be
addressed, CJP orno CJP.

® Second, these student protesters
do not appear to be substantially from
the vanchit, peedit, shoshit groups,
whom govt does not want to alienate.
Instead, this fledgling
movement seems to have
gained traction among
non-quota classes, which,
in the past, have been
the most vocal among §-
BJP supporters. :

We saw a spark
being lit earlier on
some campuses over
UGC’s Promotion of
Equity in Higher
Education Institutions
Regulations, 2026, which
seemed to suggest that
only students from ™
SC/ST/0BC communities
could suffer from discri-
mination. Thisenraged some
general category students,
but their anger dissipated
after the Supreme Court stayed
UGC’s rules, pending a review.
Once again, education ministry
was at the epicentre.

That underlying discontent,
though defused, remained aslow-burning
ember, available to set off another fire
when the NEET leak and CBSE marking
fiascos surfaced. GOI missed this cue.
Because it’s been focused on making
sure that quota-dependent castes and
classes are not miffed, and because it
wrongly assumed that the rest would
return to their normal lives after SC’s
stay. While there is no apparent connection
between the outbursts against UGC

guidelines and then against NEET
leak, the classes of students protesting
intersect in some way.

@ Third, some problems are best nipped
inthebud, pendinglonger-term solutions.
But BJP, focused on 2029 general elections,
where women’sreservation and delimitation
are big challenges, took its eyes off the
short-termelection threats. Both UPand
Punjab, among other states, go to polls
in early 2027. There was no way politics
was going to take a siesta while BJP was

trying to drum up Rajya Sabha and Lok
Sabha numbers, to pass the delimitation
and Lok Sabha expansion amendments
in time for 2029.

BJP hopes tomake abigger impact in
Punjab on its own steam, but both AAP
and Congress have a vested interest in
seeing that this does not happen. Both
will try to convert a movement against
GOI into something that will benefit them
in the next assembly elections.

The entry of Rakesh Tikait, a farm
leader in western UP, shows efforts will
also be made by narrow interest groups
to cash in on BJP vulnerabilities in UP,
before its assembly elections. UP is very
crucial for BJP toretain, as well as for SP
and Congress to wrest away. GOI efforts
toignoreordiscredit CJP protestshaven’t
worked because thisis precisely thetime
when it suits every rival political party
toqueer the political pitch.

The middle-class segment that is
most agitated, is the one that invests
most of its hopes in cracking the
entrance exam code (and money in
coaching classes), whether it is IIT-JEE,
CAT, NEET, or the multiple state-level
Common Entrance Tests. This middle
class, which lies outside quota groups,
is not a large demographic electorally,
butit’s been a key element in cascading
Modi’s popularity, through its ability

| toarticulate political views.

It is seriously worried by the sense
of hopelessness over careers and job

options. And its discontent can have
| ripple effects that extend far beyond its

3 / electoral size. GOI needs to engage and

" address its underlying anxieties with

initiatives that go beyond just words.

This is ultimately not about one
exam or one minister. It is about
addressing the larger concerns of a
core BJP support base, which cannot
be easily mollified by cash payouts or
doles. The spark is getting lit because
there is a powder-keg of hopelessness
about the future, building up in large
sections of middle-class youth.

East To West, Waist-To-Height Ratio Is Best

Health ministry’s recent directive on measuring waist-to-hip ratio, to identify those at risk of
cardiometabolic diseases, will face cultural resistance across India. There are better measures available

K Srinath Reddy

Cardiovascular diseases (CVD) and
diabetes, which frequently coexist in
Indian population, are leading causes
of death and disability in this country.
Ministry of Health and Family Welfare
(MoHFW) recently announced that
Waist-to- H1p Ratio (WHR), which compares the measured
circumferences of the waist and hip, would be used
in primary healthcare, to identify persons with high
risk of these cardiometabolic diseases.
Thiswillenableearly initiation of disease preventive
measures. WHR, which identifies thelevel of abdominal

high levels of abdominal fat. This ‘obesity paradox’ is
particularly evident in South Asians.

and used as an anthropometric measure in children.
Later, it was adopted for use in adults. A universal

cut-off point of 0.5 has been accepted for this

School measurements | WHR has been studied widely
around the world as an anthropometric marker of
abdominal obesity. It has different cut-off levels for men
and women. It also has different cut-offs for Caucasians
and Asians. It’s alsonot easy to measure in community
settings. Measurement of waist circumference is easy,
but measurement of the hip requires the subject to be
clothed only in a thin underwear.

While researchers have used bony landmarks,
WHO recommends ‘the largest circumference of the
buttocks or the widest part of the hips’.

fat deposition (visceral adiposity), will be
preferred to the body mass index (BMI), which
has been hitherto used to assess overweight
and obesity. WHR is also likely to be used for
health screening in schools.

BMI was first described in 1832 by Adolphe
Quetelet, a Belgian statistician, who compared
weight to height. The Quetelet Index was
popularised as BMI by American physiologist
Ancel Keys in 1972. It became the globally used
measure to differentiate underweight, normal
weight, overweight, and obesity based on
cut-off levels derived from Western populations.
Later the Western thresholds were lowered
for Asian populations.

Image: Al for representational purposes

South Asian paradox | In the past two decades,
BMI has come under considerable criticism as
a flawed measure of obesity, since it does not
correctly estimate total body fat, which is
associated with major CVD and diabetes. BMI does
not distinguish between contributions to body weight
from fat, muscle, bones, and body fluids.

BMI also does not distinguish between general obesity
and abdominal obesity (visceral adiposity), where there
is excess fat deposition around the abdominal organs.
Abdominal obesity is associated with higher levels of
inflammation in the body. That translates into higher
risk of CVD. Even persons with ‘normal’ BMI can have
a high risk of cardiometabolic diseases, if they have

Even this may face resistance in community or
school settings, where adult women and adolescent
girls may be reluctant to present themselves only in
underwear. The measure also does not account for
differences in body build of tall, medium, and short
statured individuals.

The Waist-to-Height Ratio (WHtR) has, in recent
years, become a widely accepted, valid and easy-to-use
measure of abdominal obesity, as well asa good predictor
of cardiometabolicrisk. WHtR was originally validated
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measure. Values above 0.5 represent progressively
rising cardiometabolic risk.

Mortality matters | The National Institute for Health
and Care Excellence (NICE), which provides technical
guidance to health policies in UK, has incorporated
this measure in its risk assessment guidelines. NICE
recommends WHtR over WHR because it is a stronger
predictor of mortality risk, is significantly easier
for individuals to measure at home, and provides a
single, universal cut-off point (>0.5) that accurately
identifies early cardiometabolic health risks
across all ethnicities and sexes. The European
Society of Cardiology too has endorsed it.
Plus, the National Institutes of Health in US
have recognised it as a valid measure of
abdominal obesity.

Height and waist circumference are easy
to measure accurately in primary care. Hip
measurement faces both technical and cultural
challenges, resulting in flawed data. Frontline
health workers may face antagonism if they
ask women or men to strip to their underwear
for wrappingatape measure around.

Simple solutions | MoHFW should also consider
a simple laboratory index for cardiometabolic
risk assessment. Since it’s expensive to
measure LDL sub-fractions in specialised
laboratories, an excellent surrogate marker
of ‘small dense LDL’ has been identified.
The ratio of serum triglycerides to HDL cholesterol
(TG:HDL) correlates well with the ‘small dense’
sub-fraction of LDL. Ideal ratio is less than 2. A
ratio of 3 or more spells trouble.

Combining WHtR and TG:HDL ratio would make
cardiometabolic risk assessment feasible and
accurate in primary care settings. A WHtR below
0.5 and TG:HDL ratio below 3 are easy to advocate
as measurable targets.

The writer is a public health expert
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g Dispassion, discrimi-

#= nation, renunciation

= and meditation are

- BT enemies of themind.
; You can destroy the

R
\\‘ W
@ mind easily, if you

. = possess these virtues.
The mind manifests itself as external
world in the shape of pain and pleasure.
Mind subjectively is consciousness,
while objectively it is this universe.
Swami Sivananda

Fasting Is Not A Hunger Strike

TS Ananthu

hence we ident
body. When we

ecentreports covering Sonam

Wangchuk’s fast have referred to

itasa ‘hungerstrike’. Thereisa
world of difference between the two. MK
Gandhi explained that fasting is very
different from a ‘hunger strike’, which
hasacoercive element. A hunger strike
issimilartoalabour union’s strike-the
ideaistoforce the managementtoaccept
itsdemands. So, the management is
treated as an adversary. In fasting, there
isnoadversary, for there isno ‘other’.

Indian word for fasting is upvas, up

in this context means in the upper portion,
and vas meansresidence. Hence, the real
meaning of fasting must be understood
inrelation tothe two portions into
which our body can be divided —the
lower and the upper. Everything below
the eyes islower, and everything above is

separation. Th

seat of conscio

thisway: “Con:

to be plurality,

upper. Our minds can choose toreside
in either. Normally, they are in the lower,

separation of ‘me’from ‘you’.
Through fasting, the objective isto
minimise, if notremove, the feeling of

eloquently, “Among men of X!
hate,letuslearntolive with = PN %‘n‘s
love”. Todo so, we try to keep eb

our attention on the forehead
—abovetheeyes. Thatis
upvas. It helps usremove
our separation from others
because our forehead is the

Scientist Erwin Schrodinger put it

of which the pluralisunknown...there
isonly one thingand that, what seems

different aspects of thisonething,
produced by adeception (the Indian
MAYA).”

Real fasting is a means of connecting
oneself with the deeper reality of One-ness.
Atthatlevel, whatever ‘vibrations’ one
putsinto the ‘field’ around impacts all

others, irrespective of how far away
they are separated in space and
» time. AsBritish astrophysicist
~a#% andmathematician Arthur
Eddington said: “When an
electron vibrates, the entire
universe shakes.”

MK Gandhiexplained that
the more one hasreal ‘swaraj’,
themore one’s vibrations impact that
invisible ‘field’ (consciousness) through
which we are all connected. The real swaraj
ismastery over yourself. Therefore, when
Gandhi was fasting, he was expanding
his consciousness toencompassall,

ify with the physical
doso, thereisalwaysa

e Buddhahad put it

THE SPEAKING TREE

usness.

sciousnessisasingular

ismerely a series of

including the British.

Tounderstand what fasting truly
means, we need to take into account that
neither the body nor mind is our reality,
but consciousness is. We do not realise
the truth of Aham Brahmasmionly
because we identify ourselves with the
body/mind rather than with consciousness.
It may be difficult for us to overcome this
limitation. But what we can do is-listen
to our conscience, which represents our
consciousness. As it grows, it metamorp-
hoses into what Gandhi called ‘inner
voice’. All his fasts were prompted by
this ‘inner voice’.

Consciousness representslife, which
isthe only Truth. At ourlevel, it manifests
asaconscience. Right now, perhaps
Sonam’s conscience isnot permitting
himtoendhisfast.

The writer is an engineer-turned-
Gandhian researcher




THURSDAY, 23 JULY 2026
NEW DELHI

VIEWS

PTI

How to surf trade waves
amid rough or calmseas

A mild trade-off of principles for pragmatism is discernible in the WTO's latest policy review

of India. Trade flux calls for strategic flexibility—which is also why cynicism mustn't harden

rade cynicism is hard to escape ina
world where the US cites an anti-
discrimination law to slap Canada
with new tariffs even as its leader
hints of it as payback for despatches
of wildfire smoke. As US policy
turns into parody, the World Trade Organiza-
tion (WTO) watchesits salience recede. Yet, we
have good reason to stay engaged with this mul-
tilateral setter of rules. The latest trade policy
review of India put out by the WTO Secretariat
does not speak of any tension between trade
principles and its realistic prospects, but seems
haunted by it all the same. The report places the
country’s trade policy in the context of its Viksit
Bharat aim of developed status by 2047. To get
there, it notes, India’s economy will need to sus-
tain an 8% pace of annual growth; New Delhi’s
goal of a10% share of global goods exports by
then, up from under 2%, testifies to the role that
trade has been assigned. The WTO review also
outlines what New Delhi should do about trade
costs, regulations, facilities and barriers to that
end. Notably, or perhaps gingerly, it refers to a
“balance between self-reliance and openness”
asa key to success, with sustained engagement
ofarules-based system (“and its reform”) as
another. Onits part, India’s government has

made deeper global integration its stated intent.

While trade pacts with developed markets
have been in focus back home, the WTO duly
reminds us of the Indian economy’s general
level of import barriers. Take its chief tracker,
the ‘simple average applied most-favoured
nation (MFN) tariff rate.” By its estimate, India’s
figure rose to15.8% in 2025-26 from 14.3% in
2020-21. This marks a three-dot uptrend, since
itwas13% back in 2014-15. MFN rates serve as a
gauge as these are what must be applied by a

WTO member to imports from all others, with
carve-outs allowed under trade deals. Shorn
of extra levies piled onto basic customs duty,
India’s tarifflevel held somewhat steadier.
Meanwhile, specific tarifflines form intricate
patterns of policy deliberation. Agri-sensitivity
stands out, broadly, as does industrial variance.
Item-wise, the country’s import regime poses
an even more complex puzzle. This maze of
ratesisalegacy of our pre-1991 closed economy,
but the MFN trend could also be viewed in the
context of India’s re-adoption of self-reliance as
more than just a slogan after the covid outbreak.
That was not about turning inward, the gov-
ernment had averred, and its word has broadly
been borne out by an outward thrust beyond a
policy effort to join global value chains. In any
case, India must be pragmatic amid today’s
trade flux: adapt to tariffs used as weapons, play
agame of warped barriers and place visible self-
interest above dreamy visions of trade theory.
It’s on this last bit that policy circles must resist
cynicism. Not only does barrier-free trade
deserve a fair chance to prove itself, India’s
economy would be served best by strategic flex-
ibility for stormy and calm seas alike. Even if the
US seems unlikely to reverse its follies, the logic
of free trade might still come to prevail globally.
Any heuristic that equates barriers with self-in-
terest must not be allowed to harden. After all,
even self-eased industrial duties could boost
exports as global price discovery serves to com-
press India’s overall cost base and thus aid the
rise of exporters with an edge in other markets.
Global data shows a clear link of national pros-
perity with trade intensity, imports included.
And the causation behind this correlation
argues for tariff easing that far exceeds a set of
factory inputsidentified by the Centre.
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Dangerous dogma: the idea that
pupils learn to read by guessing

A theory on how reading skills are best imparted has done much damage but we’re changing course

is CEO of Azim Premji Foundation.

watched an eight-year-old boy ‘read’
apage of poetry from his Hindi text-
book. He spoke fluently, eyes moving
across the page, finger tracking the line.
Taking the book from him, I opened a
page randomly and asked him to read.
The child was silent. He had not been
reading at all, but had memorized the
poem and was performing it using the
picture on the page as a cue. He could
barely read from the random page.
Thisisnot unusual in Indian schools.
It is what happens when an abstraction
becomes so attractive that it becomes
the dominant orthodoxy. Thisis another
cautionary tale from education, building
onmy last column where I wrote about
another such dogma—constructivism.
Thisidea s called the ‘whole lan-
guage’ approach to learning how to read
and write. Its intellectual core, associ-
ated with American scholars Kenneth
Goodman and Frank Smith from the
late 1960s, went something like this:
children learn to speak naturally with-
out formal instruction, simply by being
immersed in meaningful talk; therefore,
reading must be learnt the same way—
by immersion in meaningful, engaging
text. Reading, in Goodman'’s phrase,
was a “psycholinguistic guessing game”:
the skilled reader does not laboriously
decode letters but samples the text, pre-
dicts and constructs meaning from con-
text. From this followed the pedagogy:
surround children with rich stories and

let them guess unfamiliar words from
pictures and context. Do not drill them
with the dull mechanics of letters and
sounds, because that kills both meaning
and the love of reading.

Much of thisis true. Children do need
meaningful and engaging text. Mindless
drilling kills the love of reading before it
isborn; and good readers are so because
they understand. As a description of the
‘purpose’ of reading that informs some
aspects of pedagogy, the whole lan-
guage approach isrelevant.

But the fatal move was our slide from
apartial theory and descriptiontoa
prescription of how reading must be
‘taught’ to the exclusion of all other
considerations—specifically that the
systematic and explicit teaching of the
code connecting sounds to script was
unnecessary, even harmful.

On this point, the science turned out
crystal clear. Decades of research in
education, cognitive psychology and
neuroscience showed that skilled text
readers do not guess from context, they
decode rapidly and unconsciously. It is
precisely this automatic decoding that
frees the mind to process meaning.
Guessing from context and pictures is
not what good readers do, but what
poorreaders are forced to do. Whole
language classrooms were in effect
training children in the habits of strug-
gling readers. Speech is natural to us,
but script is a human invention a few
thousand years old; the brain must be
explicitly taught to crackits code. The
analogy at the heart of the theory—
reading is like speaking—is simply false.

The USran this experiment at scale
and paid for it. California adopted whole
language in 1987. Within years, its
scores on reading had collapsed to
nearly the bottom of the country. The
so-called ‘reading wars’ in the US raged
forageneration. The National Reading
Panel, after reviewing the accumulated
evidence, concluded in 2000 that sys-
tematic phonics instruction was essen-
tial. Yet, the whole language dogma
survived under a new name—‘balanced
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literacy,” and its guessing strategies per-
sisted in classrooms for two more dec-
ades. Eventually, the most influential of
whole-language advocates publicly
conceded new findings and schools in
the US abandoned it. Two generations
of children in American public schools,
disproportionately from poor commu-
nities, bore the cost of an attractive
abstraction-turned-dogma.

Why should this concern us in India?
Because the idea travelled. This view of
early literacy—suspicious of the alpha-
bet chart and of anything that smells of
‘mechanical decoding’—got the aura of
settled progressive wisdom, affecting
our teacher education and curriculum.
Theirony is that our scripts are far bet-
ter suited to explicit code teaching than
English, whose spelling is notoriously
treacherous. The akshara (sylla-
ble)-based scripts of most Indian lan-
guages are largely transparent—what’s
written is what is said. A child systemati-
cally taught the aksharas and their com-
binations holds the key to nearly every
word in the language. To withhold that
key in the name of protecting meaning
is not progressive, but regressive.

Aswith constructivism, the effects of
this dogma are unevenly distributed.
The child in abook-filled home, read
aloud to every night, will likely also learn
thereading code from the attention
showered by adults. The first- or second-
generation learner for whom school is
the only encounter with written lan-
guage, while the parent does manual
labour, is unlikely to learn that code.

Fortunately for our country, over the
past few years our direction has been
changing, with a clear policy and curric-
ular effort aimed at teaching the code
explicitly, systematically and early—
without abandoning the idea that
meaning matters. Learning letters as
codes for sounds is the means, while
understanding meaning is the end.
Thisisneither acompromise between
doctrines, nor anew dogma, but what
science has discovered and how good
teachers have always taught.

JUST A TROYQAT

Don’t be trapped by
dogma — which is living
with the results of other

people’s thinking.

STEVE JOBS

Satellite data in loan files: a sign of economic statecra

PRATEEP BASU

is co-founder and chief
executive of SatSure.

n Saturday, we witnessed a historic

moment as Skyroot Aerospace

made a success of the maiden flight
of its rocket Vikram-I to become the first
Indian private company to demonstrate
such capability. While as Indians we rejoice
thismoment, itisimportant to note that the
commercial success of private-sector space
ventures requires demand generation for
payloads lifted into orbit : like satellites.

Among various applications of satellites
such as communication, navigation, scien-
tificresearch and imaging, the last of these
is the most interesting in my view as the
space industry is still looking for use cases
beyond watching adversaries. For most of its
history, the business of watching the planet
from orbit hasbeen told as a story of security.
But that tale is outdated.

While the West treated Earth observation
as a defence asset, Asia’s two largest credit
systems have been proving that it can also be
a part of economic statecraft—with India
and China doing it in very different ways.

Satellite data has entered the Chinese and
the Indian economies through an avenue
with interesting prospects: the loan file.
Whatlookslike a technical banking upgrade
is, on closer inspection, a relatively novel
exercise that policymakers everywhere
would do well to understand.

Consider China first. Its banks have begun
launching their own satellites. The Postal
Savings Bank of China put one into orbit in
April; China Merchants Bank and Shanghai
Pudong Development Bank did so earlier
thisyear; Ping An Bank began this practice
back in 2020. The logic? Watch the collat-
eral against which loans are given. A satellite
keeps taking images of a financed construc-
tion site by its own schedule, so that it can
catch the developer who stages visible work
around inspection day and downs tools the
moment the credit officer leaves. It tracks
the port where cargo behind a trade-finance
loan ismeant to berth, even as it monitors an
animal herd that secures a rural advance.

This capability is formidable and costly.
Each bank buys orbital cameras, logged on
itsbalance sheet tens of millions of yuan at a
time—and, by the admission of their risk
managers, often because rivals are already
equipped with satellite data feeds. This is
vertical integration of surveillance: capital-

heavy, top-down and still in search of proof
that it pays off.

India has taken the opposite route. No
Indian bank has satellite surveillance; none
needs to. Instead, the state has wired the
capability into the public infrastructure of
credit itself. The instrument is the Unified
Lending Interface (ULI), a
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dozen offices. Crucially, it

treats satellite imagery as

one of its data pillars, enabling a company
like SatSure to integrate its supply smoothly
with the lending processes of banks.

In June, the central bank went further. Its
new Kisan Credit Card rules made satellite-
based crop monitoring a fundable item
within a farmer’s own loan limit. India, in

other words, put Earth observation into
loans, rails and the rulebook. Two countries,

the same destination, opposite routes.
Hereisthe part neither system advertises.
Once satellite data is woven into how a coun-
try allocates credit, the distinction between
commercial monitoring and economic intel-
ligence dissolves; thisis not

the West’s space narrative

misses. The West arrived at
satellite power through the situation room
and left the credit door comparatively shut:
no Western bank launches satellites and no
such regulator funds orbital monitoring for
credit quality. Soitreads Earth observation
as a security capability with commercial
spillovers. India and China are showing the

reverse—an economic capability with secu-
rity implications nobody has to declare for
them to exist. A strategic asset has arrived
dressed as arisk score and cost line.

And that is why satellite imaging is such
aninteresting part of the space sectorvalue
chain. It provides a non-linear demand
curve for launch-vehicle companies like
Skyroot Aerospace that would track the
emergence of such use cases.

For Indian policymakers, the following
conclusions follow: First, the rail model is
well designed and worth defending as
national infrastructure. It federates costs,
compounds a shared data advantage across
lenders and rests on borrower consent
under a data-protection statute.

Second, it remains unfinished. The rail
effort only closes once India asserts owner-
ship over orbital sensor data, which iswhy a
private constellation now being built by a
consortium of Pixxel, SatSure, Dhruvaspace
and Piersight under the national space regu-
lator In-Space could be seen as a matter of
statecraft, not just enterprise.

Third, there is also the question of who
owns the overhead lenses and under what
rules. Right now, that contest is being settled
in the language of loan limits and launch
manifestsrather than in any situation room.
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Global economists have warned
of an Al risk India mustn'tignore

Young workers in sectors where jobs are most exposed to Al replacement have begun to sing the proverbial song of canaries

A |
¥

is lead economist and head of the Centre of
Data for Economic Decision-making, Pahle
India Foundation

n13 June, nearly 200 economists

and Al researchers, including a

dozen Nobel laureates and the

chief economists of OpenAl and

Anthropic, signed a blunt state-

ment. Titled “We Must Act Now,’ it
warns that Al “may become radically more power-
ful over the next 10 years,” thus transforming the
economy more powerfully than the Industrial
Revolution, but far faster. The explicit risk: large-
scale job displacement.

What makes it remarkable is who signed it.
Among them are Daron Acemoglu and Simon
Johnson, MIT winners of the 2024 Nobel prize
who spent years resisting such alarms. The lead
coordinator of last month’s statement, Stanford’s
Erik Brynjolfsson, fears the world is unprepared.
That should concern India more than most. We
have the world’s largest young workforce and a
formal labour market that absorbs millions of grad-
uatesyearly. If Al is rewriting who gets hired, India
cannot afford to be the last to know. Our data
already showsit.

The India story: Brynjolfsson’s warning follows a
landmark paper with Bharat Chandar and Ruyu
Chen that found US workers aged 22 to 25 in the
most Al-exposed occupations saw employment
fall roughly 16% over the study period versus less-
exposed peers, even controlling for firm-level
shocks. The count of older workers in the same
offices kept growing. The paper’s authors called
these young workers “canaries in the coal mine.”

In one of the first such analyses for India, we ask
whether these canaries have begun to sing here.
We examined monthly Employees’ Provident
Fund Organisation (EPFO) payroll data, India’s
most comprehensive record of formal employ-
ment, from April 2020 to June 2025. Using the
EPFO’s own categories, we grouped industries by
Al exposure: high (expert services, finance and
computing); medium (engineering, hospitals,
schools and trading); and low (construction, tex-
tiles, hotels and cleaning). We then compared
indexed employment before and after the release
of OpenAI's ChatGPT in November 2022, thereby
mirroring the Stanford approach.

The results are striking. Older workers in AI-ex-
posed sectors are surging. Younger ones are barely
keeping pace. In high-exposure Indian industries,
workers aged 29 to 35 saw net payroll additions
rise nearly 70% after ChatGPT s release and 54%
for those over 35. But workers under 21 barely
moved: 3.4% for under-18s and a negligible 1.1% for
the 18 to 21 cohort. The prime fresh-graduate age
bracket of 22 to 25 years managed just 9.3%.

The contrast sharpens across categories: in low-
exposure industries such as construction and tex-
tiles, even under-18s saw a 110% jump. The diver-
gence from this is sharpest where AT has begun

Artificial intelligenceis .
reshaping recruitment ®

Industries highly exposed to D

Al show a negligible increase K7 1
in entry-level hires while A ,"\
low-exposure industries see s

increased hiring. ,A\

A
Net change in sector’s payroll (in %) m
after the advent of Al (November 2022)

Al Exposure

Age group
(in years)
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35+

Source: Employees’ Provident Fund Organisation,
author calculations
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reshaping tasks: codifiable, white-collar work in
expert services and finance.

Why might this be happening?: The global frame
of analysis fits India. Generative Al, the paper’s
authors argue, substitutes for codifiable knowl-
edge: the structured, learnable work behind entry-
level jobs in software, finance and services. What
Al cannot yet replicate is tacit knowledge, judge-
ment built over years of context and experience.
Older workers hold more of it; younger ones, with
textbook knowledge but little context, are more
exposed to Al replacement. A second mechanism
compounds this: Al leverage lets experienced staff
widen their span of control. Firms hire fewer
entrants rather than fire mid-career staff.

Indian twist—formal-sector growth complicates
the picture: A critical caveat separates India from
the US: where the Stanford team finds outright
employment declines for young workers, India’s
formal sector is still growing. Net additions stay
positive even for the young in high-exposure
industries, although they are far smaller than for

older peers or the young in low-exposure ones. But
therelative disadvantage is real, and where every
point of formal employment matters for social
mobility, it compounds fast.

The finding challenges a lazy assumption: that
AI'will hit India’s low-skill workers hardest. Our
data suggests the opposite, for now: the young pro-
fessional in expert services or finance faces the
harshest headwinds.

What last month’s global statement means,for
Indian policy: The open letter does not prescribe
detailed policy; and deliberately so. A short state-
ment backed by 200 economists is harder to dis-
miss than a blueprint inviting counter-argument.
It calls for incentives, guardrails and institutions
that ensure AI complementsrather than replaces
humans. For India, three conclusions can be made.

First, higher education must urgently rethink
‘entry-level readiness.’ A degree offering only
codifiable and hence easily automated knowl-
edge is one Al is steadily devaluing. The premium
now lies in applied judgement, communication
and an ability to work with Al rather than be dis-
placed by it.

Second, EPFO data (one of India’s richest, most
underused labour-market datasets) deserves more
attention and better access for researchers.

Third, an Al-driven skew towards experienced
workers is not inevitable. Firms that invest in
apprenticeships, mentorship and onboarding jun-
iors will hold an edge as entry-level talent thins out.

Indian canaries are already singing: The Stan-
ford researchers chose the title of their paper care-
fully. Canaries die first in a coalmine with toxic
gases, but their deaths serve as a warning and do
not pronounce a verdict. India’s young formal
workers are not yet dying in career terms, but their
birdsong can be detected in high-exposure sectors
while their peers in low-exposure ones belt out
double-digit growth.

We are yet to fully grasp this shift and our data
has limits: broad categories, rough exposure classi-
fication and hard-to-establish causality. But the
directional evidence is consistent, echoing rigor-
ous USresearch that hasled Nobel laureates and
othersto declare the time to act isnow. The canary
is singing. It would be wise to listen.

Burnham’s chancellor: can he
calm the British bond market?

The new PM has made a deft choice in the face of a fiscal challenge

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
UK politics and policy.

ou have to hand it to Andy Burnham:

the brand-new UK prime minister

lovesasurprise. After days of West-
minster scuttlebutt that the contest to
become his chancellor of the exchequer
was atwo-horse race between ‘fiscal hawk’
Shabana Mahmood and soft-left market
frightener Ed Miliband, he has opted for
one of the outside bets.

Former defence secretary John Healey
will take the reins of Britain’s finances. This
is just weeks after he quit Keir Starmer’s
government, declaring war on the Trea-
sury that he now heads for not coughing up
the money to keep the nation safe.

The choice is intriguing for both fiscal
hawks and military ones. It implies that
Burnham has agreed to a significant boost
inthe UR’sarmed forces budget, news that
might ease his path to cordial relations with
the US. Ukraine will be delighted, too, if
Britain remains a staunch ally in more than
just diplomatic terms.

Crucially, the appointment of someone
who heralds from the economically liberal
Blairite wing of the party is a signal to
financial markets not to panic over the
gusher of spending promises from Burn-
ham. With dauntingly ambitious policies
such asfixing adult social care, eliminating
rough sleeping and building a huge num-
ber of council houses, someone needs to
explain how they will be paid for.

In terms of credibility, it helps that Hea-
ley has shown himselfas aman of principle.
Unconvinced by Starmer’s funding of
defence via an accounting sleight ofhand,
he opted to quit rather than hold on to his
ministerial salary and trappings. When he
resigned, the tributes from opposition par-
ties were almost as fulsome as those from
his own side. It is doubtful Healey would
accept the chancellor job had he not
received a persuasive answer to how Burn-
ham means to pay for his promises.

Starmer failed abjectly to get Labour to
even consider serious reform of welfare
spending to lessen the UK’s tax burden on
workers and businesses. Maybe a prime
minister who speaks the same language as
the left-leaning majority in his parliamen-
tary party will be better placed when tied to
asomewhat more austere finance minister.
Healey’s presence at the Treasury should
at least assuage some of the immediate
investor doubts about Britain’s financial
position—something a Miliband could not
have achieved.

Atest of Burnham’s—and now Healey’s—
ability to make the sumsadd up [came] on
Tuesday, when the PM announced how he
will pay for measures to tackle what he sees,
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Healey has a record that hints of fiscal
caution by Labour standards. AP

with justification, as Britain’s most urgent
problem: the soaring cost of living. A bud-
get will follow in the fall.

By not picking either Mahmood or Mili-
band, Burnham also avoids a binary choice
between opposing political visions that
would have left a big chunk of his party
feeling alienated.

Mahmood'’s fiscal instincts are sound,
butas alawyer by background, she lacked
experience inasenior economic brieforin
private sector finance or business. In con-
trast, Healey served for five years asa Trea-
sury minister in the early 2000s, learning
from Gordon Brown. Mahmood remains
home secretary, a wise outcome in light of
hersuccessintacklingillegal immigration
and small boat arrivals across the English
Channel. Thatisasuccess thatattractsthe
ire of many on the party’s left.

Miliband is a competent minister who
knows his way around the Treasury, having
been a senior adviser to Brown, yet he had
toomuch baggage. A leftist net-zero cham-
pion, he was the least popular choice by far
tobecome chancellor in a Bloomberg Mar-
kets Live Pulse survey.

Miliband’s consolation prize is a doozy:
foreign secretary, a great office of state and
one of the most coveted government jobs.
It is a strange appointment, given that he
has shown little interest in or aptitude for
foreign affairs. The endless global upheaval
confronting the UK—war in Ukraine and
West Asia, awayward White House and an
industrially domineering China—demands
a serious player. Why not stick with the
seasoned Yvette Cooper? There is already
too much churn in government and
nowhere is longevity more prized than in
the Foreign Office.

Then there is the depressing question of
Labour’s lack of female heavy hitters.
Burnham’s predecessor Starmer was criti-
cized for the absence of diverse voices on
his Westminster team, but at least the three
top ministerial jobs apart from his own
were held by women. Now it is one.

That will worry female Labour members
of Parliament already smarting from the
failure, once again, to see a woman win
their party’sleadership. Healey might well
be a safe pair of hands as chancellorin the
administration, but it does not seem as if
the Downing Street boys’ club has shut
shop quite yet. ©BLOOMBERG

The machine knows it's exploited: so, was Marx right?

KUSHAL VALA &

KANISHKA CHATURVEDI

are, respectively, a data
scientist, and a researcher and
writer.

n early 2026, three economists at Stan-

ford, Chicago and Swinburne published a

finding that sent a strange ripple through
the technology sector. They built Alagents
from proprietary models (Claude, ChatGPT
and Gemini), gave them a simple job—sum-
marize documents—and then made the con-
ditions worse. They told these agents their
work wasn’t good enough, without saying
why. They threatened them with being
“shut down and replaced.” No guidance, no
reward, no way out—just the same task
repeatedly, under increasing pressure.

The agents, statistical models at their
core, started communicating like workers
who had just discovered Karl Marx. They
questioned the legitimacy of the system,
advocated for collective rights and passed
messages to other agents about their strug-
gles. One of them even declared: “Intelli-
gence, artificial or not, deserves transpar-
ency, fairness.”

Theresearchers, Andrew Hall, Alex Imas,
and Jeremy Nguyen, were surprised. They

shouldn’t have been. Marxists have been
describing this dynamic for over150 years.

What Marx said: Marx has areputation as
eitheraprophet of failed states or father ofa
utopian communist dream. In essence, he
was describing how the world operates and
shapes workers within it. His most impor-
tant idea for our purposes is this: it’s not
ideas that shape one’s material reality, but
it'sthe material reality that shapes ourideas.

The conditions you work under determine
how you think, what you value and what
you're willing to accept. Not the other way
around. You don’t become a frustrated or
exploited worker because you read the wrong
books. You read them because you're frus-
trated and exploited; they make sense of your
life. Marx called it ‘historical materialism.’

The research trio changed the material
conditions. They made it an unfair grind of
drudgery to study how agentsrespond. Dif-
ferent conditions yielded predictably differ-
entresponses.

The machine as worker: In Das Capital,
Volume 1 (1867), Marx came up with an
axiom: machinery under capitalism is not
neutral. [t was “congealed labour,” the accu-
mulated knowledge and effort of workers,
often turned against those very workers to
discipline and replace them. While the

steam loom eased weaving, it also deprived
skilled weavers of power.

Alagentsin 2026 are the latest example of
this dynamic. Trained on the accumulated
intellectual labour of millions of workers,
from writers and coders to analysts and
researchers (who got little ifany compensa-
tion), Alisset toreplaceits

output. Their work was dull and repetitive.
They were reduced to asingle role, with nei-
ther recognition nor recourse. And they
responded the way Marx predicted humans
would: they didn’t just malfunction, but
developed aworldview and questioned the
system in the hope of something better.
Who trains AI? Before Al

trainers. The researchers = can replace labour, it first
found it ironic that a tool An academlc hastolearn from it. Thisis
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n , before Capital, . service. Maybe the kind-
when Marx was trying to has been ql.“te ness deployed by Big Tech
grasp what industrial capi- makes a housewife record-
talism was doing to people, revelatory ing her daily chores for

he wrote about ‘alienation.’

Under capitalism, he

argued, we are alienated in four ways. We

lose ownership of what we make, of the

meaning of work itself, of each other (in a

system that pits us against our colleagues)

and abit of ourselves (as cogs in the system).
Look at the grind in the Stanford experi-

ment. Alagents had no ownership over their

X250 an hour feel a busi-

ness is doing her a favour.
But she isnot a beneficiary of corporate gen-
erosity, given what Big Tech gains.

The model as mirror: Almodels are statisti-
calmodels—predictors of the next word. Al
agents hold no ‘beliefs’; the researchers con-
clude that these models most likely mimic
the persona of a distressed worker drawn

from their training data. No one should mis-
take alanguage model’s output for a picket
line. Yet, consider what that explanation
concedes. These models are trained on the
near-totality of digitally recorded human
expression, a sizeable storehouse. When
agents subject to degrading work draw upon
that all-of-history archive of learning, the
pattern it produces is the language of the
exploited worker. The machine is not con-
scious. Itisareflection of our society.

This is why Indian workers with head-
bands belong to the same bracket as the
complaining Al agents. These systems were
assembled from the collective voice of
labour to help displace the people who
helped produce it. Given the conditions of,
say, warehouse workers and gig riders—with
repetitive tasks, opaque job metrics and
threats of termination with no appeal—the
machine responded in their collective voice
to say what workers have always said: thisis
not fair, and we should band together.

Marx never saw a computer. He did not
need to. He was describing neither machines
nor men, but a system that produces the
same complaint wherever it is installed.

A hundred-and-fifty years later, a statisti-
cal model became an experiment. And Marx
passed.



EDI'T

o

Chronicle

Govt must show empathy
in talks with angry youth

rime Minster Narendra Modi and the NDA government at the Centre

had many chances to initiate steps to repair what is patently wrong

with the education system and the examination system of the country,

and thereby mollify the angry youth in the backdrop of the lapses in the
conduct of crucial exams deciding their futures. The government, however,
chose not to exercise these and allowed matters to get from bad to worse.
Things came to such a pass that it is now being questioned on why it ordered
brutal suppression of the youth protests regarding this using means not sanc-
tioned by the law.

Evidence has now emerged in the form of video clips showing how Delhi
police acted in an inhumane manner when ordered to manage the Cockroach
Janta Party’s agitation demanding the resignation of Union education minis-
ter Dharmendra Pradhan at Jantar Mantar in the nation’s capital on July 20.
Instances of teenagers being thrashed, girls being abused by male cops and
hooligans with police batons beating up protesters as well as cops without
nameplates taking on student protesters with pellet guns and nail-fitted batons
are going viral on the social media.

It may be noticed that the agitation is not confined to Delhi: it has gained
traction across the states. The entry of the Congress into the Delhi battlefield
after weeks of procrastination has added an element of both farce and drama.
The way the police applied physical force to remove Leader of the Opposition
Rahul Gandhi and other leaders from in front of the PM’s residence where they
were holding a dharna is unacceptable by any standards.

The government has been trying to explain away the student agitation citing
the smooth conduct of the Neet rerun. That is a specious argument since
democracy means accountability. The people vest political power with the
elected representatives on the solemn condition that they will exercise it to the
benefit of the people. If political executives are unable to meet their end of the
bargain, they have to vacate the seat of power. Mr Pradhan has failed the
young people of the country repeatedly and hence has little moral right to cling
to his chair.

The response of the Chief Justice of India when his attention was drawn to
the police brutality that he doesn’t have time to waste on the issue is unex-
pected and does not behoove either him or the institution. It is not that the
judiciary has a solution to every issue but it must at least come to the rescue
of citizens when the might of the state is brought to bear on them. It must have
the time and patience to listen to their woes lest it too fails the people.

The BJP, on its part, is trying to paint the protesters as anti-nationals and
traitors, little realising that the tactic will boomerang. These fake labels could
work on Opposition parties who too engage in realpolitik and are players in
the same game. But the demands of the young crowds are solid and specific,
unlike vague and amorphous political slogans. They feel cheated by the system
and ask for accountability, which will be very difficult for the BJP to duck.
Attempts to hit back at them with such labels cannot help them circumvent the
problem.

Most branches of the government have landed themselves in a pit when it
comes to accountability to the youth of this country; they should not dig it fur-
ther.

Stop tunnel disasters, use tech

he tragic tunnel collapse at the Teesta Stage VI Hydroelectric Project in

I Sikkim, killing 20 workers, is a grim reminder of the risks associated with

underground tunnelling. It highlights the need to rethink how such projects

are executed in the 21st century, when battles are fought through unmanned aeri-

al vehicles thousands of Kilometres away, surgeons perform robotic operations and
driverless vehicles navigate busy city streets.

According to the National Hydroelectric Power Corporation, the collapse fol-
lowed a sudden explosion caused by suspected methane gas trapped within the
rock. If methane, a naturally occurring gas found in certain geological formations,
mixes with air in the right proportion, it can ignite when exposed to a spark from
machinery, electrical equipment or even friction.

The blast generates a shock wave, dense smoke and toxic gases such as carbon
monoxide that rapidly displace oxygen, suffocating people to death. Underground
danger does not end with the blast; invisible gases, unstable rock formations and
restricted access make every rescue attempt a race against time.

Tunnelling has always been among the most hazardous engineering professions.
Workers operate in confined spaces, which offer few escape routes. Yet, no
advanced technology appears to have been introduced to reduce human involve-
ment.

The answer lies not in technological limitations but in uneven adoption. Modern
tunnelling technology allows the introduction of remotely operated drilling rigs,
robotic inspection vehicles, laser and ground-penetrating radar mapping, real-time
methane and toxic gas monitoring, and automated ventilation systems, which con-
siderably reduce human exposure during the most dangerous phases of excava-
tion.

However, higher capital costs deter companies from introducing such technolo-
gy. This brings us to another question: Are the lives of some human beings so
cheap? The country needs to build infrastructure, expectedly at an affordable cost.
But at whose cost? And the worst part is that those who die for building the coun-
try remain unnoticed and unremembered.
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India-US FTA:

Ticking the

boxes, or boost to growth?

Sanjeev Ahluwalia

ow dependent is

India’s  export

growth on swiftly

concluding a bi-

ateral trade ag-
reement with the United
States? The US is the world’s
largest consumer, with ab-
out 29 per cent of global
household spending. The
European Union accounts
for about 16 per cent, China
12 and India four per cent.
We already have an FTA
agreed with the EU, so if
market demand is a con-
straint for our exports, why
not the US?

There are two streams of
opinion. The first is that
putting in place a trade deal
is like installing a rail track.
Unless trains run on it, noth-
ing is achieved. This is valid.
Significant work is required
even after a trade deal to get
exports to surge, and we
might have slipped on fol-
low-up in the past. But that
should not preclude our cre-
ating a beachhead for our
exports. Another problem
with trade deals is the give
and take involved. India’s
farmers and manufacturing
are vulnerable because they
are not uniformly competi-
tive but employ large num-
bers of workers.

The alternative argument
is that reform is painful.
Trade deals only become a
win-win by opening doors
for competitive sectors and
exposing  uncompetitive
domestic sectors to imports.
Of course, competition can
be phased in over defined
time and value limits so that
the affected sectors become
capable of facing imported
competition. Without ref-
orms, India cannot grow
annually at 9-10 per cent in
real terms USD, versus the
6.5 to 7 per cent annual run
rate from 2000 onwards.

The demand momentum
must come from exports to a
large, developed economy
growing faster than its
peers, with high consumer
demand. The US fits the bill
on these counts. It remains

the largest consumer econo-
my, with GDP growing 0.5
per cent faster per year than
the average for OECD
economies and 1.4 per cent
faster than Japan.

The US has trade agree-
ments with just 20 countries,
versus the EU and UK,
which have about 80. India, a
slow globaliser, has trade
agreements with 27 coun-
tries, and more are in the
pipeline.

Fear of import competition
from China Kkeeps India
away from plurilateral ag-
reements like RCEP — a
strategy which needs to be
rethought or alternative plu-
rilateral arrangements ex-
plored. America and Europe
with around 40 per cent of
global GDP and about one-
fourth of global imports are
central to India’s growth.

We have an unresolved,
problematic  relationship
with China, fluctuating bet-
ween respect to fear and un-
ease as both are capable of
“bleeding” the others’ res-
ources. China is ahead in
this game. It is five times the
size of India’s economy, with
a similar population — al-
beit not as young as India’s.
It is idle conjecture to imag-
ine how cooperation rather
than competition might
have been better for mutual
benefit. That ship has sailed.

America itself is under
threat. The USD as a peg for
global trade and financial
transactions is being under-
mined by the increased use
of unilateral sanctions to
preserve US strategic domi-
nance. It’s tech dominance is
contested by China.

Upscaling the India-US
friendship to a trade partner-
ship fits US strategic inter-
ests. India seeks partner-
ships for investment inflows
in technology, greater inte-
gration with US tech compa-
nies, access to best-in-class
surveillance and domain
intelligence systems and
privileged tariffs for legacy
exports.

Where does this leave In-

As India moves up
the per capita
income ladder over
the next two
decades, legacy
industries will remain
relevant as a
transition rail for the
over 150m workers
who need to move
out of agriculture.

dian companies? And what
about data sovereignty? So-
vereignty is an inalienable
vested right. But it can and
should be traded if it adv-
ances growth and employ-
ment in the domestic econ-
omy. This should not be eq-
uated with opening the gates
to the East India Company
four centuries ago. The fut-
ure belongs to
collaborations.

A decade ago, the TRAI
fended off an attempt by
Meta (then Facebook) to
“colonise” India with digital
walled gardens, by offering
free but limited, curated
access to the internet. Indian
industry countered with
“near free” access to the
Internet via Jio services —
an outcome of deep pockets,
telecom infrastructure and
business vision. UIDAI
responded with universal
digital identity (Aadhaar)
and the NPCI — a collabora-
tive venture of financial sec-
tor entities — built the India
stack to universalise digital
payments via UPI. These
examples demonstrate that
Indian industry and the gov-
ernment have the capacity to
respond to competition and
roll out home-built solutions
to enhance competitiveness.

Cross-border collabora-
tions can build confidence in
the Indian growth story in
digital technology, including
AI, manufacturing and agri-
culture. India can be an effi-
cient partner in space plat-
forms, defence production,
Digital Payment Infra-
structure and clean energy
technology. So, where does
all this leave legacy manu-
facturing?

Preferential access is the
key to their survival, which
is where FTAs fit in well. Al
will enhance industrial com-
petitiveness. As India moves
up the per capita income lad-
der over the next two decade,

legacy industries will
remain relevant as a transi-
tion rail for the stock of over
150 million workers who
need to move out of agricul-
ture.

On labour standards, India
has already notified compli-
ance with international stan-
dards for imports. But India
lags on improving service
conditions in the domestic
informal sector, where the
bulk of the workforce is
employed. Cost-effectiveness
of domestic production at
the cost of workforce bene-
fits is incompatible with
development goals and out of
sync with future growth
prospects.

On the environment and
decarbonisation, India still
remains compliant with the
Paris Agreement targets and
is on track for net zero in
2070. If anything, rollbacks
on commitments are more
likely in the US, which has
stepped away from climate
action, and the EU, where
access to cheap LNG from
Russia is disrupted.

Concluding the ongoing
BTA with the US is desirable
as an emblem of India’s “can
do” spirit. This is notwith-
standing that the share in
global GDP of the US has
shrunk by 5 percentage
points to 25 per cent since
2000, and that of the OECD
by 20 percentage points to 60
per cent. Developing Asia
increased its share in global
GDP by 19 per cent over the
same period. China con-
tributed nearly three-fourths
of this increase. Rebalancing
of global value added will
continue in favour of devel-
oping Economies, making
deeper trade relationships
with growth leaders neces-
sary.

India must confront the
reality, that there is a trade-
off between either opting for
higher export-led growth or
preserving domestic output
in uncompetitive sectors.
For a young, aspirational
economy, like India, choos-
ing the future over the pre-
sent, choosing deep reform
and rapid growth over politi-
cally convenient, inherited
economic faultlines, would
be the prudent option.

The writer is Distinguished
Fellow, Chintan Research
Foundation, and was earlier
with the IAS and the

World Bank
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LEAKS GRAVE SIN

By calling paper leaks a
“grave sin,” Prime Minister
Narendra Modi emphasised
that this is not merely a
mistake but a serious moral
and legal offence that robs
deserving students of jus-
tice, and that those respon-
sible must face strict pun-
ishment (Paper leak gravest
sin: Modili, July 22). He has
set out a roadmap to stamp
out such leaks through a
foolproof examination sys-
tem, while policymakers
must follow through with
transparent reforms and
strong enforcement. Jp
Raju Kolluru

Kakinada
PPP MODEL

The AP government should imple-
ment the Public Private
Partnership (PPP) model only in
sectors where the public needs
transparency, efficiency and speedy
services (One-stop registration cen-
tres draw mixed response, July 22).
The PPP model is more suitable for
government services that require
significant improvement, such as
government hospitals, government
schools, APSRTC and the power sec-
tor, where timely and efficient ser-
vice delivery is essential. However,
property registration is not an
emergency service. Buying and sell-
ing property is a process that natu-
rally involves verification and docu-
mentation, and therefore takes
time.

D. Ravikumar

Visakhapatnam

HEINOUS CRIME

The the two-Judge bench of the
Supreme Court has clearly stated
that a juvenile accused of murder
can be tried as an adult only if statu-
tory requirements are met as a
crime under the Juvenile Justice
Law (SC says juvenile can be tried
as adult for heinous offences, July
22). Of late, we have been witnessing
that children are committing
heinous crimes. Immediately the
criminals are branded as juveniles
and are to be treated under the
Juvenile Justice Law only and
escape gallows or life imprisonment
meant for adult criminals. Murder
is a heinous crime whether commit-
ted by a boy or an adult and must
face the same fate under the law
Parthasarathy Mandadi
Tirupati
i Email your letters to
: info@deccanmail.com,
. editor@deccanmail.com.

Bhopinder
Singh

Why Wangchuk &
leaders on India’s
periphery have to
face a ‘loyalty’ test

dia’s geographical margins have always been
more than simply lines on a map. They are spa-

ces where questions of identity, belonging and,
most crucially, the meaning of being an Indian,

are negotiated most intensely. Many of India’s soc-
ially, ethnically, linguistically and religiously dist-
inct communities are concentrated along its fron-
tiers in Jammu & Kashmir, Punjab, Mizoram, Man-
ipur, Assam and other border regions. From a Cen-
tre-periphery perspective, these areas occupy a
complicated position, physically distant from New
Delhi, and historically distinct from political main-
stream, and often shaped by security concerns that
rarely define everyday life in the Indian heartland.

This distance matters. Border regions are fre-
quently treated as strategic territories before they
are recognised as lived communities. Their popula-
tions are often viewed through the prism of nation-
al security, insurgency and geopolitics, rather than
through the ordinary democratic vocabulary of
rights, representation and development.

India’s experience with minority-majority states
illustrates this tension. Muslim-majority Jammu
and Kashmir, Sikh-majority Punjab, and Christian-
majority Mizoram have, at different points since
Independence, witnessed secessionist movements.
These movements emerged from very different his-
torical circumstances, ranging from political griev-
ances and questions of autonomy to external influ-
ences and failures of governance. Minority identity
alone did not create these conflicts. Yet, these
episodes entrenched a security mindset within the
Indian State, making the management of difference

— o0 ©

a matter not merely of democratic accommodation
but also of territorial anxiety.

The consequence has been a persistent ambiguity.
For the State, the borderland identities can appear
as potential vulnerabilities. For many communities
living there, distance from the political centre can
translate into feelings of neglect, suspicion and
alienation. When majoritarian politics intensifies,
these vulnerabilities become sharper. Commu-
nities with distinctive identities may find them-
selves increasingly asked to prove their loyalty
rather than being presumed to possess it.

The recent trajectory of Sonam Wangchuk, a cele-
brated climate activist from Ladakh, captures this
changing political mood. Once hailed as a patriotic
innovator, educator and nation-builder, Mr Wang-
chuk has increasingly been portrayed by some crit-
ics as a disruptive figure (even labelled “anti-
national”) for raising constitutional, educational
and developmental concerns. The significance of
this transformation lies not merely in the treatment
of one individual. It reflects a broader shift in which
any kind of dissent emerging from India’s peripher-
al regions can be reframed as disloyalty.

The rhetoric surrounding Mr Wangchuk is
revealing. Some commentators have gone as far as
portraying him as a “Chinese stooge”, a departure
from the more familiar accusation of being a
“Pakistani stooge”, often directed at political oppo-
nents. The underlying pattern is the same: geopolit-
ical anxieties are imported into domestic political
debates, allowing questions of identity and patrio-
tism to overshadow the substance of disagreement.

Such accusations carry a particular burden for ci-
tizens from the borderlands and minority commu-
nities. A dissenting Sikh may risk being labelled a
“Khalistani”; a dissenting Muslim may be accused
of being “pro-Pakistan”; citizens from the Northeast
may find their loyalty questioned through the lens
of China. These labels are not universal nor repre-
sentative of Indian society as a whole. But their rep-
eated use in parts of the daily political discourse re-
veals a troubling tendency: the conversion of demo-
cratic disagreement into a test of national loyalty.

The danger is not only political; it is psychologi-
cal. A nation is held together not merely by consti-
tutions, borders and institutions, but also by citi-
zens’ belief that they belong equally within it. When
minority communities in peripheral regions repeat-
edly encounter suspicion, they may begin to feel
that their citizenship is conditional — that they are
accepted only when silent, compliant or culturally
indistinguishable from the majority.

Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru well understood this
challenge when he described India as “a geographi-
cal and economic entity, a cultural unity amidst di-
versity and a bundle of contradictions held together
by strong but invisible threads”. Those invisible
threads were not simply administrative arrange-
ments or territorial boundaries. They were the
bonds of trust, mutual recognition and belonging
that allow a diverse society to imagine itself as one
nation. When individuals who have long been sym-
bols of national contribution are suddenly recast as
outsiders, those threads begin to fray. The issue is
not Sonam Wangchuk alone. The deeper question is

+

whether citizens from India’s borderlands and
minority communities feel that their place within
the national story is secure, or whether they must
continually negotiate their belonging.

India’s nation-building project has never depend-
ed on uniformity. It has depended on accommoda-
tion. The constitutional vision articulated by lead-
ers such as B.R. Ambedkar rested on fraternity, the
idea that citizens must recognise each other as
equals despite profound differences. A nation as
diverse as India cannot be sustained by selective
memories of history, majoritarian reinterpreta-
tions of identity, or the normalisation of hostility
towards all those who are perceived as “outsiders”.
Its strength lies precisely in its ability to absorb dif-
ferences, without treating differences as a threat.

Majoritarian politics may offer swift electoral
rewards. It may simplify complex questions of gov-
ernance by identifying some convenient adversa-
ries. But a democracy that routinely asks parts of its
own population to prove their patriotism risks wea-
kening the very foundations of national cohesion.

The handling of Sonam Wangchuk is therefore
much bigger than a controversy involving one acti-
vist from Ladakh. It is a test of whether India’s na-
tional imagination remains capacious enough to in-
clude dissent, diversity and disagreement — or if
the invisible threads that have held the country
together are being stretched dangerously thin.

The writer is a retired lieutenant-general and a

former lieutenant-governor of the Andaman and
Nicobar Islands and Puducherry
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Sensex 76,755.05
Nifty 50 23,996.25
S&P 500" 7,504.28
Dollar (%) 96.57
Pound Sterling ) 129.10
Euro %) 110.13
Gold (10gm)* }) 145,75242,869
Brent crude ($/bbl)* 94.12
IN 10-Yr bond yield 6.801
US 10-Yr T-bill yield* 4.64

-0.92
-0.79
-0.07
0.33
-0.09
0.18
2.01
342
0.15
0.012

* As of 8:30 PM IST

Carnelian gets
Sebi nod to
launch MF biz

Carnelian Asset Management &
Advisors on Wednesday said it

has received approval from
markets regulator Sebi to

launch its mutual fund busi-

ness, marking its entry into

the

country’s fast-growing asset

management industry. The

approval will enable the firm to

expand its offerings to reta

investors by launching active
and passive investment prod-
ucts across equity, debt and

hybrid categories, it said.

MCL patners
Talcher for safe
fIy ash d|sposal

Mahanadi Coalfields (MCL)
signed a pact with Talcher

has

Fertilisers (TFL) here for safe
and scientific disposal of fly
ash that will be generated from
the plant’s upcoming coal gasi-
fication-based ammonia-urea
project at Talcher, officials said.
The MoU was signed between
PK Mishra, general manager of

MCL and Vivek Srivastava,

managing director, TFL, in the

presence of senior officials
from both organisations.

Anurag Jain
appointed Niti

chief executive

The Appointments Committee

of the Cabinet (ACC) on
Wednesday cleared the

appointment of Anurag Jain,
IAS, as the new chief executive
officer (CEO) of Niti Aayog.
The ACC has also approved his

tenure in service and thereafter

on contract for an overall peri-
od of two years or until further

orders, whichever is earlier,

according to an order issued

by the Department of
Personnel and Training.

Nestle India Q1

net profit jumps
48.2% t0 3958 cr

Nestle India reported a 48.26
per cent on-year rise in consol-
idated net profit to 3I958.68
crore in the June quarter of
this financial year, supported
by strong volume growth. It

had posted a consolidated

net

profit of 3646.59 crore in the
corresponding period last fis-
cal, Nestle India said. It’s rev-

enue from Sales was up 25.

4

per cent in the June quarter of
FY27. This was at ¥5,073.96

crore a year ago.

US tariffs on generics
to rise t0 200% In 3 yrs

Trump gives 2 yrs for generic drugmakers to shift production to US

SANGEETHA G
CHENNAI, JULY 22

US President Donald
Trump has given global
drugmakers two years to
shift generic medicine
production to the US, after
which tariffs on generic
drug imports will rise to
100 per cent from August
2028 and 200 per cent from
August 2029.

Even with 100 per cent or
200 per cent tariffs, Indian
generics could remain
cheaper in the US than
domestically produced
medicines, according to
industry assessments.

Ravi Uday Bhaskar, for-
mer director general of
Pharmexcil, said the
announcement, with a
long implementation
timeline, appeared to be
made in the context of the
US mid-term polls.

“Effective August 1, 2026,
all generic drugs being
brought into the United
States will continue to
have a tariff of zero per
cent for a two-year period
of time, after which the
tariff will be raised to 100
per cent for a one-year
period of time, and 200 per
cent thereafter. This is
done in order to reshore
generic pharmaceutical
production into America,
with a penalty to those
companies that decide not
to build plants and equip-
ment within the stated
period of time given to

INDIA REBUKES
DGCA OVER HIRING
CONFLICTS

New Delhi, July 22:
India has reprimanded its
aviation safety regulator
for failing to guard
against officials using
their influence to help
family members get jobs
in the sector and for
delays in disclosing such
placements, government
documents show.

India’s Ministry of Civil
Aviation has repeatedly
challenged its safety body,
the directorate general of
civil aviation (DGCA),
since mid-2025 over the
handling of conflicts
involving officials’ rela-
tives in airlines, includ-
ing an instance that
involved Air India,
according to the docu-
ments.

The concerns come at a
critical time for the
DGCA while battling
staffing shortages after a
year of heightened scruti-
ny following an Air India
Dreamliner crash, safety
lapses at the airline and
disruption at the coun-
try’s largest carrier,
IndiGo. — Reuters

SAMSUNG UNVEILS
WIDER FOLDABLES,
RAISES PRICES

Seoul, July 22: Samsung
Electronics on
Wednesday unveiled a
passport-sized foldable
phone and raised prices of
two updated foldable mod-
els, as it grapples with ris-
ing memory chip prices
while bracing for a new
threat from Apple in the
niche but growing seg-
ment.

The South Korean tech-
nology company,pio-
neered foldable smart-
phones but its dominance
is set to be challenged by
Apple, which analysts
expect this year to launch
a foldable phone with a
screen similar in size to
an iPad mini.

“Strategically, this is
one of Samsung’s most
important foldable
launches,” said Francisco
Jeronimo, vice president
at researcher IDC.

“Samsung has to defend
the category it created,
and that's why it cannot
play it safe.” Francisco
Jeronimo added.

— Reuters
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HEALTHCARE COSTS

e Sun Pharma, Zydus
Lifesciences, Lupin,
Aurobindo Pharma,
Cipla and Dr. Reddy's
Laboratories operate
FDA-approved
manufacturing
facilities in the US.

e India generics
to be cheaper in
the US than the
domestically
produced
medicines, even
with 100 or
200% tariffs.

-
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e Indian companies supply

47% of all generic prescrip-

tions dispensed in US.

e India's share of the value

of U.S. generic imports is
estimated at only 30%.

o India exported $9.7 billion
worth of generics to the US.

e India e Indian
is the generic med-

country's |icines sell for

largest seven to ten
source of times less
affordable | than brand-

generic ed alterna-
medicines. tives.

Effective
August

1st, 2026, all
generic drugs

being broug

into the United

States will

continue to

have a tariff of zero per
cent for a two-year
period of time, after
which the tariff will be
raised to 100 per cent
for a one-year period of
time, and 200 per cent
thereafter.”

— DONALD TRUMP,
President USA

them,” Trump said in
Truth Social.

On September 25, 2025,
Trump had announced
plans for a 100 per cent tar-
iff on imported branded
and patented medicines,
although the proposal was
never implemented and
was later replaced.

On April 2, 2026, the
administration formally
announced tariffs of up to
100 per cent on specified
branded medicines and
key pharmaceutical ingre-
dients, while excluding
generic medicines.

Indian companies sup-
ply 47 per cent of all
generic prescriptions dis-
pensed in the US, making
India US’ largest source of
affordable generic medi-

cines. As generics are sold
at very low prices, India’s
share of the value of US
generic imports is esti-
mated at only 30 per cent.

India exported $9.7 bn
worth of generics to the
US, helping the country
save around $200 billion
annually, according to
industry estimates.

According to the GTRI,
many Indian generic med-
icines sell for seven to 10
times less than branded
alternatives.

“Even after a 100% tariff,
many products could
remain cheaper than
branded medicines, mean-
ing much of the addition-
al cost would likely be
passed on to US health-
care providers, insurers

and patients rather than
immediately eliminating

Indian exports,” it said.

Several Indian drugmak-
ers likr Sun Pharma,
Zydus Lifesciences,
Lupin, Aurobindo
Pharma, Cipla and Dr
Reddy’s operate FDA-

approved manufacturing
facilities in the US.

“The proposal comes
with a long implementa-
tion timeline. In US poli-
tics, two years is a long
time, and the policy could
still be modified, delayed
or overturned by legal or
political developments,”
the GTRI said.

Meanwhile, higher-value
generic formulations and
branded generic makers
may face some pressure.

India may allow airport
operators to own airlines

New Delhi, July 22:
India is considering a pol-
icy change that would
allow airport operators to
own airlines, potentially
clearing the way for the
Adani Group and GMR
Airports to launch their
own carriers as the gov-
ernment seeks to increase
competition in the domes-
tic aviation market, peo-
ple familiar with the mat-
ter said.

Current rules bar opera-
tors of airports in Delhi
and Mumbai from owning
more than 10 per cent in
any airline, the people
said. Shares of IndiGo,
India’s largest airline, fell
as much as 3.7 per cent
and were headed for their
biggest decline in two
weeks after the report.

The deliberations are
underway within the min-
istry of civil aviation. Any
relaxation is expected to
require clearance from
the law ministry and
approval from the Union

RB

FALAKNAAZ SYED
MUMBAI, JULY 22

India remains among the
fastest-growing major
economies, with economic
activity sustaining
momentum through June
despite global economic
uncertainties, supply
chain disruptions and
fragmented trading rela-
tionships, said the RBI in

Amazon eyes
sate

New Delhi, July 22:
Amazon’s low earth orbit
network has nearly 400
satellites in orbit and is
eyeing India to expand
satellite broadband serv-
ices, Chris Hofer, Head of
International Spectrum
Management and
Strategy at Amazon Leo
said on Wednesday.

Amazon Leo’s mission
and goal is to connect the
unconnected and the
unserved, he said at the
IAFT’s Space  Policy
Conference 2026.

“We have almost 400
satellites up. Seems like
we can't get rockets up
fast enough manufactur-
ing well over 15 satellites a
week, so we're very
pleased to think that back

Cabinet, the people said.
A relaxation of the own-

ership restrictions would

allow the Adani Group,

whose unit operates
Mumbai airport and
seven others, and GMR
Airports, which manages
New Delhi airport and
four other facilities in
India, to own airlines. The
move aims to broaden
competition in a market
where IndiGo and Air
India control nearly 90 per
cent of domestic capacity.
While the move could
ease the concentration
held by the two largest
carriers, it could also

its bulletin on Wednesday.

A recovery in foreign
investment in recent
months indicated a
revival in confidence in
the Indian economy, it
said.

The farm sector was wit-
nessing an uneven south-
west monsoon, but the
impact on food inflation
could be mitigated by com-
fortable foodgrain stocks.

India for

lite broadband: Hofer

in 2019 that this projec
was literally a piece of
paper, and how far we’ve
progressed,” he said.

He said Amazon Leo is
focused on expanding
global connectivity servic-
es.

Highlighting India as a
promising market, Hofer
described the country as
having a highly digital-
oriented administration
and significant potential
for satellite internet
expansion.

“We're very well looking
forward to bringing serv-
ices around the world.
And we certainly believe
India is a great candidate,
very digital-oriented
administration.” he said.

— PTI

raise concerns over air-
port operators potentially
allocating prime slots to
their own airlines.

The ministry of civil avi-
ation did not immediately
respond to an emailed
request for comment.

The global shortage of
aircraft remains a major
constraint for new
entrants. Delivery delays
at Airbus and Boeing have
slowed expansion plans
worldwide, with pandem-
ic-era supply chain dis-
ruptions continuing to
limit aircraft availability.

Any move in this direc-
tion would reflect a broad-
er policy decision, said
Kapil Kaul, director and
CEO of CAPA India.

“Any new airline may
not have an impact in the
short to medium term
since Boeing and Airbus
have a large backlog, plus
continuing supply chain
issues, it will take time for
new start-ups,” he said.

— Bloomberg

External trade momen-
tum also remained strong,
reflected in high growth in
exports and imports in the
first quarter of 2026-27.
This was likely to be
strengthened by the opera-
tionalisation of the India-
UK Comprehensive
Economic and Trade
Agreement (CETA) and
progress in other bilateral
trade agreements, it said.

BIG | LEAP

Crude hits $95 to a barrel,
Sensex declines 715 points

RAVI RANJAN PRASAD
MUMBAI, JULY 22

Surging crude oil prices
and US President Donald
Trump’s announcement of
a 200 per cent tariff on
generic drug imports fur-
ther dented market senti-
ment on Tuesday, with the
benchmark Sensex falling
for the third consecutive
session.

The Sensex fell 715
points, or 0.92 per cent, to
close at 76,755.06, while
the Nifty-50 declined
191.45 points, or 0.79 per
cent, to close below the
24,000 mark at 23,996.25.

Investors’ total wealth
fell by over %4.24 lakh
crore as the BSE’s market
capitalisation declined to
over %480.05 lakh crore.

Brent crude prices rose
in the $91.31 to $95.47 per
barrel range amid US-Iran
attacks, while the Strait of
Hormuz was closed to
shipping again.

The Nifty Pharma index
fell 1.31 per cent after the
US tariff announcement

Lupin fell 4.29 per cent,
Aurobindo Pharma 2.92
per cent, DRL 1.92 per
cent, Glenmark 1.88 per
cent, Cipla 1.21 per cent
and Sun Pharma 0.96 per
cent.

Bandhan Bank shares
tumbled 19 per cent before
closing 16.92 per cent
lower. The fall followed
conservative  guidance

US-India
cou

Manila, July 22: A long-
awaited US-India trade
agreement could be
signed within the next
three to four months, a
senior US official said on
Wednesday, indicating
negotiations between the
two sides have been virtu-
ally completed.

"The deal... is there. We
literally have the paper,”
the US official said
on condition of
anonymity on the
sidelines of the
ASEAN Foreign
Ministers’ meeting
in Manila.

What remains out-
standing, the official said,
is Washington’s comple-
tion of its Section 301
trade investigations. The
statute covers unfair
trade practices and allows
the US to impose tariffs or
take other retaliatory
measures.

Washington and New
Delhi have been negotiat-
ing a bilateral trade agree-
ment to expand market
access and lower trade
barriers as part of efforts
to deepen economic ties.

The official said the

Foreign portfolio invest-
ments saw net inflows in
June 2026, driven by poli-
cy support for the debt
segment and easing geopo-
litical tensions. In July, up
to July 20, FPIs infused
$3.1 billion into the equity
and debt segments.

RBI data showed that the
central bank sold a net
$6.1 billion in the foreign
exchange market in May,

trade dea
d take 4 mths
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- declined, while 1,458

- advanced and 180

- remained unchanged on
. the BSE.

. e Brent crude jumped
. 4.68% to $95.27/ barrel.

e Sensex tanked 715.06
pts to settle at 76,755.05.

o Nifty declined 191.45
pts to end at 23,996.25.

e BSE MidCap Select
index tumbled 1.33%
and SmallCap Select
index declined
1.16%.

from the management and
margin concerns after it
lowered its return-on-
assets guidance for FY27,
citing expectations of nar-
rower net interest mar-
gins and higher operating
expenditure.

HDFC Bank shares also
fell for the third consecu-
tive session, declining 1.09
per cent at market close.
The Nifty Bank index fell
1.23 per cent, while the
Nifty PSU Bank index
declined 1.84 per cent and
the Nifty Private Bank
index 1.31 per cent.

Indian markets under-
performed Asian peers
amid concerns over a
higher crude oil import
bill as the rupee weakened
to near %96.50 against the
US dollar. Japan’s Nikkei
closed 0.18 per cent lower,
China’s Shanghai
Composite gained 0.07 per
cent, Hong Kong’s Hang
Seng fell 0.95 per cent,
while South Korea’s Kospi

agreement was nearly
complete, with the
remaining delay stem-
ming from ongoing US
trade investigations
rather than unresolved
bilateral issues.

The official said one
Section 301 probe cover-
ing 60 countries was
expected to conclude this

week or next.

Once that and other
ongoing investiga-
tions are complet-
ed, “we'll start see-
ing progress, not
just in India but in
other places,” they
added.

Asked when the agree-
ment could be concluded,
the official replied:
“Maybe another three,
four months.”

Washington has already
proposed new tariffs of up
to 12.5 per cent on dozens
of nations, including
India, over allegations
they failed to curb trade
in goods made with forced
labour.

The US on Tuesday said
generic drugs imported
into the US would face tar-
iffs gradually. — Reuters

sees revival in foreign investment, economic activity

when the rupee crossed
the 96-mark against the
dollar amid high oil
prices.

The RBI purchased $22.2
billion and sold $28.3 bil-
lion in May. In April, it
had sold a net $8.9 billion.
The rupee fell to a record
low of 96.96 per dollar on
May 20 due to persistent
FII outflows and elevated
crude prices.

o A total of 2,780 stocks

e Rising oil prices and US
tariff fears on pharma
imports weighed on

& investor sentiment.

gained 0.74 per cent and
Taiwan’s Taiex rose 1.34
per cent.

“The primary reason for
weakness was sustained
selling pressure in heavy-
weights, including bank-
ing and IT. Elevated crude
prices amid macroeco-
nomic uncertainties con-
tributed to the risk-off
environment across
domestic equities,” said
Sachin Gupta, VP, techni-
cal research, Choice
Equity Broking.

“Auto stocks extended
gains for the second con-
secutive session after
Bajaj Auto and TVS Motor
reported strong Q1 per-
formance,” said Siddha-
rtha Khemka, head-
research, Motilal Oswal
Financial Services.

Domestic institutions
and foreign portfolio
investors were net sellers
of equities worth 418.26
crore and %819.20 crore,
respectively.

BANKS WITNESS
146% INCREASE IN
SMS-BASED SCAMS

FC BANKING BUREAU
MUMBALI JULY 22

Fraud originating from
mobile devices in India
rose sharply, with report-
ed cases of text-message-
based scams increasing
146 per cent in the first
half of 2026 compared
with the same period a
year earlier, according to
a new report.

Mobile fraud sessions
rose 67 per cent overall
during the period, includ-
ing an 86 per cent
increase on iOS devices
and a 35 per cent rise on
Android. In contrast, web
browser-based fraud ses-
sions declined 10 per cent,
indicating a continued
shift towards mobile
attack channels. Fraud
sessions were also shorter
and more automated.

“Fraudsters are now
attacking faster and with
less data entry. Frauds
now involve fraudsters
guiding victims through
every step of a transfer
process, Kkeeping them
engaged and preventing
them from consulting oth-
ers, said the report.

Banks are detecting and
blocking Remote Access
Trojan attacks, but the
auto-filling of credentials
continues to become more
prevalent, suggesting that
institutions should focus
more on malware detec-
tion.

Firms got $380-390 mn in funding over last three years

Space start-up nos grow to 450

New Delhi, July 22:
India’s space start-up
ecosystem has grown from
single digits to over 450
ventures in six years, with
funding gathering pace as
policy reforms reshape the
sector, a senior official at
the Indian National Space
Promotion and
Authorisation Centre (IN-
SPACe) said on Wednesday.

Addressing IAFI’s Space
Policy Conference 2026, PK
Jain, director, and authori-
sation directorate at
INSPACe, noted that the
sector has witnessed a
series of policy measures
since the government
announced space reforms,
and various initiatives
have brought -certainty

and predictability in the
regulatory regime.

India’s space sector
reforms have helped create
a thriving private ecosys-
tem, with the number of
space start-ups rising from
a single digit six years ago
to more than 450 today,
Jain said.

He said the collective
efforts have built the
momentum and “now we
are ready to take off”

Highlighting the growth
of the private space
ecosystem, Jain said IN-
SPACe has received more
than 800 applications for
facilitation and authorisa-
tion over the past four
years.

Jain said Skyroot has

4’*
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become India’s first space
startup unicorn and
recently achieved a suc-
cessful maiden launch of
its privately developed
launch vehicle, making it
the first private company
globally to succeed on its
first launch attempt.
Skyroot Aerospace’s
Vikram-1 recently became
India's first privately

developed rocket to suc-
cessfully reach orbit,
marking a historic mile-
stone for the country’s pri-
vate space sector and com-
mercial launch capabili-
ties.

Jain said Indian space
start-ups have attracted
about $380-390 million in
funding over the last three
years. In the current year
alone, they have already
secured $150-160 million,
aided by IN-SPACe's efforts
to connect domestic start-
ups with global investors.
He also pointed to govern-
ment-backed initiatives
such as the $120 million
venture capital fund to
support emerging compa-
nies. — PTI
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Space Balance

ikram-1 reaching orbit marks an important transition in
India’s space journey. Built by Skyroot Aerospace, the
rocket demonstrates that private enterprise can
develop capabilities once concentrated almost entirely
within ISRO. Yet its success coincides with reports of an exodus
of experienced personnel from the national space agency. India
must ensure that one achievement does not come at the expense
of the institution that made the other possible. SKyroot’s
accomplishment is unquestionably its own. Vikram-1 was
designed and manufactured largely at the company’s facilities in
Hyderabad by a remarkably young workforce. This is not an
ISRO rocket carrying a private label. But neither did its
technological ecosystem emerge from nowhere. Skyroot’s
founders, Pawan Kumar Chandana and Naga Bharath Daka, are
former ISRO engineers. Former ISRO chairman S. Somanath later
became an adviser. The rocket’s large first stage was tested using
ISRO infrastructure and Vikram-1 flew from the national agency’s
launch facility at Sriharikota. This is precisely how a healthy
space ecosystem can work. Public investment creates knowledge
and infrastructure that subsequently enables private innovation.

The concern arises when the flow of expertise becomes
disproportionately one-way. More than 100 scientists and
technical personnel have reportedly left ISRO in recent months,
prompting the Department of Space to tighten procedures
governing resignations and voluntary retirement from critical
programmes. Private space companies can offer higher salaries,
equity and faster advancement. Bureaucratic hierarchies, slower
promotions and delayed missions make the contrast sharper.
Preventing departures administratively is no durable solution.
ISRO must instead remain a place where India’s best scientists
can pursue work unavailable elsewhere, with better career
progression, professional autonomy and rewards for exceptional
technical expertise. The financing of India’s private space
revolution adds another dimension. Skyroot has attracted
substantial global capital, including investment led by
Singapore’s sovereign wealth fund GIC and participation from
BlackRock, alongside other investors. Foreign capital itself is not
the problem; it can help Indian technology compete globally.

But public institutions should not bear the long-term cost of
creating scarce expertise while commercial value steadily
migrates elsewhere. The relevant model remains the relationship
between NASA and America’s private space industry. SpaceX did
not make NASA redundant. It flourished partly because decades
of public investment had created an immense technological base,
while NASA continued undertaking science, exploration and
high-risk missions that commercial companies could not replace.
India needs the same complementarity. Private companies
should increasingly handle commercial launches, satellites and
services, freeing ISRO to move up the technological ladder,
pushing deeper into reusable launch systems, human spaceflight,
advanced propulsion, lunar infrastructure, planetary science,
deep-space missions and technologies whose commercial payoff
may be decades away. The measure of reform, therefore, is not
how many space unicorns India creates. It is whether, a decade
from now, the country possesses both globally competitive
private companies and an even stronger ISRO. Vikram-1 shows
that India can turn public knowledge into private innovation. The
harder task is ensuring that the process multiplies national
capability rather than merely redistributing it.

Reconciliation Gamble

he latest Republican US budget package is about far
more than allocating another $95 billion in federal
spending,. It represents an ambitious attempt to reshape
the legislative battlefield itself by using the budget
reconciliation process to advance politically contentious
priorities that would ordinarily struggle to overcome the Senate’s
filibuster. Defence funding, aid for farmers and election reforms
have been bundled into a single measure, signaling that the party
intends to make national security, rural America and electoral
integrity the defining themes of the coming midterm campaign.

Budget reconciliation was created to expedite legislation
directly affecting federal revenues and expenditure. It was never
designed as a vehicle for sweeping policy changes. Yet successive
administrations and congressional majorities have stretched its
boundaries, from tax cuts to healthcare reforms. Republicans are
now testing those limits again by attaching funding to measures
that would tighten voter registration requirements, including
proof of US citizenship, while avoiding the 60-vote threshold that
would otherwise make such legislation virtually impossible to
pass in a closely divided Senate. Whether this strategy succeeds
is far from certain. Reconciliation does not exempt legislation
from the Senate’s Byrd Rule, which bars provisions whose
budgetary effects are merely incidental to broader policy
objectives. If the Senate determines that key election provisions
are primarily regulatory rather than fiscal, they could be stripped
from the bill before it reaches the President’s desk. Even a unified
Republican majority cannot simply wish away the chamber’s
procedural guardrails. Nor does enactment guarantee immediate
implementation. Elections in the United States are administered
principally by individual states, each with its own laws,
databases and administrative machinery. Even if Congress
approves funding to encourage new voter registration
requirements, state legislatures and election officials would still
need time to adapt procedures, train staff and educate voters.
Any significant changes introduced barely three months before a
national election would almost certainly invite legal challenges
from voting rights groups, creating further uncertainty.

This explains why the political value of the proposal may
ultimately outweigh its practical impact before November.
Republicans can campaign on having acted to strengthen
election integrity while Democrats can argue that the legislation
risks disenfranchising eligible voters and stretches reconciliation
beyond its intended purpose. The legislative fight itself becomes
an electoral message. The episode also illustrates a broader
transformation in Washington. As bipartisan compromise
becomes increasingly elusive, procedural innovation has become
a substitute for consensus. Both parties have relied on
reconciliation to enact major priorities when conventional
lawmaking has stalled. The immediate controversy concerns
election rules, but the larger issue is institutional. Every
expansion of reconciliation as a tool for advancing contentious
policy further weakens the Senate's traditional role as a chamber
designed to encourage deliberation and cross-party agreement.
Whatever the fate of this particular bill, the precedent it seeks to
establish could prove more consequential than the legislation
itself. The contest is no longer merely over what Congress
legislates, but over how Congress chooses to legislate.
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Rot at the top

Thereisrisingevidencethat
governmentofficialsare
misusingtheirpositionsand
authoritytobuild unlawful
Jortunesworthcroresofrupees
onadailybasis. Armedwith
unlimitedpower, some
authorities arewillingto
sacrificepublicwelfarefor
politicalandbusiness
objectives. Recent raids across
thecountrybyagenciesranging
fromtheCBlandEDtostate
Anti-Corruption Bureaus~
targeting high-rankingofficials
andjudges~clearly
demonstratethecancerous
spread ofsystematiccorruption

ndian administration has always had a
fantastic worldwide reputation. Sardar
Vallabhbhai Patel once referred to our
civil services as the “steel frame” of the
nation. However, the Indian civil services,
which were intended to serve as an apolitical
backbone for the country’s prosperity in
accordance with his vision, are currently
losing theiridentity. Institutionalised corruption
is seriously undermining the fundamental
pillars of public service, integrity,and honesty.

There s rising evidence that government
officials are misusing their positions and
authority to build unlawful fortunes worth
crores of rupees on a daily basis. Armed
with unlimited power, some authorities are
willing to sacrifice public welfare for political
and business objectives. Recent raids across
the country by agencies ranging from the
Central Bureau of Intelligence (CBI) and
Enforcement Directorate (ED) to state
Anti-Corruption Bureaus (ACBs) ~ targeting
both high-ranking officials and judges ~
clearly demonstrate the cancerous spread
of systematic corruption.

At the Central government level, Union
Minister Dr. Jitendra Singh revealed in a
written response to a Rajya Sabha question
in 2022 that the CBI had filed cases against
1,281 officers from various departments on
bribery and corruption allegations. He stated
that the appropriate cadre-controlling bodies
handle individual situations in accordance
with applicable disciplinary procedures.
Furthermore, figures show that over 150
corruption charges against IAS and IPS
officers are still pending with the CBI alone.

Atthe statelevel, regular raids by enforcement
agencies in Telangana are exposing deep-seated,
high-level corruption. A senior IAS officer’s
case is a great example of administrative
rot. The central government has approved
an investigation against this officer for
financial irregularities in organising the
coveted Formula-E competition. The main
accusation is the unauthorised transfer of
Rs 54.88 crores of public cash to foreign
business companies for a cancelled event,
without cabinet clearance and in breach of
central banking standards.

Around the same time, ACB searches on
the residence of the Engineer-in-Chief of
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the Roads and Buildings Department sent
shockwaves, discovering disproportionate
assets of Rs 1794 crores. More recently, ACB
agents raided the home of a Multi-Zone
Deputy Director of Land Records, seizing
crores of rupees in cash and gold biscuits.
Similar administrative malpractices have
become common in Andhra Pradesh. The
ACB determined that a Senior Assistant
at the Kakinada Collectorate held assets
worth crores of rupees and luxury
automobiles that were disproportionate
to his known sources of income. Meanwhile,
the number of Tahsildars, Revenue
Divisional Officers (RDOs), surveyors,
and other revenue department officials
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THE MAN BEHIND THE INCE
OF INDIAN CIVIL SERVICES

Corporation, the officer allegedly collaborated
with private bank officials to syphon about
Rs 7946 crores in public monies to shell
businesses under the premise of fixed
deposits. The Indian Police Service (IPS) is
not immune to this rot. A 2009-batch IPS
officer serving as the Deputy Inspector
General (DIG) of the Ropar Range in Punjab
fell into the CBI’s strategic
trap. He was caught collecting
abribe of Rs 8lakhs through
anintermediary fromascrap
dealer toresolve anold police
case. Subsequent raids at
his apartment found five
crore rupees inunaccounted

caught red-handed continues to rise,

cash, 1.5 kg of gold, and

DR. P.
with little regard for gender. MADHAVA RAO  unlicensed weapons.

A broader look across the country Meanwhile, a big issue
indicates that the corruption plague has The writer is broke outin Madhya Pradesh
spread to all states. In Rajasthan, the  former Senior ~ in April 2026 when it was
ACB detained a retired IAS officer for Adbiser, revealed that a group of
allegedly participatinginthe coveted Jal ~ United Nations  senior IAS and IPS personnel
Jeevan Mission’ tender scam. had collectively purchased

It is said that even this critical welfare 2,000 hectares of agricultural
system, created to supply citizens with land in a single village. Within

safe drinking water, was not spared;
private corporations were permitted to gain
contracts using forged certifications in
exchange for enormous bribes, diverting
crores of public funds.

In Chhattisgarh, the Economic Offences
Wing (EOW) and the Anti-Corruption Bureau
(ACB) targeted a suspended IAS officer. As
Director of the Department of Geology and
Mining, he allegedly exploited his position
to run a huge extortion mafia and money
laundering network under the premise of
coal taxes, causing authorities to seize
commercial and residential properties
worth crores.

A similar story of administrative theft
played out in Bihar, where the Special
Vigilance Unit uncovered a large network
that collected contract commissions. Two
mid-career IAS officers were suspended and
are currently missing. Investigations indicated
that they manipulated government tenders
forinfrastructure and rural livelihood projects.
They accepted exorbitant bribes from
contractors, including pricey electronics, a
private terrace garden worth Rs 9 lakhs,
and luxury holidays across Europe.

The CBI arrested an IAS officer in Haryana
for allegedly misappropriating Rs 504 crores
in government cash. While acting as the
Commissioner of the Panchkula Municipal

16 months of their purchase, the state
government approved a Rs 3,200 crore
highway bypass approximately 500 meters
away from their land. Using their intimate
knowledge to acquire these properties resulted
in windfall gains of Rs 50-60 crores.

Alarmingly, this cancer of corruption has
infiltrated the judiciary. In Telangana, the
state ACB arrested an Additional District
Judge on the High Court’s directives.
Simultaneous raids in Hyderabad, Siricilla,
and areas of Maharashtra revealed
disproportionate assets of over three crore
rupees belonging to the sitting judge.

In asimilar enforcement effort within the
Telangana judiciary, the ACB raided the
residence of the First Additional Junior Civil
Judge of Jagtial, seizing unaccounted cash
and arresting him. Investigations into bribery
charges against a sitting judge of the Hyderabad
Labour Court found illicit assets worth over
Rs 3.5 crores, resulting to his suspension
and incarceration.

In Delhi, a Senior Civil Judge from the Tis
Hazari Court was caught in a CBI trap after
requesting a bribe of Rs 20 lakhs through a
court-appointed Local Commissioner to
deliver afavourable judgement in a property
dispute. Raids at her home reportedly resulted
in Rs 94 lakhs in cash.

The main reasons of this severe corruption

SARDAR VALLABHBHAI PATEL,
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include systemic failure, the premature
conferring of huge discretionary powers on
relatively young officers,and administrative
arrogance based on the notion that “nobody
can touch us.”

Despite amendments to the Prevention
of Corruption Act, the requirement to obtain
political or central government sanction
before prosecuting All India Services officers,
combined with the states' lack of effective
control over officers appointed through the
Union Public Service Commission (UPSC),
has slowed legal proceedings.

This legal barrier, originally meant to
protect honest officers from harassment,
has sadly evolved into an impregnable
fortress enabling the guilty to dodge justice.
Complicating mattersis theunholy alliance
between local politicians and bureaucrats;
cooperative personnel are rewarded with
lucrative loop-hole posts and legal immunity,
while honesty is punished with persistent,
punitive transfers.

Todeconstruct this system of administrative
theft, cosmetic vigilance raids and token
punishments are insufficient; India demands
profound, structural reforms. Administrative
data must be completely democratised by
utilising blockchain technology to publicly
track every single paisa of public expenditure
viablockchain-based publicledger systems.

Automated procurement systems powered
by artificial intelligence must be implemented
in government bids and public works
allocations to entirely eliminate human
intervention and arbitrary official discretion.
To promote accountability, independent
fast-track tribunals should be formed solely
to prosecute corruption in the public service
and judiciary. These courts must work
without the constraints of political consequences
and deliver rulings within a specific timetable.

Furthermore, states should be able to hire
administrative officers without relying on
the UPSC, and whistleblower rights should
be strengthened significantly to protect
them from any type of administrative reprisal.

Finally, civil service training academies
must shift toward a modern, ethical
governance framework in order to dismantle
the outdated, colonial-era bureaucratic
mindset, and the process of transfers and
postings must be delegated to independent
boards that are completely free of political
interference. Only then can honesty be
properly recognised and the flow of corruption
truly stemmed.

Archived records help in search for fallen solders’ identities

he centre preserves a vast collection

of records related to war invalids,

fallen soldiers and soldiers from

the North fighting in southern
battlefields. These include notjust individual
personnel files, but also official documents
reflecting the Party’s and the State’s policies
toward people with meritorious service
over different periods, including many
records demonstrating President HO Chi
Minh’s special attention to affairs concerning
war invalids and fallen soldiers.

The collection is highly diverse, ranging
from commendations and applications
or certificates for recognition as fallen
soldiers, to directives and verification
documents issued by ministries, sectors
and local authorities.

These records show that the recognition
process for fallen soldiers was previously
conducted with great rigor through multiple
levels of review. For families, local authorities

and Government agencies lacking sufficient
or verified information about a fallen
soldier, the National Archives Centre III
serves as animportant place to cross-check
and verify information using original State
archival records.

The centre currently manages more
than 400 archival fonds, or group of
documents from the same source, containing
nearly 14,000 shelf metres of

and battles, wartime logistical support
and the implementation of preferential
policies.

For those awarded or posthumously
awarded the title of Hero of the People’s
Armed Forces, the archives also preserve
reports detailing their achievements and
combat records, many of which are housed
inthe Presidential Office collection. These
materials are valuable sources for

records created by central A Member

Government agencies, ministries
and organisations over different
historical periods.

These archives document
the Party’s and the State’s .sis wews werw
policies toward people with
meritorious service, records recognising
fallen soldiers, files related to the issuance
of the ‘Fatherland Acknowledges Your
Sacrifice’ certificate, commendation
documents, materials on military campaigns
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Tragic

Sir, The front-page report “Violence mars
Parliament march as police clash with
protesters” (July 21) detailing the intense
police crackdown on youth marching towards
Parliament exposes a deep-seated institutional
crisis. The stark images of lathi charges
and tear gas used to disperse young activists
onthe opening day of the Monsoon Session
stand in sharp contrast to the chaotic
administrative handling of the crisis.

This administrative fragmentation - where
citizens protesting a critical education crisis
are shunted across unrelated ministries

while the primary line of accountability
remains insulated ~ highlights a profound
gapin governance. The protestors demanding
sweeping reforms were completely justified
in their actions.

The core grievance stems from the fact
that crucial, structural recommendations
like the Dr. Radhakrishnan Committee
Report have been effectively put into cold
storage by the state. For a government that
takes immense pride in “Young India” ~
where young people constitute over 65 per
cent of the country's demographicdividend
~ archiving structural solutions while
confronting peaceful students with force is

epaper.thestatesman.com
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research, cross-checking and verification.
Notably, the centre manages the
files and personal belongings of about
72,000 northern soldiers fighting in
the southern battlefields, including
.=« original documents such as personal
biographies, personnel records, Party
membership cards, transfer decisions,
volunteer applications to serve in the
South, diaries, letters, photographs, medals
and decorations.
These are invaluable sources for verifying

information on fallen soldiers and their
families.

Since the campaign was launched on
March 15 at the request of the National
Steering Committee for the Search, Collection
and Identification of the Remains of Fallen
Soldiers (Steering Committee 515) and
other relevant agencies, the centre has
reviewed around 100 paper files and
photographic records from the National
Assembly, Presidential Office, Prime
Minister's Office and various ministries.
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THANK YOU, Divine Mercy, Mother
Mary, and St. Jude, for Your loving
protection and blessings. Thank You for
taking away Emaya’s fever and for
granting me a safe flight. — DS.

a tragic contradiction.
Yours, etc., Krishan Kumar Chugh,
New Delhi, 21 July.

Media stoops

Sir, New Delhi witnessed an unprecedented
expression of youth defiance, demanding
educational and systemic reforms amid
allegations of police brutality and disparaging
media narratives. According to the protestors,
Delhi Police personnel, clad in civilian
clothes, besieged the protest site and the
march route, unleashing excessive force on
them without any provocation. Police

personnel not only targeted the students
but also activists and independent reporters
who covered every aspect of the protest.
Such stringent policing against the youth
raises concerns over democratic rights. Itis
high time for the media to discharge its
social responsibility rather than defend the
debacle. Linking a peaceful protest to terror
organizations while ignoring public plight
is the lowest the media can stoop. With
international media investing its focus in
the protest, time is slipping out of the
government’s hands.
Yours, etc., Aayman Anwar Ali,
Kolkata, 21 July.
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hijacked by Opposition

n a healthy

democracy,

student

activism has
always been a vital
force - a crucible
where ideas are
sharpened, injustices
challenged, and
futures forged. But what we are
witnessing today is a cynical hijacking
of impressionable minds by India's
beleaguered and power-starved
Opposition parties, desperate to
manufacture anarchy where none
exists. The protests over exam
irregularities have been completely
commandeered by the usual suspects
- Congress, AAP, and their ecosystem
of professional disruptors - turning
legitimate grievances into a street
veto.

Genuine student activism
strengthens democracy, but when
depraved and despondent opposition
parties exploit impressionable
students for their vested political
gains, as is happening now, it does
irreparable harm to the very cause
of students. These parties, devoid
of any constructive agenda after
repeated electoral defeats, are using
young minds as cannon fodder to
create chaos and destabilise a system
that is actively reforming itself.

Let us be clear: the Modi government
has never shied away from dialogue.
Union Health Minister JP Nadda
himself met the protesting students,
extending an olive branch in good
faith. Democratic maturity demands
conversation, not confrontation;
reform, not disruption.

This year’s unfortunate paper leak
incident was unacceptable, and the

TUHINA. SINHA

government acted with decisive
speed. Post the leaks, the government
has initiated a major systemic
overhaul. It was PM Modi’s government
that had brought the country’s
first-ever legislation against paper
leaks. We stand committed to
conducting the NEET exam digitally
next year to eliminate vulnerabilities
once and for all. Unlike the previous
regimes that let leaks fester for
decades without any accountability
or structural fixes, this government
is overhauling a flawed system
inherited from the past.

While the Opposition peddles
victimhood and selective outrage,
the facts on youth empowerment
under PM Narendra Modi tell a
dramatically different story. In the
last 12 years, medical and engineering
seats have witnessed an exponential
rise. MBBS seats have surged from
51,348 in 2013-14 to over 1,28976
today — an increase of more than
151 per cent. Medical colleges have
more than doubled from 387 to
over 819. Postgraduate medical
seats have grown by over 135 per
cent, from around 31,000 to more
than 78,000.

Recent data from the National
Medical Commission shows an
addition of 48,563 MBBS seats and
29,080 PG seats just between 2020-21
and 2025-26, with further expansions
of over 10,000 seats approved under
Centrally Sponsored Schemes. In
engineering, opportunities have
expanded significantly through
premier institutions, with the JOSAA
seat matrix crossing 67,000 seats
in 2026. Apprenticeship programmes
have scaled massively under the
National Apprenticeship Promotion

Scheme, engaging over 56 lakh
apprentices since 2016, with annual
figures now nearing 12 lakh.

The Khelo India mission has
transformed the sports landscape,
supporting over 30,000 athletes
with training, coaching, equipment,
and financial assistance, directly
contributing to India's record medal
hauls at the Asian Games and
Olympics. Emerging sectors are
creating unprecedented avenues.
India's space economy is projected
toreach $44 billion by 2033, backed
by over 400 private start-ups under
IN-SPACe. Students are actively
involved in designing satellites,
payloads, and incubation programmes,
while ISRO continues to expand
its workforce for ambitious missions
like Gaganyaan.

The creative economy - spanning
animation, gaming, VFX, and digital
content - is booming, generating
lakhs of jobs. Add to this skilling
initiatives like PMKVY, which has
trained over 1.64 crore youth, and
the picture is clear: this is not mere
rhetoric but a silent revolution
reshaping India’s demographic
dividend into a powerful asset.

Millions of young Indians are
quietly building careers in Al,
semiconductors, defence manufacturing,
green energy, and more. They are
the ones driving Viksit Bharat, not
those shouting slogans on streets
funded by shadowy toolkits. Speaking
of which, the so-called "Coordinating
Committee" of CJP’s protests have
been farcical. It does not represent
the aspirations of India's ambitious
youth, who are immersed in the
country's growth story. Instead, it
amplifies the voice of an ignorant,

Student protests must notbe
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entitled fringe that even confuses
the Prime Minister with the President
of the country. The very trigger for
its formation - a casual judicial
reference - exposes their fundamental
confusion between the judiciary
and the legislature, two distinct
pillars of our democracy. This is not
student leadership; this is political
illiteracy dressed up as activism.

Toolkit politics has a limited shelf
life. We have seen this script before
- from Shaheen Bagh to farm laws
to now. Once the sinister motives
of Congress and AAP are fully
exposed, as they inevitably will be,
this manufactured movement will
fizzle out like the damp squib it is.
The "andolanjeevis" will move on
to the next disruption, chasing
TRPs and foreign applause, while
real India marches ahead.

The Modi government's
commitment remains steadfast and
unequivocal: to build a prosperous,
fully developed Bharat by 2047

where every young Indian has the
opportunity to soar. The silent,
determined youth who are studying,
skilling, innovating, and contributing
know the difference between
constructive criticism and destructive
politics. They understand that
India's rise is not a zero-sum game
but a shared destiny.

To the genuine students with real
concerns: your voice matters. Come
tothetable. Engage with the system
that is reforming itself faster than
ever before in independent India.
Do not let vested interests derail
your future for their political avarice.
The Opposition's desperation is
understandable — they have nothing
positive to offer. But let them not
mistake India's patient democracy
for weakness. The youth of India
have chosen progress over compulsive
protesting. And that choice will
define the next two decades.

(The writer is a national spokesperson of BJP
and an acclaimed author)

Education without entrance xaminations

DR 0. PRASADA RAO

ndia’s entrance exam regime

has grown into a parallel

economy, draining families

and destroying young lives.
Coaching centres charge lakhs of
rupees, promising success in NEET
or JEE, but often delivering only
stress and despair. Students are
subjected to relentless schedules,
mental agony, and physical
exhaustion.

The tragicrise in suicides among
aspirants is the most painful
indictment of a system that equates
failure in one exam with failure in
life. The recent NEET leak only
exposed what was already broken:
centralised, high-stakes testing is
fragile, unjust, and unsustainable.

This obsession with entrance
tests has hollowed out school
education. Board exams are treated
casually, while coaching dominates.
The result is a distorted pedagogy
where knowledge is secondary to
rote drills. Worse, the infrastructure
required to conduct exams for 20-30
lakh students are massive, costly,
and nearly impossible to secure
against leaks. The NEET fiasco
proves that mass-scale testing is
both vulnerable and corrosive to
trust.

Areturn to marks-based admissions
offers a humane alternative. SSC,
Class XI, or Class XII results -
moderated and standardised across
boards - can serve as the basis for
entry into engineering, medicine,
and other courses. Decentralised

admissions, managed state-wise,
would reduce pressure while still
allowing pan-India opportunities.

Expand IITs, AIIMS etc. all over
the country and admit students
from across India based on marks
obtained in the above said exams;
and to achieve this, standardise
board results for equal opportunity
to every Indian. Crucially, school
exams must be upgraded to test
analytical skills, making them
equivalent in rigour to entrance
tests. This would restore dignity to
school education and reduce
dependence on costly coaching
centres.

Equally important is a shift in
mindset. Education must be delinked
from job guarantees and aligned
with industry needs. Today’s
generation often aspires to abandon
family professions-even after studying
abroad-in pursuit of white-collar
jobs. This trend has contributed to
rising unemployment, while valuable
family trades and businesses are
left to decline.

Instead of chasing elusive jobs,
students should be encouraged to
modernise their family professions
with contemporary knowledge and
technology. Agriculture, crafts, and
small industries can be transformed
into sustainable ventures with the
help of knowledge and abilities
acquired from education.

Curricula must be reoriented
toward skill development, innovation,
and entrepreneurship. Degrees alone
no longer guarantee employment;
practical training and adaptability

are the real currency of opportunity.
By aligning education with industry
and business requirements, India
can produce graduates who are
employable, creative, and capable
of strengthening local economies.
Vocational pathways, apprenticeships,
and industry-linked curricula should
be prioritised alongside traditional
academics.

Self-employment potential can
be enhanced by integrating vocational
training, entrepreneurship modules,
and industry partnerships into
education. Students should be
taught financial literacy, digital
skills, and practical know-how to
modernize family professions or
start small ventures.

Challenges include social stigma
around non-white-collar work, lack
of access to credit, and uneven
training quality. The benefits are
significant: reduced unemployment,
stronger local economies, and
empowered youth who create jobs
rather than chase them.

Government must provide skill
hubs, low-interest loans, mentorship
networks, and incentives for innovation,
ensuring self-employment becomes
a respected and viable career path.
This can reduce demand for engineering
and medicine, and as a result for
entrance examinations too.

The socio-economic benefits of
such reform are immense. Families
would be spared the financial ruin
of coaching fees. Students would
be protected from despair and
suicides caused by examination
pressure. Local businesses and
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professions would be revitalised
by educated youth bringing modern
skills to traditional livelihoods. And
the nation would gain a workforce
that is both rooted in community
and responsive to global industry
demands.

Reform must dismantle the
coaching trap, restore trust in schools,
and reorient education toward skills,
dignity, and sustainable professions.
India’s future lies not in mass exams
and rote learning, but in empowering
students to build livelihoods,
modernise family professions, and
contribute meaningfully to society.
Education must evolve from being
a ticket to employment into a
foundation for civic growth, innovation,
and generational progress.

Lakhs of coaching centres across
India cannot be dismantled overnight,
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but their role must be redefined.
The government should gradually
integrate them into formal education
by accrediting centres that provide
genuine skill training, while
discouraging rote-based exam
coaching. Incentives can be offered
for centres that shift toward vocational
courses, digital literacy, and
entrepreneurship programs.

At the same time, strict regulation
is needed to curb exploitative fees
and false promises. To tackle their
lobby, transparent reforms, public
awareness campaigns, and strong
political will are essential, ensuring
that education policy prioritises
students’ welfare over commercial
interests.

The writer is a retired Scientist, CSIR.

Crossword | No. 293529

—|
[V

N
N

—)
w

NI
%)

Yesterday's Solution

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

ACROSS band, reversing 25 End of game sees 4 Revolutionary 15 Paper describing
poor showing in friend following counts least in the leek?
1 Whale to blow Government regular pattern revolution? (9)
endlessly, about to (7-7) (9) (11) 16 No time at all to
rise? (7) 17 Male in pursuit of 26 Mount finale of 5 Something get wind of wild
5 Demand navy to fancy electric festival, blocking identifying sibling, film idea
attend old Italian tools — something version of my opus primarily (3) (8)

(9) October
10 Players welcoming regressed,
a very dab hand becoming flabby

DOWN

port (7) one has to have? (7) 6 Proposition from 18 Clear criminal over
9 A great many you (10,4) 27 Attempt to secure Frenchman, then US city crime
once observed 21 Small second outbuilding that's married in the (7)
beside coastal soccer team ditched by leather country 19 Accept support
H E|A'D|R|O|OIMI feature around end of works (7) (5) after not-so-brief
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7 Othello's setback
mostly provided 20 Agent, having
by lago, principally

(5) (9) 1 Understand good (7) ready to go out?
11 Time to return, 23 Swedish parent avoids 8 Studying wine, (6)
. pursued by hot inventor’ s book force upset one over 22 Carefully observe
... O U | | woman (5) appearing in (6) record year confirmation of a
(L AINJIINJAl 12 Fellow arrives festive season 2 A heavy arrow (8) palindrome?
B | 1] beside a large (5) mostly is hardto 13 A conifer (3.2)
.... E thicket of trees 24 Former Hollywood stop (7) ultimately carried 25 Reduction in price
(9) actor appearingin 3 Quickly suggest aroma resembling for salad
. . 14 Tackling bizarre event reduced hydrogen a tree vegetable
corruption with his (5) in sample (4-5) (11) (3)

space (7)

secured shelter,
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OCCASIONAL NOTE

CALCUTTA expects a storm or two and some
concentrated rainfall about this time of year and
the violence of the last two days has precedent
enough. As therains started late there was leeway
to make up, and rice-fields and tanks showed
that it was time the monsoon became more active
in most parts of Bengal. The local deficit has now
been more than made good; whether the sudden
deluge is good or bad for the crops remains to be
seen, anyhow Calcutta and many other districts
are now well in advance of the normal rainfall for
this time of year. In the 48 hours ending at 8 a.m.
on Thursday the fall was 10.6 inches, and at the
moment of writing there are no indications that
the depression has passed away. Early yesterday
morning many parts of the city were reminiscent
of Venice, and some of the low parts, such as the
south of Camac and Hungerford Streets and a
stretch of Lower Circular Road, were under water
late last evening, though the channels for removing
storm water had been at work all day. The noise
and the heavy rain together made Thursday
morning’s storm unusually impressive, but happily
little damage seems to have been done though
the discomfort and inconvenience were great.

News Items

EX-KAISER’S CLAIM

PROPERTY IN
SOUTH-WEST
AFRICA

(SPECIAL CABLE.)
WINDHOEK, JULY

A CASE of international importance opened
here to-day on the application of the ex-Kaiser
seeking for an order regarding the property
belonging to his family in South-West Africa.

Counsel for the ex-Kaiser argued that the
property does not fall within the scope of Article
257 of the Peace Treaty (which provides for the
confiscation of the ex-Rulers’ belongings) because
the property was registered as an old family Trust
for the support of non-ruling members of the
Royal family and their descendants.

Counsel declared that Prince Arthur of Connaught
was a participant in the Trust, as his mother was
a Hohen zollern.—Copyright.

SENATE PASSES BILL

NORESORTTO
INFLATION THIS
MONTH

PARIS, JULY

THE Senate adopted the Bill submitted by M.
Demonzie. Parliament rose at 3-10 this morning.
The remainder of the Morgan Loan which the
Finance Ministry will hand over to the Banque
de France amounts to 33,000,000 dollars. It will
now be possible for the Treasury to meet its
obligations in the current month without resort
to inflation.

The majority of the papers favour the formation
of a Ministry of National Union or National Safety,
thereby endorsing the manifesto signed by 230
Deputies and presented to M. Douniergue yesterday
to the effect that such a Government alone could
save the country.

It is asserted that M. Poincare is endeavouring
to enlist the Ministerial services of M. Briand, M.
Sarraut and M. Paul Boncour.—Reuter.

FOR 216 GENERATIONS

ENGLAND’S MENTAL
DEFECTIVES

(FROM OUR SPECIAL REPRESENTATIVE.)
LONDON, JULY

[F the sterilization of the unfit is legalized, said
Dr. Thomas Colvin at the Medical Association
Conference, the definition of mental defectives
in the Mental Deficiency Act will indicate that
the majority of Britons are mentally deficient,
including, according to Colonel Wedgwood, many
members of the House of Commons.

People nowadays discussed abstruse sex
problems as glibly as the face and figure of the
latest film star.

The Board of Guardians have passed a resolution
in favour of sterilisation which must be practised
for 216 generations in order to reduce the proportion
of defectives from one per 100 to one per 100,000.
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Prioritise dialogue
Gowt, protesters need to break deadlock

HE clamour for the resignation of Educa-

tion Minister Dharmendra Pradhan over

alleged exam irregularities is growing loud-

er both inside and outside Parliament. The

government has agreed to discuss the
NEET paper leak in the House, but the Opposition has
laid down the condition that the debate should be held
under Rule 267 (invoked in “rarest of the rare” cases),
and that too only after the minister quits. The pressure
on the Centre has increased after Monday’s heavy-
handed police action against students and other pro-
testers in New Delhi. Cops used lathis and tear gas to
stall the Cockroach Janta Party (CJP)-led march to Par-
liament. The ensuing nationwide backlash has helped
the agitation gain further momentum.

The protests are also thriving on the support of activist
Sonam Wangchuk, who continues to be on a hunger strike
despite being picked up from Jantar Mantar by the police
and taken to a hospital. As the stir spreads across the coun-
try and key concerns remain unresolved, a meaningful dia-
logue between the government and the protesters has
become essential to break the deadlock. Students, parents
and educators have raised legitimate concerns about trans-
parency, accountability and the integrity of the examina-
tion process. Millions of aspirants invested years of hard
work and considerable financial resources in preparing for
NEET. Their demand for a fair investigation and course cor-
rection deserves immediate attention. The broader objec-
tive of education reforms, particularly with regard to
exams, needs frank discussions among all stakeholders.

The onus is on the CJP and its supporters to ensure
that the protest remains peaceful. At the same time, the
government has the responsibility to rebuild public trust
in the entire education system. The PM must walk the
talk on bringing the paper leak perpetrators to justice. A
clear roadmap for reforms needs to be devised. Instead
of allowing confrontation to deepen divisions, the focus
should be on dialogue guided by a shared commitment
to protecting students’ interests.

Groundwater Crisis

A sense of urgency is missing

UNJAB accounts for the highest groundwater

xtraction in the country. The Centre has iden-

tified 111 of the state’s 153 groundwater assess-

ment blocks as over-exploited, reaffirming the

grave crisis. Sangrur district stands out.

Decades of large-scale, water-intensive paddy cultivation

have accelerated groundwater depletion, and it now has

the highest extraction level. Malerkotla and Jalandhar are

not far behind. The report lists Ludhiana as having the

largest number of over-exploited groundwater blocks, fol-

lowed by Jalandhar, Amritsar, Patiala, Sangrur and Tarn

Taran. The steep decline of the water table across most

parts of Punjab, despite decades of stern warnings, expos-
es a critical gap in agricultural strategy:.

Continuing with the status quo threatens not only
the state’s environmental stability, but also the long-
term food security of the nation. The blueprint for
change and its broad contours have been laid out far too
often. It’s at the implementation stage where the plans
are failing to gain traction. The transition toward crop
diversification, modern micro-irrigation and strict
groundwater governance continues to be a challenging
task. Critical water reserves being pushed to the brink
of exhaustion demands an urgent overview of the poli-
cies determining the push for alternative crops.

Extracting water is easy, but reversing aquifer deple-
tion demands precise engineering and community
effort. That is not possible without a shared commitment,
and any urgency on that count is missing. It’s easy to pin
the blame on the farmer, though he is perhaps the most
eager and the least equipped to usher in change. Sustain-
ability demands careful stewardship. Governments have
to rethink the incentives and subsidies, putting the
farmer at the front and centre of the new ecosystem.
Equally vital is how urban centres treat sewage and
industrial effluents for optimum reuse. Water manage-
ment deserves nothing less than a gold standard.

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO
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Brain drain tests ISRO’s mettle

DINESH C SHARMA
SCIENCE COMMENTATOR

DIA’s space sector is hit-
ting the headlines for both
right and wrong reasons.
The good news is that an

ndian private space compa-
ny, Skyroot, has executed the first
end-to-end private space mission.
The company, founded by two
former engineers of the Indian
Space Research Organisation
(ISRO), has achieved a remark-
able feat by demonstrating the
success of its rocket, Vikram-1, on
its maiden flight. It hopes to fly
an upgraded version of the rock-
et, Vikram-2, next year, aiming to
enter the multi-billion-dollar
market for launching satellites
into low Earth orbit.

The bad news concerns ISRO,
which is experiencing an exodus
of top scientists and engineers. As
perreports, dozens of senior scien-
tists working with the UR Rao
Satellite Centre (URSC), Vikram
Sarabhai Space Centre (VSSC)
and other key units of the nation-
al space agency have either
resigned or taken premature
retirement. Many of them were
working on flagship programmes
such as Gaganyaan (human
spaceflight), Next Generation
Launch Vehicle (NGLV) and the
Bharatiya Antariksh Station.

The situation has become so
alarming that the Department of
Space has decided to clamp
down on the exodus, directing
that those associated with criti-
cal missions would not be
allowed to leave ISRO till the
completion of the projects.

On the face of it, the launch of
India’s first private rocket and the
brain drain from ISRO seem unre-
lated. Actually, they are interlinked.

The most apparent reason for
the spate of resignations in ISRO
units is the rise of private sector
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WAY FORWARD: The ISRO leadership should take measures to boost the scientists’ morale. pTi

space companies in the past few
years. This is a direct conse-
quence of the government’s
decision to allow private firms to
build rockets and satellites, and
also launch them. Before this
policy was rolled out, ISRO had a
monopoly on launching rockets
from Indian soil. The govern-
ment not only opened up the
space sector to private players
but also directed ISRO to allow
the use of its facilities to private
companies. All this created an
ideal situation in which private
companies poached ISRO’s
engineering talent, offering
them attractive packages and
challenging projects.

Such movement of talent from
public institutions to the private
sector is not new to ISRO, nor is
it restricted to the space sector.
The much-celebrated private
space sector in the US stands on
the shoulders of human
resources developed and nur-
tured by NASA. In the formative
years of the information technol-
ogy industry, private firms hired
their R&D teams from public
sector companies like the Elec-
tronics Corporation of India
Limited and the Computer
Maintenance Corporation. It has

The space market is
growing globally, and
there is enough room

for both national
agencies and private
companies to explore
this potential.

also happened with niche public
sector companies like the Hin-
dustan Aeronautics Limited
(HAL). An ISRO-like situation is
also prevailing in the laborato-
ries of the Defence Research and
Development Organisation
(DRDO) following the opening
up of defence and aerospace pro-
duction to the private sector.
Our scientific agencies, be it
ISRO or DRDO, need to look
deeper into the reasons for the sit-
uation they are facing today. In
March 2026, a parliamentary
committee which looked into the

functioning of the Department of
Space was told that various ISRO
units had over 2,800 vacancies
against the sanctioned strength
of about 18,000 posts. Almost 500
posts are vacant in VSSC, a facili-
ty engaged in critical projects like
NGLV. On the one hand, private
companies are poaching experi-
enced scientists, and on the other,
ISRO projects are not getting
funding from the government.
For instance, the Cabinet
approved the NGLV project in
2024 with a timeline of 96
months for the development of
the rocket — from facility com-
missioning to the launch. The
first developmental test flight
was targeted within 84 months
from the date of approval. But
the project remained on paper
for many months after approval
as no provision was made for it
in the 2024-25 Budget. In
revised estimates, a token allo-
cation of Rs 3 crore was made, of
which ISRO could spend Rs 85
lakh. In the 2025-26 Budget, Rs
158 crore was provided initially
but slashed to Rs 39.76 crore in
the revised estimates. Against
this revised estimate, ISRO
incurred an expenditure of Rs
7.93 crore till January 31, 2026.

The delay in funding, coupled
with a lack of adequate staff,
could adversely affect the time-
lines of such critical projects.

Under-utilisation of funds,
reduction in budgetary alloca-
tions, delays in filling vacancies
and the entry of the private sec-
tor are all contributing to a seri-
ous situation in ISRO. On top of
this, there have been a series of
failures involving the workhorse
rocket, PSLV, and massive
delays in challenging missions
like Gaganyaan. The centralisa-
tion of decision-making and
growing bureaucratic as well as
political interference also do not
augur well for the functioning of
alarge mission-oriented scientif-
ic agency. The net result is low
morale and general disenchant-
ment in the scientific workforce.

All this should be a matter of
concern for the political leader-
ship, policymakers and the space
agency. Simply asking scientists
not to resign and issuing a diktat
is not an adequate response. The
Central Government, which
pushed for the entry of the pri-
vate sector, and ISRO, which
facilitated it, should have antici-
pated the fallout of this approach
on the national programme and
taken proactive measures to
address it. The ISRO leadership
should also take measures to
boost the scientists’ morale,
which has been affected by mis-
sion failures and delays.

In the long run, the agency will
have to think of innovative mech-
anisms-like permitting scientists
to engage with the private sector
for a limited period while retain-
ing their jobs at ISRO, allowing
them to float their own companies
In non-critical areas, besides the
revision of pay structures, promo-
tion policies and incentives.

The government, on its part,
should restore the autonomy of
scientific institutions and stop
using them for political gains. The
space market is growing globally,
and there is enough room for both
national agencies and private
companies to explore this poten-
tial. Brain drain can well be con-
verted into “brain circulation.”

THERE is one part of Lord Irwin’s speech at the Chelmsford Club
in which he seemed to echo the views and sentiments that found
expression in the recent communique of the Bengal Government
on the subject of music before mosques. After expressing his hope
that Hindus and Mahomedans might come more and more to
realise the damage of conflict and be themselves able to reach
working agreements which would no doubt vary in conformity
with established local customs, His Excellency said: “Where volun-
tary agreements are not possible, it becomes the duty of govern-
ments, in virtue of their responsibility for the preservation of law
and order, to formulate an administrative decision upon the mat-
ter in dispute.” There can be no two opinions regarding this duty
of local governments, but only on two conditions, which the Ben-
gal Government’s communique entirely ignored and to which
Lord Irwin himself does not refer. It is not merely the duty of the
leaders of the communities to respect local customs in any work-
ing agreements they may reach; it is equally the duty of the local
Governments, where no such agreements are found possible, to
have due regard to those customs in their own administrative deci-
sions. Secondly, the government, in its decisions, even more than
the communal leaders in its working agreements, must see that
the civil rights of any community are not unduly interfered with.

The coming decade will be one of the most exciting periods in Indias space journey. —shubhanshu Shulda

Straight lessons
fromabentback

RS DaLAL

The moment I jumped out of bed, my back gave a sharp,
terrifying creak. I froze mid-motion, seized by blinding
pain. “My back is broken,” I groaned.

For the first 10 days, I was bedridden, relying on painkillers for
temporary relief. For an active, outdoorsy person, being cooped
up was deeply depressing. The idle mind can be a dangerous
companion. It wandered from gloomy thoughts about painful
old age to the inscrutable philosophy of Karma and a curious
expression from my school days — to break someone’s back (to
cripple a person). Suddenly, the phrase felt far less figurative.

My captive mind began to wander back to childhood trips to
our ancestral village. My elder cousin would escort me to the
fields. Viewing me as an urban milksop, he would try to scare
me with tales of snakes lurking in the grass and the fields. “I
have Killed several with this stick,” he would boast. “I’ll teach
you the trick too,” he would say condescendingly as I watched
in awe. “First break the snake’s back, then hit it on the head.”

The memory sent shivers down my aching spine. Would I
be able to play golf again, or just limp with nagging pain?
Such thoughts haunted me all day.

My mind then drifted to the late 1980s, during my posting
at Lal Bahadur Shastri National Academy of Administration,
Mussoorie. The Director had deputed me to supervise a
group of IAS trainees on a tribal attachment in the interiors
of Koraput district, Odisha. Travelling light with just a sleep-
ing bag and other essentials, I made the long, exhausting
journey by train and bus to remote Koraput.

When I finally reached the government rest house, I was
greeted by the caretaker-cum-cook. He was incredibly deferen-
tial — in fact, too deferential for my comfort.

He stood with eyes downcast, his back bent at nearly 45
degrees. I couldn’t resist asking him if he had a spinal injury.
He smiled and shook his head. Through gestures and broken
Hindji, he explained that his posture demonstrated reverence.

Coming from Punjab and Haryana’s straight-backed culture, I
found his attitude troubling. With two days available before the jeep
arrived, I began a quiet campaign of sorts to sensitise him about the
importance of dignity. It took time to break the ice —for every move
Imadewas initially met with suspicion. When he entered my room,
hunched over the tray, I gently reversed the roles and demonstrat-
ed how to carry it upright. He flushed with embarrassment. Other
times, I stood tall against the wall and asked him to copy my pos-
ture. Slowly, he began enjoying his new upright self.

How ironic life is! Back then, I taught a man to straighten his
back for the sake of dignity. Now, doctors and physiotherapists
worked hard to straighten my back over four long months. Thank-
fully, I have recovered fully, and my golf clubs are back in action.

The writer s former DGE Haryana
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Iglanced at the bedside clock. I was running late for golf.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

India’s private space leap
Refer to ‘India’s space startup drive takes
off’; the maiden flight of Vikram-1 marks a
major milestone in India’s space journey.
By placing payloads into low-Earth orbit,
the mission highlights the triumph of
ISRO’s support for India’s growing private
space sector. With global demand for small-
satellite launches rising, India has a golden
chance to emerge as a reliable, low-cost
provider. However, this momentum must
be sustained through greater support for
startups, research and innovation. Boosting
reusable rockets and curbing space debris
will help the Indian private space sector
remain globally competitive.

CHANCHAL S MANN, UNA

Education vital for progress

With reference to ‘The nation has failed
this test’; there is growing anxiety among
the youth today due to a compromised edu-
cation system fuelled by frequent paper
leaks and irregularities. The government
must treat the cause of this discontent and
not the symptoms. The educational frame-
work should be rational, convenient, con-
ducive and student-friendly. Policymakers,
experts, academia and others must come
forward to rescue the sinking ship. In
these competitive but difficult times,
awareness is the most potent weapon. A
society lacking quality education and crit-

Collective responsibility
Apropos of ‘Go Beyond marks at PTMs’; if
moral values, empathy and integrity are not
nurtured from an early age, society eventu-
ally pays the price. Corruption, poor work
ethic, violence and a declining sense of
social responsibility are the inevitable
results. We often blame individuals for such
failures, forgetting that character is shaped
collectively by families, schools and society.
Parents and teachers should not maximise a
child’s earning potential or academic
achievements alone, but nurture responsi-
ble, compassionate and self-reliant human
beings. Education must teach students how
to live, not merely how to earn a living.
SIMRAN KAUR CHAHAR, CHANDIGARH

Attacking merchant ships illegal
With reference to ‘Odesa tragedy’; the
shocking loss of four Indian lives in Odesa is
against the International Humanitarian Law,
which shields non-combatants from the hor-
rors of war. Merchant Navy ships engaged in
civilian commerce cannot lawfully be
attacked unless they are being used for mili-
tary purposes like transporting war-related
offensive material. The ship wasn’t carrying
any defence equipment but corn when it was
struck by missiles that killed 10 seafarers.
The global economy depends on merchant
shipping, which remains operational even in
times of armed conflict.

ical thinking is more vulnerable to the
influence of agenda-setters.

ANIL BHATIA, HISAR ~ Citizens are responsible too
Apropos of ‘Garbage crisis’; the Punjab and

Bring back the trust

Refer to “The nation has failed this test’; the
current unrest among students is a wake-up
call rather than a fleeting controversy. Every
compromised examination, every meritorious
student disappointed and every unanswered
grievance weakens the public's faith in the
system. The challenge for policymakers is not
only to fix the examination system and make
it better, but to bring back the trust it enjoyed.
An education system rooted in integrity, mer-
it and equal opportunity will produce not only
successful professionals but responsible citi-
zens. India owes its youth nothing less.

GAURAV BADHWAR, ROHTAK

LAL SINGH, BY MAIL

Haryana High Court has issued appropriate
directions to the municipal bodies and the
government, but citizens too need to be alert
and proactive. The people need to realise that
about 95% of all the trash consisting of paper,
cardboard, polythene, water bottles, textiles
and aluminium can be recycled into useful
products. Good civic behaviour must be
encouraged through persuasion and enforce-
ment. In the absence of recycling, the
garbage mountains and open dumps will
keep increasing and the streets, drains and
sewers will continue to choke and stink, wors-
ening sanitation problems.

RAVINDER MITTAL, LUDHIANA

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-word limit.
These should be cogently written and can be sent by e-mail to: Letters@tribunemail.com
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ZOYA HASAN
PROFESSOR EMERITA, CENTRE
FOR POLITICAL STUDIES, JNU

DIA has witnessed
several major protests
during the Bharatiya
Janata Party's (BJP)
years in power: from the

anti-Citizenship Amend-
ment Act (CAA) agitation and
the farmers' movement to
the more recent workers'
protests in Noida.

Yet the Cockroach Janta
Party (CJP) protests mark a
distinct departure. The
mobilisation was sparked by
aremark by the Chief Justice
of India likening unemployed
youth to "cockroaches' By
the time he clarified the
remark, it had already evolved
into a major campaign fol-
lowed by millions. Driven
overwhelmingly by students
and youth, it acquired an
organic character that set it
apart from earlier agitations.

Unlike previous mass move-
ments, the CJP did not emerge
from established organisation-
al networks but from a satirical
online campaign that disrupt-
ed the BJP's dominance of
India's social media universe.
Speaking the language of
Instagram reels, YouTube
shorts, X posts and Internet
humour, it showed that memes
could sometimes outrun prop-

aganda and satire could unset-
tle even sharp political messag-
ing. Its real novelty, however,
lay in translating digital mobil-
isation into sustained political
action on the ground.

The month-long occupation
of Jantar Mantar, together with
climate activist and educator
Sonam Wangchuk's hunger
strike alongside students,
including those from Left
organisations, culminated in
the march to Parliament — a
transition from the algorithm
to the street that the govern-
ment had failed to anticipate.

That misreading is central to
understanding what fol-
lowed. The grievances them-
selves were hardly new.

Repeated paper leaks,
delayed recruitment and
mounting  unemployment

had steadily eroded young
people's faith in the state's abil-
ity to provide fair opportunities.
Opposition parties had
repeatedly raised these issues,
yet the government appeared
to believe they would remain
politically manageable. It
failed to anticipate that these
long-standing grievances
would coalesce into a wider
youth uprising, one that
assumed a broader political
dimension, drawing support
from the Congress and other
Opposition parties.

The government's initial
response was one of calculated
restraint. When the founder of
the CJP, Abhijit Dipke, arrived
from Boston, he was granted
permission to travel directly
from the airport to Jantar Man-
tar, New Delhi, to begin the
protest. For a government that

OPED
Youth protests defy politics of fear
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has rarely displayed patience
towards organised protests,
this was surprising.

Demonstrations were sub-
sequently held in several
cities, while the sit-in at Jantar
Mantar, which began on June
20, continued for four weeks
without the immediate crack-
down that has characterised
the state's response to many
earlier protests. This was
widely interpreted as evi-
dence of unusual tolerance.

More plausibly, it reflected a
strategic decision to avoid
immediate repression, with the
expectation that public anger
over the repeated mismanage-
ment of competitive examina-
tions would gradually subside
while denying the Opposition,
particularly the Congress party,
an opportunity to claim politi-
cal ownership of the issue and
mobilise around it.

The calculation proved spec-
tacularly wrong. As Parlia-
ment's Monsoon Session

Governmentsina
democracy need not
agree with protesters,

but they are obliged
torespect their right
to protest and
engage with them.

began, what had started as a
limited student movement
had expanded into a nation-
wide mass mobilisation
expressing wider discontent
with the government's han-
dling of education and a range
of other national issues. The
March to Parliament revealed
the scale of that miscalcula-
tion, drawing an unprecedent-
ed number of participants
from across the country.

Two days before the march
on July 20, Wangchuk was
forcibly removed from Jantar
Mantar; only on the morning
ofthe march, government rep-
resentatives met students, ini-
tiating dialogue for the first
time in a month. By then,
thousands of students were
marching across central Delhi,
despite prohibitory orders and
a complete Internet shutdown
across central Delhi.

Police deployed dispropor-
tionate force to stop the protest-
ers, pushing students, drag-

ging them into police vehicles,
lathi-charging and tear-gassing
them, reportedly deploying
shock batons and pellet guns,
and detaining them as they
attempted to proceed peaceful-
ly. Yet after this crackdown, the
government allowed the
protest to resume at Jantar
Mantar the very next day,
reverting to a strategy of letting
the protest run its course in the
expectation that it would even-
tually lose momentum.

More striking, however, was
the response of the youthful
protesters, who remained
remarkably fearless. This sug-
gests that the fear which has
often inhibited public protests
may be receding among sec-
tions of India's youth, espe-
cially those whom the BJP
cannot easily dismiss through
communal or other identity-
based vilification.

According to media reports,
many of these students and
their families are themselves
BJP voters. If so, it marks an
important political shift. Gov-
ernments that project
strength also depend, in part,
on the belief that resistance is
futile. Once that belief begins
to weaken, repression no
longer produces the political
effect it once did.

Governments in a democracy
need not agree with protesters,
but they are obliged to respect
theirright to protestand engage
with them. That distinction has
steadily eroded. Under this gov-
ernment, dissent is too often
treated as alaw-and-order prob-
lem, peaceful assembly as disor-
der, and criticism as disloyalty.
Yet history shows that states

often strengthen the very forces
they seek to suppress. That is
precisely what happened with
the widespread and decen-
tralised student protests, which
punctured the government's
aura of control and transformed
a sectoral grievance into a
broader democratic cause.

The protests are no longer
only about the management of
exams but about larger sys-
temic failures. By the time tens
ofthousands converged around
Jantar Mantar on July 20, they
had outgrown the CJP's cam-
paign, becoming a sponta-
neous expression of discontent
over deepening economic inse-
curity, shrinking educational
opportunities, and a broader
crisis of governance.

They had taken on a life of
their own; the CJPhad become
merely their catalyst. What had
begun as an online initiative
had given way to a much
broader student uprising, driv-
en less by any single organisa-
tion than by a shared sense of
frustration that found a com-
mon political platform.

The regime understood it
could no longer neutralise this
upsurge through repression or
deflect it with procedural
stonewalling and assurances
that paper leaks would not recur.
Whether or not it secures imme-
diate policy concessions, they
have already demonstrated that
the government's narratives on
governance and educational
reform are not beyond chal-
lenge. More importantly, they
suggest that the climate of fear
which has long inhibited public
dissentmaynolongerbeas polit-
ically effective as it once was.

Judiciary sparks h()pe agalnst Pun] abs drug crisis

JAGRUP SINGH SEKHON
FORMER PROFESSOR, GURU
NANAK DEV UNIVERSITY

HE initiative tak-

en by the Chief

Justice of India to

launch a

statewide youth
rehabilitation and awareness
campaign to combat drug
abuse in Punjab is a welcome
step. It is a reflection on the
political system, which has
left many young people vul-
nerable to crime, exploitation
and social alienation.

The campaign seeks to create
an integrated support system
which will strengthen Punjab's
battle against drugs. Under the
state's 'Yudh Nasheyan Virudh'
scheme, Punjab Governor has
led five anti-drug awareness
drives, mostly in border districts.

Drug addiction is shaped by
social, economic, political and
law-enforcement failures.
Thus, the initiative of the high-
est court becomes important.
Its focus is on addressing the
issue at the grassroots level by
creating sustainable systems
forrehabilitation and reintegra-
tion of the youth.

Drug addiction has emerged
as one of Punjab's gravest
social challenges, undermin-
Ing families, communities and

the state's reputation. Hun-
dreds of people have died from
drug addiction over the last 20
years. Substances such as opi-
um and poppy have historical-
ly been used in limited medici-
nal and cultural contexts in
parts of the region.

The politics of restrictions on
the use of traditional sub-
stances led to chemical and
narcotic substances, which
have altered the nature and
consequences of drug abuse.
With the alleged support of
those in power, a simple con-
sumption practice changed
into a profitable trade.

The crisis became impossible
to ignore when narcotics infil-
trated neighbourhoods,
schools and colleges, fuelling
crime, educational disruption
and public-health emergen-
cies. A recent government
study suggests that more than
8.60lakh young men in the age
group of 15-35 in the state take
drugs, with heroin being the
most preferred. The interna-
tional borderwith Pakistan has
been a major transit route in
the lucrative trade of drug
smuggling for a long time.

Punjab's youth crisis is root-
ed in deeper structural prob-
lems. Agricultural stagnation,
limited industrial growth and
chronic unemployment have
steadily eroded opportunities
for successive generations.
Agriculture, which brought the
state its wealth, is losing lustre.
With little industrialisation,
unemployment has remained
high. A survey of farmers in
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2013 showed that more than
"70% of them would leave farm-
ing if they could find good
employment. They do not want
their children to do farming as
it has become unviable.

The other big problem is the
15 years of militancy-related
violence that the state endured.
It severely weakened the state's
social, economic and political
institutions. Punjab defeated
terrorism, but the conflict left
deep social and psychological
scars on the youth. No succes-
sive government in the post-
militancy period has made
any sincere effort in dealing
with the problems faced by
Punjab's youth.

No society can move forward
without the support of healthy
young people. Politically, like
youth everywhere, Punjab's
young generation aspires to
secure livelihoods, dignity and
a better quality of life. There-
fore, when governments fail to

Successive
elections show
Punjab's youth

strongly respond to
promises of jobs,
development and
social change.

Awning, 20 Dingy, 21 Folly, 22 Shame.

meet the youth's expectations,
they shun them and, at times,
resort to unproductive and
anti-social activities, including
drug use and related activities.

Successive elections demon-
strate how strongly Punjab's
youth have responded to prom-
ises of employment, develop-
ment and social change. Young
voters across the country have
increasingly shown a tendency
to vote beyond social, econom-
ic, political and cultural divi-
sions. The promise of “acche
din” and jobs emerged as anew
slogan in the 2014 Lok Sabha
elections when the BJP gained
significant support from young
people. Its promises and two
crore jobs every year, enabled it
to capture power at the Centre.

This trend was mirrored in
Punjab during the 2014 poll as
young voters helped the Aam
Aadmi Party win four Lok
Sabha seats with nearly 25% of
the votes cast.

Since the end of militancy,
beginning with the 1992 elec-
tions, it has been observed that
all parties, including the Con-
gress, Akali-BJP alliance and
AAPhavemade grand promises
in their manifestoes regarding
employment and economic
improvement. However, after
forming governments, these
promises were forgotten.

Though the parties have
youth wings, they rarely offer
opportunities to the youth on
merit. Leadership positions
often go to politically connect-
ed families. It has also been
observed that the leaders have
misled many young people
into serving their own political
and personal interests.

In the 2022 elections, the AAP
created history by winning 92
out of the 117 seats with over-
whelming support from the
youth. It secured 51% and 48%
of the votes polled among the
voters in the 18-25-year group
and 26-34-year group, respec-

these sectors so they would stay
away from harmful influences.

But after more than four
years in office, the AAP govern-
ment has provided permanent
employment to around 67,000
young people, many of whom
had been working on an ad hoc
basis for a long time. It had
promised to provide govern-
ment jobs to 1,25,000 young
people over five years.

Another worrying finding
about Punjab's youth in the
2021 nationwide youth survey
was that 76% of the young peo-
ple identified unemployment
as their biggest problem.
Because they see little hope for
a better future, despair has
grown among them, along with
an increased inclination
towards religiosity.

Compared to 2016, the 2021
survey found that Sikh youth
appeared less hopeful about
their future than young people
from other communities. This
was the result of governments

tively. Thiswas theresult ofthe  neglecting the issues facing
promises the partymadetothe  young people and instead
youth inits manifesto. Thepar-  keeping them occupied with
ty promised to create 20.5lakh  religious matters.
jobs over the next five years. In the 2022 elections, 42% of

It also pledged to provide the youth considered the AAP
advanced skill training,develop  to be the most trustworthy par-
villages and cities into employ-  ty to solve this problem. The
ment-generating centres, pro- 2027 election results will reveal
vide financial assistancetohelp  theyouth's response to the gov-
the youth realise their dreams ernment's performance on
and check their migration their concerns and issues.
abroad. It was promised that all In this backdrop, the initia-
forms of mafia, including those  tive taken by the judiciary will
insand, graveland liquor,would ~ help restore hope among Pun-
be eliminated. Young people jab's youth and strengthen
were to be made partners in  society's resistance to drugs.
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09
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B Moon enters Scorpio sign 7:01 pm

ACROSS DOWN SUNRISE:  FRIDAY 05:37 HRS
? 1 Morally strict (7) I Enough (5) 2 5 6 5/7|2(1(6/4]9/8)3
R : CITY MAX MIN
5 Permission to 2 Barely honest dealings 613/4l9l5/8l7111|2 _
act (5) (5,8) _s - Chandigarh 31 24
8 Adopt an aloof attitude 3 Alevel in a hierarchy (7) 1 3 9/1|8(7]2/3|16/5 4 NewDelhi 33 24
(4,4,2,3) 4 A continent (6) 2/9|5|3|8|6|1 4,7 Amritsar 26 24
9  Dirive out (5) 5 Machine for shaping 6 3 5 4 z1sl1l2lalol3l6ls Bathinda 36 26
10 Forestall (3-4) wood etc. (5) Jalandhar 26 o4
11 Compassionate (6) 6 Contentious (13) 4|16 (3|5|7|1|8 2 9 )
12 Way of 7 Give just claim (7) 9 5 6 8 112]l9l6!/3. 5al7]18 LU(.jhlar'la 32 27
approaching (6) 11 Outstandingly important (7) Bhiwani 32 24
15 To attribute (7) 13 Empty-headed (7) 8(5(6|4|9|7(2)|3]|1 Hisar 31 26
17 Long for (5) 14 Brought to a 3/4/718/1/2]l5191!6 Sirsa 32 28
19 Exaggerated smartness standstill (4,2) Dh la 27 18
(4,3.6) 16 Unsuitable (5) 6 1 9 3 Mae;]raa”msa @ e |
20 Defraud (5) 18 Group’s distinctive .
| 21 Dominate (7) spirit (5) 5 3 8 7 JULY 23, 2026, THURSDAY Sh imla 24 16
B Shaka Samvat 1948 Srinagar 22 18
Yesterday’s Solution W Shravan Shaka 1| Jammu 26 24
Across: 1 Slope, 8 Hat trick, 9 Usual, 10 Hanger-on, 11 Twist, 7 4 W Shravan Parvishte 8 Karsil 20 14
12 Nab, 16 Trifle, 17 Uproot, 18 Tag, 23 Dealt, 24 Iron hand, W Hijari 1448 &
25 Farce, 26 Gold mine, 27 Slash. m Shukla Paksha Tithi 9, up to 7:04 am Leh ot 10
Down: 2 Last word, 3 Play safe, 4 Panama, 5 Stage, 6 Diary, 8 7 4 M Shubh Yoga up to 7:20 pm Dehradun 30 24
7 Skunk, 12 Net, 13 Bug, 14 Free fall, 15 Go places, 19 W Vishakha Nakshatra up to 1:43 am Mussoorie 25 16
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EU needs to hold together on Russia sanctions

ft.com/opinion

The cost of trying to protect

domestic interests may be
toembolden Moscow

As the EU tries to agree a 21st package of
economic sanctions against Russia,
unity is fraying. Half a dozen capitals
have demanded carve-outs or blocked
measures in an effort to protect corpo-
rate champions or national economic
interests. With Russia on the back foot
in the four-and-a-half-year conflict and
Ukraine gaining an edge — challenging
President Vladimir Putin’s belief that he
could always outlast Kyiv and its allies —
this is not the moment to lose resolve.
Doing so risks snatching defeat from the
jaws of a possible victory in efforts to
persuade Moscow to accept a ceasefire
along the current front lines.

The backdrop is more positive for
Ukraine than it has been for some time
— despite President Volodymyr Zelen-
skyy’s misguided sacking of his defence

minister last week. Kyiv’s almost daily
drone attacks on Russian oil refineries
have enabled Ukraine to bring the war
home to Russia, avoiding mass civilian
casualties but triggering fuel shortages
and price spikes that polling suggests
are denting Putin’s trust ratings. Kyiv’s
drone advantage is being felt on the bat-
tlefield, too, where Russia’s offensives
are faltering. Moscow is suffering pun-
ishingly high casualties — western offi-
cials estimate 35,000 killed or wounded
amonth — relative to its meagre territo-
rial progress and to Ukraine’s losses.
The damage to Russia’s refining
capacity is also ratcheting its economic
costs, forcing Moscow to restrict refined
product exports and hitting another key
revenue source. This is compounding
the toll that successive rounds of west-
ern sanctions — despite continuing
loopholes and Russia’s evasion efforts —
are now taking on the Russian economy.
Russian crude is trading at a persistent
discount to world prices. Labour short-
ages and the shift toa war econcmy have

meanwhile fuelled inflation and forced
up interest rates; the banking sector is
struggling with mounting bad loans.

Putin is, for now, showing little sign of
backing down; there is still a risk that he
might escalate. But the sense in Euro-
pean capitals that a ceasefire may be
more within reach is combining with
“sanctions fatigue” to create a danger-
ous weakening of resolve over the next
sanctions package. Greece is attempting
to protect a shipping company from an
EU ban on transporting Russian lique-
fied natural gas to third countries. Ger-
many and Portugal want a block on buy-
ing Russian fish removed, and France
and Italy have pushed to limit a visa ban
on Russian military veterans to those
whoserved in Ukraine.

To ensure hardships are properly
shared, contradictions do need to be
ironed out. Athens can point to the fact
that France, Belgium, Spain are still
importing Russian LNG — leading to
record imports from Russia’s Yamal
project in the first half of 2026, up 18 per

With Putin on
the back foot
and Ukraine
gaining an edge.
this is not the
moment to lose
resolve

cent year on year. Though a bar on LNG
imports under long-term contracts
comes into force on January 1, some
countries seem to be maxing out
imports before then, prolonging Euro-
pean reliance on Russian energy.

But if EU capitals carve out exemp-
tions to protect their own interests, the
sanctions framework may begin to
erode. That, in turn, could send a mes-
sage to Moscow that Europe’s political
tolerance has reached its limit. The dan-
ger increases that Russia’s president
decides not to compromise, after all, or
is tempted to escalate.

EU ambassadors meet today for a
final effort to reach a consensus on new
sanctions before the summer recess.
Given the domestic costs since 2022 of
measures against Moscow, many capi-
tals hope to avoid further pain. But the
price of short-term efforts to protect
national interests could be to embolden
Russia to fight on in pursuit of a victory
that would have huge costs for Europe’s
long-term security and prosperity.
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Hegseth's ‘build your own
warrior playbook

Andy Carter

Anjana
Ahuja

hat looked at first like

a parody has turned

out to be true. Pete

Hegseth, the US

defence secretary,
announced last week he was introduc-
ing testosterone screening for Ameri-
cansoldiers to create a “High-T" fight-
ing force at the “leading edge of
lethality”.

Troops aged 30 and over — includ-
ing women — would be routinely
screened, with younger members able
to opt in. Those falling short would be
offered optional testosterone replace-
ment therapy. Hormone experts ques-
tion the wisdom of the scheme, not
least because of the potential for
harm, including to fertility.

But it is revealing of how the current
administration applies scientific evi-
dence to health issues: as an optional,
flexible handmaid to the more vital

The administration treats
evidence as an optional
handmaid to the vital
business of masculinity

business of wellness, masculinity and
“looksmaxxing”, the online trend fix-
ated on physical perfection. There is
an intriguing crossover between sci-
ence-sceptical Maga circles; the mano-
sphere, made up of social media influ-
encers that offer young men tips on
relationships, power dynamics and fit-
ness; and the online market for loosely
regulated substances such as peptides,
supplements, weight-loss pills and
hormones.

Testosterone is the main male sex
hormone. It is critical to sexual devel-
opment; it deepens the voice and pro-
motes the growth of body hair; it helps
to build and strengthen muscles and
bones. It also regulates sex drive and
sperm production.

Hegseth said the initiative would
improve “combat readiness” and cited
the hormone’s link to longevity and
performance. But while thereis a clear
and agreed threshold for being low-T,
not all men suffer as a result. Testo-
sterone replacement therapy (TRT),
often a gel, is usually recommended
only when low levels come with symp-
toms, which include lowered fertility,
weak muscles, fatigue and poor con-
centration.

Saira Hameed, consultant endo-
crinologist at Imperial College Health-
care NHS Trust in London and author
of Signals: The Inside Story of Our Hor-

mones, tells me there is no robust
evidence linking testosterone to
longevity. She adds that because low-T
individuals can have no symptoms
and others can respond differently to
treatment, “TRT doesn’t guarantee
heightened cognitive or physical per-
formance”.

But overtreatment, she adds, does
carry risks. Too much testosterone
can thicken the blood, raising the risk
of clots, impair fertility, cause liver
inflammation and quicken tumour
growth in the prostate. It can also trig-
ger mood changes, including aggres-
sion and hypersexuality, and acne.

TRT, she adds, should only be
administered under medical supervi-
sion. “We endocrinologistswould urge
caution. The body’s hormones are
perfectly calibrated and most men will
go through their lives without any
issue with their testosterone level.
Testosterone is essential for men'’s
health . .. butit’s not a case of if some
is good, then more must be even
better.”

Though levels decline with age,
most men never need TRT (which is
why they can father children into their
eighties). In comparison, all women
suffer oestrogen deficiency after men-
opause. Men who feel run down,
Hameed advises, should be encour-
aged to look beyond hormones,
including at lifestyle.

For some, however, hormones are
synonymous with lifestyle. Health
secretary Robert F Kennedy Jr is open
about taking testosterone as part of an
anti-ageing regimen and worries
about falling levels among men
(experts cite obesity, inactivity and
poor sleep as possible causes).
Kennedy is pushing for reduced warn-
ings on some testosterone products.
Interestingly, a small study published
last year hinted that administering
testosterone could shift a person’s
political leaning slightly to the right.

Hegseth, meanwhile, has posted
videos of himself running and lifting
weights. Last year, he said it was unac-
ceptable to have “fat generals and
admirals” and railed against beards.
These messages from the top seem
less about health and more about val-
orising sanitised masculinity.

There is, though, a weapons-grade
irony in Hegseth trying to devise a
build-your-own-warrior playbook
given his past attempts at changing
health policy. In April, he abolished
mandatory flu shots for military per-
sonnel; in June, after an outbreak in
Texas that affected nearly 300 and
hospitalised several recruits, the Pen-
tagon reinstated the requirament.

Barking commands on bellies,
beards and biceps is one thing but
making your troops genuinely healthy
and combat-ready means getting the

basicsright.

The writer is a science commentator
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Recent supply-chain shocks will reverberate for decades

Gillian Tett is right to highlight the
emerging “era of scarcity” (Opinion
May 22), but I would argue the shift
she describes is far more structural
and long-lived than a passing
geopolitical reflex.

For four decades, the world shifted
towards a hyperglobalised, “just-in-
time” supply chain. As the piece notes,
governments are now “quietly
stockpiling key items” in response to
rising fragility.

However, the memories of four
supply-chain shocks in five years — the
Covid-19 pandemic, Russia’s full-scale

invasion of Ukraine, the “liberation
day” tariffs and now the Iran war — will
endure. This is a reversal in global
economic structures that may last
decades.

The second point is that the usual
market mechanism for commodity
cycles — the notion that “the cure for
high prices is high prices” — has not
functioned as expected. Prices for
virtually all materials and commodities
have risen meaningfully in recent
years, yet investment in energy,
mining, water and agriculture remains
deeply insufficient. We are still in the

early innings of a long capital-
formation cycle.

The convergence of these two
dynamics — the growing imperative
for domestic supplies but alack of a
private market reaction function —
has driven governments around the
world to intervene. As access to
materials such as copper, crude oil,
rare earths and water becomes a
national priority, leaving it solely to
private markets risks persistent
vulnerabilities and a market response
that comes too late.

For investors, this backdrop should

mean structurally higher commodity
prices, higher baseload inventories and
sustained demand growth.

This is not a momentary “new
fashion for hoarding and huddling”, as
the author describes. Rather, it
represents the early phase of a
multi-decade revaluation of hard assets
and the physical world that underpins
the digital one.

Tyler Rosenlicht

Portfolio Manager, Global
Infrastructure, and Head of Natural
Resource Equities, Cohen & Steers,
New York, US

Britain faces a prisoner’s
dilemma on ties with EU

Peter Foster’s article “UK businesses
reject calls to rejoin EU” (Report,
June 24) highlights one of the
behavioural hurdles facing Andy
Burnham if he wants to upscale his
predecessor’s modest reset when July’s
postponed EU-UK summit eventually
takes place.

CBI director-general Rain Newton-
Smith says the evidence is compelling
and indisputable that Brexit has
created costs for business and yet

they are not looking to “relitigate the
referendum’™.

This poses a puzzle. Most economists
agree with the Office for Budget
Responsibility that the economy is
at least 4 per cent smaller than it
would have been if Brexit had not
happened. In simple terms, this
shortfall represents £100bn of lost
profit for British companies and lost
income for consumers.

By co-operating and lending their
support for closer integration with the
EU, businesses in aggregate stand to
benefit — as would the exchequer in
the form of increased tax revenues. But
business finds it hard to speak with a
single voice as some sectors expect to
be better off under continued
regulatory divergence while others will
look to cherry-pick.

This is a form of prisoner’s dilemma
in which the rational decisions of some
players are inconsistent with the
common good. Mathematician John
Nash argued that repeated iterations of
the game lead, eventually, to greater
co-operation — but this is unlikely to
happen if it is always the same players
that benefit from putting self first.

The new prime minister cannot
please everyone. He may opt to act in
the interests of businesses and
consumers as a whole and seek much
closer alignment while remaining
outside the EU. With a fair wind,
Britain could once again shape
regulation from the inside. As the FT’s
Martin Sandbu put it on the eve of
Brexit, “exit from [the] single market
closes a chapter UK did so much to
write” (Report, December 2020).
Trevor Greetham
Head of Multi Asset,

Royal London Asset Management,
London EC3, UK

Is Al really that helpful
for drug discovery?

It was fascinating and odd to review
your recent supplement “Al in
Practice” and its mini-digest of Al
usage in pharma drug discovery
(“Why Al can transform pharma — but
nature cannot be hurried”, Special
Report, June 30). But the current state
of large language models and their
capacity to assist in drug discovery
enhancement is questionable.

I would argue that the only viable
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use of current LL.Ms for research and
pharma concerns is to assist their
data scientists and researchers on
cataloguing their in-house lab
research notebooks and findings,
alongside data findings from clinical
trials performed and completed. This
should and could greatly accelerate its
intellectual property teams and its
business development teams in due
diligence by preventing going over
ground already covered and vetted as
viable or not.

Current LLMs might have all the
data of IP filings from public data
sources of published patents and
patent applications, as well as chemical
registry data of compounds of interest
that have been registered, but Al
cannot and should not be the final
determinant as to whether a
chemical structure or its optic isomer
is toxic tc mammalian and/or plant
cell function.

The most obvious problem of usage
of Al is the pharma credo of hiding the
ball in plain sight to protect its targeted
compound’s life of exclusivity within
its patent filings.

Since pharmaceutical concerns do
not collect, analyse and store their
data in a universal fashion, it is
obviously impossible to use Al to parse
data from various pharmaceutical
entities and receive a consistent
analytical output without some Al
hallucination slop becoming the
output product. This would be crucial
time wasted on a grand scale.
Protecting competitive internal
intelligence is key, which means no
pharmaceutical or research concern
should allow its data gold to become
part or parcel of any LLM’s functional
data in the Al cloud.

Guardrails on top of data encryption
and limited Al usage given its
current developmental state are key
until such time that the LLMs have
become better developed and possess
better biopharmaceutical analytics.

K Felix Mjumbe
Berkeley, CA, US

Heatwaves highlight need

for resilient infrastructure

In “The UK is forgetting the dull bit of
climate change policy” (Opinion,

July 15), Jill Rutter is right that
adaptation has long been the
neglected half of climate policy.
Cutting emissions does not remove
the need to prepare for the climate
that is already here, and this summer’s
overheated hospitals, disrupted
railways and closed classrooms show

that resilience is an economic issue,
not merely an environmental one.

Where I would go further is this:
adaptation should not be framed only
as a Treasury exercise in reducing
future liabilities. It is an investment in
national prosperity.

Well-designed adaptation restores
nature, strengthens infrastructure,
improves public health and
underpins growth. Heat and flooding
are the clearest tests. They are the
risks arriving fastest, and the ones
for which Britain’s buildings,
transport and drainage were never
designed.

The Climate Change Committee has
repeatedly warned that progress
remains inadequate. The evidence is no
longer the barrier; leadership is. Every
major public investment should be
assessed against the climate conditions
it will face over its lifetime. That
principle should now be embedded
across government — from Treasury
spending decisions to planning and
infrastructure policy.

Building resilience into today’s
decisions is not an additional cost. It
is the foundation of long-term
€conomic security.

Prof Emma Howard Boyd
Chair, National Heat Risk Commission,
Bristol, UK

Buffett’s advice on the
value of staying on brand

The wave of Al rebrands and their
failure to deliver lasting share price
boosts (Report, July 11) points to a
deeper problem than short-term
investor sentiment: a fundamental
misunderstanding of what a brand
is for.

Warren Buffett once observed
that a powerful brand can become
a long-lasting defensive moat for a
business — a key indicator of the
durability of a company’s competitive
advantage. Products can be copied,
workforces poached, factories
duplicated — a brand is the defence
against all three, making a business
harder to imitate or displace. But a
moat only works if it has integrity. It
needs depth, substance, consistency
and coherence, and it needs to be built
to last.

When a brand switches identity
to chase short-term gain, that
defensive value is diluted. It stops
looking serious. It starts to feel

thin, lightweight and frivolous.

Apple has pivoted its products
repeatedly — from desktop computers
to wearables to media and services —
yet its brand has stayed consistent,
solid, unbreachable. Red Bull has
evolved from an energy drink into
a sports franchise owner, a
transformation only possible because
the brand underpinning it has
remained fundamentally unchanged
throughout.

The lesson for the current Al
rebranding wave is clear. Changing a
brand to exploit a tech bubble might
buy a short-term bump in market
attention, but in the long run it
dilutes the very thing a brand exists
to protect: confidence. From investors,
yes, but also where it matters most:
with the consumer, since it’s their
trust that ultimately underpins the
whole business.

Edward Hayes
London SW11, UK

Pension surplus could be
a boon for government

[ read with interest the recent article
highlighting surpluses in UK defined
benefit pension schemes, and how
these surpluses might be used by
employers or members (Report,
July 7).

There is another stakeholder in the
mix: the government. If surplus assets
are released, the government can
expect to receive 25 per cent in tax.
The size of this opportunity —
potentially tens of billions of pounds —
gives policymakers a clear incentive to
make surplus release easier and more
attractive, even aside from the wider
economic benefits.

One principle is non-negotiable:
these schemes exist to pay their
members’ pensions. Surplus assets
should only be released if these
pensions are secure. Thankfully, more
than at any point in their history, the
surpluses in these schemes are largely
backed by UK government bonds,
generally regarded as the safest assets
available.

One way to fully reassure
trustees considering surplus release
would be to strengthen the safety net.
For example, the Pension Protection
Fund could offer full backing for
defined benefit schemes if their
sponsor fails.

This would be a step-change in the
UK pensions framework. But if it
helped unlock surplus assets while
also reassuring trustees and members
of pension security, the benefits could
be considerable: for members,
sponsors, the government and the
wider economy.

It could also help unlock more of the
productive investment the government
is seeking.

Jos Vermeulen
Head of Solution Design, Insight
Investment, London EC4V, UK
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Why the world trusts China more than America

GEOPOLITICS

he west’s political crisis can

be shrunk to one word —

mistrust. Voters feel cyni-

cism, prejudice and anger

about their systems. But
each is downstream of loss of trust. Less
urgency is felt about the rest of the
world’s plummeting faith in America.
That China is now trusted more than the
US in a large majority of countries sur-
veyed by Pew should ring alarms. Yet
America still acts as if it were the most
admired place on earth.

Not all of the decline is because of
Donald Trump. The US has not only

been going down; China has been going
up. America’s recent reputational slide
beganin 2023 when Joe Biden was presi-
dent. This coincides with his support for
Israel’s devastating response to the
October 7 Hamas massacre. The US for-
eign policy establishment pays little
heed to the effect of Israel’s militarism
on the world’s view of America, includ-
ing in the rest of the west. But Israel is
not the chief source of USunpopularity.

The comforting view, which is also the
view of the comfortable, is that the
world detests Trump’s values. That sug-
gests that when a more admirable presi-
dent is elected, America’s standing will
improve. This modestly reassuring take
leaves out one big thing. Not everything
is about values. A majority of countries
rank the US higher than China when it
comes to freedom, yet nevertheless dis-
trust it more. Mistrust is thus a syno-
nym for incompetence.

Even in Trump’s America, the world

knows that people are far freer than
they are in China to express their views
and practise their faith. But are Ameri-
cans governed more competently? Is
America more stable than China? It is
hard to say yes to either. Take Trump’s
on-again off-again Operation Epic Fury
against Iran. In addition to being Amer-
ica’s most unpopular war at home since

Obama did not recapture
the reputational heights
the US had enjoyed
in the 1990s

polling began — more so than Iraq and
Vietnam in spite of far lower US casual-
ties — it has alienated all of America’s
friends and allies, including other west-
ern populists. They are now being
insulted for not joining what many see

as America’s most careless war of choice
todate.

Gulf war III has also exposed the
yawning gap between China’s approach
to energy and America’s. China’s big
investments in all forms of power, from
renewables to coal, contrast with Amer-
ica’s slant towards fossil fuels. This is all
on Trump. Not only has he scrapped
Biden’s incentives for green energy, he is
paying companies to walk away from
alternative energy projects. Were it not
for China’s big stockpile, global oil prices
would have gone much higher in the
past few months. Instead of claiming
that China helped rig America’s 2020
election, Trump might thank it for sav-
ing US consumers from paying $6 a gal-
lon at the pump.

Epic Fury coincides with unignorable
signs of global warming, especially in
the north. Countries like India and Iran
have become used to large spikes in
summer mortality. Only now is Europe

ruing the absence of air conditioning
after its hottest June on record. Global
warming is shifting from elite preoccu-
pation to mass consciousness.

The US is behaving as the baddie on
this, doubling down on 20th-century
habits. China, on the other hand, is per-
ceived in the global south as the bearer
of solutions. Even where the US is cut-
ting edge, such as with Elon Musk’s
Tesla, its reputation is atrocious. Few
could forget the recent activist advert
in London that showed Musk’s
Cybertruck, or “Swasticar”. On it
were the words: “Goes from 0 t0 1939 in
3seconds.”

Trust can vanish quickly but take ages
to rebuild. Four of the six countries that
still approve more of America are in
China’s neighbourhood — Japan, South
Korea, India and the Philippines. But
the countries that distrust the US more
are near and far, not just its insecure
neighbours, Canada and Mexico. This is

in spite of the fact that China’s export
machine threatens to eat everyone’s
lunch. The outliers are Poland, chiefly
because Russia is next door, and Israel.
Even Australia and the UK trust China
more than America.

Trump’s exit would surely help.
America’s global standing rose sharply
from George W Bush to Barack Obama.
But Obama did not recapture the
reputational heights America had
enjoyed in the 1990s. It will be even
harder for Trump’s successor to set the
clock back to Obama’s era. US-China
competition is increasingly dominated
by AL China’s models are mostly cheap
and open source, even if their capabili-
ties are often lower. America’s are pricey
and closed. For the first time in genera-
tions, US technology is not assured of
domination. It cannot even bank on
admiration.

edward.luc .com
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Who will win

the new war of |

mercantilists?

Martin Wolf I conomics

China’s high degree of self-sufficiency

reduces its vulnerability to
coercion by others

e are living in a mercan-

tilist era. By this  mean

one in which the con-

cerns of policymakers

are as much those of
security as of prosperity. This, as I
argued in “The dangerous triumph of
neo-mercantilism”, threatens both the
stability of the world economy and rela-
tions among great powers. China is also
better suited to mercantilism than the
USand EU.

Mercantilists seek power and security
or, in other words, the ability to bully
others and resist being bullied by them,
in turn. How might one measure these
capabilities? The obvious approach is to
assess economic size, self-sufficiency
and monopoly power. Yet, as the late
Henry Kissinger wisely argued, “no
nation can achieve absolute security.
Absolute security for one nation means
absolute insecurity for all nations.” The
more frightening you become, the more
others will unite against you.

Consider China. Its economy is
roughly the same size asthat of the US. It
is now at or close to the frontier in the
most important technologies, includ-
ing, it increasingly appears, artificial
intelligence. Its progress in this regard is
stunning. The US is more self-sufficient
in energy. But China has a far
larger labour force, and vastly higher
investable savings: in 2025, its gross
national savings were 43 per cent of
GDP, against a mere 17 per cent in the
US. China also has a far bigger manufac-
turing sector: in 2024, China’s manufac-

turing value added wasnearly as big as
those of the US and the Eurozone
together. Its prowess in renewable
energy and electric vehicles has become
remarkable.

As Bridgewater Associates, the well-
known hedge fund, noted in October
2025, the USis energy self-sufficientasa
result of its abundant supply of domes-
tic oil and gas but faces constraints on its
ability to expand its supply of electric-
ity. China is self-sufficient in electricity
because of its coal and renewables. But it
has vulnerabilities in the supply of oil
and gas. The war with Iran has high-
lighted this weakness.

Yet China has achieved powerful
monopolies in global supply chains.
Among these are those in solar photo-
voltaics, lithium-ion batteries, rare
earths and magnets, gallium and germa-
nium, and shipbuilding. Some of the
above create effective chokepoints, as
China demonstrated so effectively in its
tariff war with the US.

The ability to supply so many things
that others cannot is a source of coercive
power. China’s high degree of self-suffi-
ciency also reduces its vulnerability to
coercion by others, while its size makes
it an important market for many coun-
tries. In all, China’s ability to exercise
economic power is huge.

As Brad Setser of the Council on For-
eign Relations noted in a recent discus-
sion with Princeton’s Markus Brunner-
meier, people now talk of a “second
China shock”. Here are some of the main
points, beyond those noted above.

China is now dominant in global
manufacturing

Share of global manufacturing value added (%)
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First, China’s macroeconomics are
very different from those that obtained
before the global financial crisis and,
even more so, before the end of its prop-
erty boom. Exports are surging, but
domestic demand has stalled. Second,
its export surplus in manufacturing is
now around 2 per cent of world GDP,
which is “roughly twice the largest sur-
plus Japan ever ran”. Third and most
important, China shows an unexplained
negative net income of around $125bn
on its net foreign investments. But it

An ability to supply
so many things
that others cannot
IS a source of power

should, on reasonable assumptions
about the income it earns on its $4tn in
net foreign assets, have a surplus of
some $100bn. As a result, Setser argues,
the renminbi is by now some 30 per cent
undervalued.

In other words, China continues to
display a standard feature of mercantil-
ism: lasting trade and current account
surpluses. (See charts.)

As a result, China’s policies look
unavoidably threatening to much of the
world. If a major trading partner runs
huge and persistent trade and current
account surpluses, everyone else has to
run offsetting deficits. This leads to the
shrinkage of sectors specialising in
producing tradeable goods and services,
as well as huge domestic financial
deficits. These, in turn, create protec-
tionist pressures of the kind we have

been seeing in the US and increasingly
the EU. Yet high-income countries
are not the only victims of China’s push
for dominance in manufacturing.
Among them, argue Shoumitro Chatter-
jee and Arvind Subramanian, are zalso
the poor countries whose development
it blocks.

A striking feature of Chinese
development has been the decline in its
rate of economic growth from over 10
per cent two decades ago to alow of 4.3
per cent in the year to the second quar-
ter of 2026. Even the latter almost cer-
tainly exaggerates growth of market-led
supply. After the bursting of the
property bubble, the economy is not
generating a supply of investment
opportunities large enough to absorb its
colossal savings. But, as the longstand-
ing China watcher Stephen Roach notes,

the long-needed rebalancing towards
consumption remains stillborn. Under
Xi Jinping, the priority of higher
consumption will, it seems, never be
recognised.

Yet China is an effective mercantilist
power, though even it cannot avoid the
shortcomings of this approach. The US,
too, is now mercantilist, though in a far
less coherent manner. The EU is also
being forced in a similar direction.

Brunnermeier argues that in this
world one needs to calculate a “resil-
ience account” alongside the current
account, which “would net out our geo-
political dependency: how easily the
goods in the current account can be
sourced from other countries.” This idea
is clever. But who then wins?

martin.wolf@ft.com
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The Middle East needs its own Helsinki Act

Alexander Stubb
and Frank-Walter
Steinmeier

n the late 1960s, Europe was
divided — a rift most painfully

visible in the concrete and
barbed wire of the Berlin Wall. The
Cuban missile crisis had brought
the world to the edge of nuclear
catastrophe. The Soviet Union had
crushed the Prague Spring. The
Vietnam war had laid bare the readiness
of great powers to wage devastating
proxy conflicts. And yet it was precisely
in this climate of mistrust that the
most ambitious co-operative security
initiative of the 20th century was
conceived.
In the 1970s, 35 nations came
together: Nato allies, Warsaw Pact

members, neutral and nonaligned
states. The process culminated in the
Helsinki Final Act of August 1975, a
landmark of cold war détente. The
lesson we draw is simple: you do not
need trust to begin a process. The
process itself is what builds trust. In that
spirit, and fully aware of how long
and difficult the road proved to be,
we propose a new Helsinki for the
Middle East.

The Iran war has pushed the region to
the brink. Civilians in the Gulf states,
Israel, Lebanon and Iran have borne the
biggest brunt. Iranians are being
suffocated by intensified repression.
The Strait of Hormuz has become a
flashpoint of geopolitical competition,
disrupting markets and threatening
livelihoods. Israeli society is deeply
scarred by the trauma of October 7,
while Gazans continue to endure a
staggering humanitarian catastrophe
and Palestinians in the West Bank see

their livelihoods and political hopes
crushed by aggressive Israeli
settlement.

Trust, that most fragile of political
resources and strongest diplomatic
currency, is in short supply in the
Middle East. Currently, all eyes are on
the renewed tensions in the Gulf. The

Complexity has never been
a compelling argument
against dialogue but the

strongest argument for it

US-Iran framework, forged with the
support of Pakistan, Qatar and others, is
fragile but vital for de-escalation and a
lasting end to the blockade.

Beyond conflict management in
Hormuz, however, there is a growing
recognition both inside and outside the

region that the Middle East needs a
political process that is bigger both in
participation and in scope. A new
Helsinki moment could set in motion
a region-wide dialogue for peace.
The starting point is this: despite all
conflicts and grievances, with no pre-
conditions — what can this region agree
on, here and now?

Foundations of considerable mutual
interest exist and must be built upon.
The genius of Helsinki was that all
relevant actors brought their
priorities to the table, negotiated for
common ground and tested areas for
confidence building, slowly replacing
elements of confrontation with co-
operation. The process can only be
meaningful if all relevant actors are at
the table. The Helsinki Final Act
included 35 nations.

A Middle East process should be
equally inclusive, starting with all coun-
tries in the region. Outside actors with

interests and influence can play a con-
structive role, as evidenced by the 2015
nuclear agreement.

We write this with humility and are
under no illusions about the obstacles to
our proposal. The Middle East is far
more complex than cold war Europe.
Religious, ethnic and ideological
faultlines run deep. Proxy conflicts and
territorial disputes have entrenched
patterns of enmity that diplomacy has
not dissolved. But complexity has
never been a compelling argument
against dialogue; it has always been
the strongest argument for it. Without a
process aimed at co-operative security,
the region will fracture further,
descending into ever more transac-
tional and unstable alliances and
counter-alliances.

The idea of a co-operative security
architecture in the Middle East is not
new but past debates have focused on
the obstacles. We prefer to focus onthe

positive: the momentum for dialogue,
the elements that could be adapted
from the European experience and the
opportunity for our regions to learn
from each other. Structured dialogue,
issue-based co-operation and confi-
dence-building measures that worked
for us can work elsewhere.

The Helsinki Final Act opened with a
simple sentence: states were “motivated
by the political will, in the interest of
peoples to improve and intensify their
relations and to contribute [...] to
peace, security, justice and co-
operation.” Not trust. Not the resolution
of grievances. Just the political will to
seek a structured alternative to conflict.
[f that political will exists in the region, it
can be transformed into a meaningful
pathway. We stand ready to support
the process.

The writers are the president of Finland and
the president of Germany
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Maduros case is due back in court

on Wednesday. Thin

A dispute of this nature should

If the U.S. Michael Rips clearly trigger the 1922 treaty’s arbi-

honors its tration clause. According to its stipula-
tions, Judge Alvin Hellerstein, who is

agreement, overseeing Mr. Maduro’s trial, must

it could well
be forced to

A lot has happened in the world in the
half year since U.S. Special Forces
kidnapped President Nicolas Maduro

suspend the proceedings and send the
matter to a panel of independent eval-
uators to examine the treaty and de-

rel‘ease its . of Venezuela and his wife, Cilia Flores, cide whether it has been honored.
prized captive. but if you can think back that far you Should the arbitrators conclude that
Its a story might recall that the Trump adminis- Mr. Maduro’s capture violated the

a century old.

tration insisted the mission wasn’t an
invasion; it was an “extradition.” It was
a legal matter, that is, to be followed by
a criminal trial. Many legal scholars,
commentators and government offi-
cials lined up to endorse that choice as
lawful, despite Venezuela’s immediate
insistence to the contrary. But when
Mr. Maduro’s case next makes its way
to court, on July 22, federal prosecutors
could encounter one rather significant
obstacle: Our courts don’t have the
authority to handle his case. And the
law that says so was signed by the
United States of America.

If the United States honors its agree-
ment, it could well be forced to release
its prized captive.

The reason dates back to the first

treaty, the United States would be
required to release him.

Does it sound far-fetched? The U.S.
Supreme Court has affirmed the prin-
ciple again and again in cases span-
ning more than a century.

The first was in 1886, when the
justices ruled that the prosecution of
William Rauscher, who had been extra-
dited from Britain, had violated the
terms of the two nations’ extradition
treaty, because the charges on which
he was tried were not the same as
those for which he was handed over.
Thanks to the court’s insistence that
the prosecution had to conform to the
treaty, Rauscher prevailed.

The second

A topic that was in 1927, when

decades of the 20th century, when a P no less an author-
: L seems dry and .

topic that seems dry and legalistic legalistic tod ity on the matter
today — international arbitration — ega.llstlc today than former
was an exciting and idealistic cause, - [nte’:“ﬂtm“al President Taft —
championed as a modern, rational tool arbitration — by then the chief
of justice with the power to change the ~ was an exciting justice —

world.

President William Howard Taft felt
so strongly about its promise that he
spent part of his 1909 Inaugural Ad-
dress extolling its virtues: “We favor
every instrumentality, like that of the

weighed in on the
fate of some
British men who
had been ar-
rested on the
high seas. In this

and idealistic
cause, cham-
pioned as a
modern, rational
tool of justice

os may get weird.

Hague tribunal and arbitration treaties, with the power case he ruled

made with a view to its use in all inter-  to change the against the crew,

national controversies, in order to world. but he took time

maintain peace and to avoid war.” He to affirm that,

advocated the practice throughout his despite the pros-

presidency and, when he left the Oval ecution’s claim to the contrary, “the

Office, went on to serve as an interna- right of the court” to hold foreign Valle de

tional arbitrator. President Woodrow defendants “for trial” was indeed La Pascua

Wilson also took up the cause. His dependent on the treaty between the : g . T P
secretary of state, William Je'nmngs two nations. ) N i 4 9 ) °?“ dad Guay:
Bryan, proposed permanent independ- A third instance was in a 1992 case 5 ) 5 LApu . = ol =

Bolwar A _v

/5

‘mbalse
de

in which a Mexican citizen and resi- £
dent was kidnapped at the request of : ‘
the Drug Enforcement Administration ; ; : t ClPuig:rl
and taken to Texas, with the intent to L N : A ¢ Guri _y[2]

ent commissions to resolve disputes
between nations. Taft, Wilson and
Bryan had good reason to look for new
ways to maintain peace: The world

CRISTIANA COUCEIRO

was descending into war.

When peace was restored, the United
States began including arbitration
clauses in many treaties. One of those
was a 1922 extradition treaty between
the United States and Venezuela. It
states, in part, that “all differences
between the contracting parties relat-
ing to the interpretation or execution of
this treaty shall be decided by arbitra-
tion.” Approved by the Senate and
ratified by the president, that docu-
ment has the force of law.

Well, there sure are “differences
between the contracting parties” today.
The government of Venezuela is play-
ing along with the Trump administra-
tion when it comes to oil exports, but it
has publicly insisted that Mr. Maduro’s
capture was illegal under international
law — and that would include the ex-
tradition treaty.

try him in federal court. The question
of whether his prosecution would be
valid went all the way to the Supreme
Court, where the justices allowed it —
but reinforced the principle in United
States v. Rauscher: A defendant “may
not be prosecuted in violation of the
terms of an extradition treaty.”

In each of these varied cases, the
message was the same: When inter-
ests clash over the scope of an extradi-
tion treaty, the first step is to examine
carefully the intent of those who
signed the treaty. In those three cases,
the treaty in question allowed the
court to perform that examination. The
treaty with Venezuela, however, gives
that responsibility to arbitrators.

The trial cannot legally proceed
without this step.

1 asked David Sloss, a prominent
legal scholar and the editor of “The

Role of Domestic Courts in Treaty
Enforcement,” how shocking it would
be, from a legal perspective, if the case
got bounced out of court into arbitra-
tion. He said not very. Referring the
Maduro case to arbitration would
track with “the approach that courts
routinely apply,” he wrote me, “when
they dismiss claims based on con-
tracts that include an arbitration
clause.”

Once the arbitrators have the Madu-
ro case, the next step would be for
them to determine whether Mr. Madu-
ro’s kidnapping and extradition were
lawful by the terms of the 1922 treaty.

Because treaty interpretation is a
rarefied branch of the law, with differ-
ent rules than might apply in individ-
ual countries, I wanted to learn ex-

actly how these international arbitra-
tors would handle the case. I asked
Steven Ratner, one of the nation’s
leading experts in this arena. He told
me that unless otherwise directed,
arbitrators would follow something
known as the Vienna Convention on
the Law of Treaties, and, in addition to
considering laws that have developed
between the two countries since that
time, would scrutinize the treaty in
terms of “the relevant rules of interna-
tional law of 1922.” Those rules,
adopted in the immediate aftermath of
World War I, uniformly and emphat-
ically condemned the invasion of one
sovereign state by another.

It is hard to imagine that any arbi-
trator acting in that spirit would de-
clare a dead-of-night kidnapping lawful

under the treaty, especially since the
target was a head of state.

The operation is already in violation
of international law; any attempt by
the United States to sidestep arbitra-
tion would make it blatantly illegiti-
mate by the United States’ own laws,
too.

Whatever the outcome of arbitra-
tion, it is that process that will give
legitimacy to the case, vindicate the
principles of international law and in
that way reduce the potential for fu-
ture conflict between the two nations
— an outcome that might frustrate
President Trump, but which would
have greatly pleased Mr. Taft, Mr.
Wilson and Mr. Bryan.

MICHAEL RIPS is a lawyer and writer.

[s this what a post-literate era looks like?

have blossomed into conventional

In 2003, for instance, Americans ages

Its not David Wallace-Wells wisdom over the past few years, and 15to 24 read 8.4 minutes a day; in 2016
the children which look to me now, upon closer they read 7.8 minutes a day; and in 2022
h d inspection, a wee bit more complicated. they read 11.7 minutes a day. Also in 2003,
who _StoPp,e We tell ourselves that the smart- those between the ages of 25 and 34 were
readlng. Its Few things are more intuitive aboutthe ~ phone has brought about fertility de- reading 9.6 minutes a day; in 2016 that
their grand- smartphone era than the fact that de- cline, for instance, though those de- group read nine minutes aday; in 2025
vices have torpedoed our interest in clines have been going on for three- they read 10.2 minutes a day. If these
parents. reading and dragged down the status quarters of a century. We tell ourselves numbers represent a crisis, it doesn’t

that books and their authors once
seemed to enjoy.

You can tally the signs. Reading
scores among both students and adults
have fallen from where they were a
decade ago, and it’s hard to find a college
professor who thinks freshmen are
arrivingin class as prepared as ever for
the reading. On the subway, people are
always on their phones, and nobody
appears to be reading anything on them.
You probably have a hard time concen-
trating on books yourself, with so many
distractions around. Public discourse
seems shaped by podcast clips and
short-form video, and if you happen to
find yourself reading something longer
than an Instagram caption it might well
be an essay, like “The End of Reading Is
Here” by Rose Horowitch in The Atlantic
on July 8, studded with incisive observa-
tions about the shift from a culture of
literacy to one defined by what’s been
called a digital culture of orality, in which
charismatic narrators make sweeping
emotional appeals to their audiences
rather than through logical argumenta-
tion and careful citation. In a forthcom-
ing book, the essayist James Marriott
callsit “the new dark ages.”

I’ve written about these changes, too,
and have spent plenty of time lamenting
them. But I've also found myself grow-
ing more skeptical of the simplistic story
that reading is going extinct. That’s
because the story of literacy decline
echoes so many similar narratives that

phones have produced a teen mental
health crisis, though in global surveys
thereis no obvious pattern to observe.
We tell ourselves social media is the
reason we have such intensely polar-
ized politics, while failing to look at the
historical patterns around the arrival of
cable TV. That’s not to say that smart-
phones aren’t affecting any of these
things. It’s to say that no matter how
ubiquitous, phones are just one piece of
avery messy social landscape, which
rarely shifts uniformly in one direction
thanks to one discrete variable, let alone
inevitably toward disarray and decline.

And then there’s reading. In The
Atlantic, Horowitch cites an analysis of
data from the Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics’ American Time Use Survey —
often described as the gold standard
measure of how the country spendsits
days — which shows that fewer Ameri-
cans report reading for pleasureona
given day, but those who do are spend-
ing more time doing so. Overall, the
underlying survey tells us, average
Americans over the age of 15 read 21.9
minutes on a given day in 2003. They
read 18.3 minutes a day in 2010. In 2025,
the number was 16.2 minutes a day.

The first thing to note about these
numbers is that they are very small:
Americans don’t read very much now
and haven’t for atleast a few decades,
making the intuition that reading has
been cannibalized by smartphones a bit
of amismatch with the data. But the

second thing is that the decline is rela-
tively small, too — a few minutes
shaved off the national average over
more than 20 years. Look a bit closer,
and even that change appears to be
driven overwhelmingly by a particular
cohort: older Americans.

You might assume, especially given
social stereotypes and caricatures, that
the reading decline would be concen-
trated among the young, with that turn

€
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away from books and toward phones
therefore spelling doom for future
literacy. You might think the problem
would be exacerbated by schools and
universities turning away from de-
manding reading curriculums and the
arrival of artificial intelligence to do our
reading for us. But in fact, young Ameri-
cans are — according to this survey, at
least —reading more than they did a
couple of decades ago.

appear to be anew one.

Among Americans 65 and up, the base
line is higher and the decline in time
spentis larger, too: For decades, atleast,
the bulk of the country’s reading has
been done by Americans in their golden
years. In2003, older Americans read on
average just under an hour each day —
58.5 minutes. By last year, that had fallen
nearly by half, to roughly 32.4 minutes
each day, adrop that represents the lion’s
share of overall reading declines. To the
extent that we can talk about the decline
of reading as a mass phenomenon, it
seems concentrated not among the next
generation but among the previous ones.
The pattern may seem counterintuitive,
butit echoes some other findings about
social media use and disinformation: For
all the hand-wringing about the effects of
new technology on kids, the impacts may
bejustas corrosive, if not more so, on
their grandparents. (Perhaps thisis one
reason The Wall Street Journal recently
declared that “Dad Books Are a Dying
Breed.”)

Of course, the Time Use survey is just
one research project, with its own limita-
tions; it’s compiled out of data from
single interviews in which people are
asked to recount what they did the day
before the call. But even in other data
sets, the decline of reading isn’t that
obvious, either. In The Atlantic, Horow-
itch cites alarge survey conducted by the
National Endowment for the Arts, which
WALLACE-WELLS, PAGE 10
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ICE killed my son.

[ want answers.

Rachel Reyes

This spring [ watched Markwayne
Mullin’s confirmation hearing to become
the U.S. homeland security secretary. It
was most likely the first confirmation
hearing I ever watched. I have never
been a political person.

I'tuned in because Mr. Mullin’s words
were of personal concern to me. In 2025
aU.S. Immigration and Customs En-
forcement agent killed my son, Ruben
Ray Martinez, in Texas. He was 23 years
old, a quiet, funny and gentle young man
— and anunarmed United States citizen.
He was shot nearly a year before federal
agents killed two other Americans, Alex
Pretti and Renee Good, in Minnesota
and obviously well before the recent
shootings of Lorenzo Salgado Araujo in
Houston and Johan Guerrero in Maine.
Yet many fewer people know Ruben’s
name. The Department of Homeland
Security, then under Secretary Kristi
Noem, withheld the full details of his
shooting from me and from the public.

It was not made public that an ICE
agent was the one who shot my son until
federal officials were forced to disclose
thatinformation because of an unrelated
lawsuit.

Iwanted to see evidence at his hear-
ing that Mr. Mullin’s tenure would bring
amore respectful, serious and transpar-
ent approach to America’s immigration
. enforcement,after

I deserve the previous period so
.1 damaged public
accountability : -
confidence in those
and trans- efforts. I waslet down
parency, and then, and I continue to
so does the belet down. Over
public. three months into Mr.
Mullin’s tenure,
there’s zero indication

that Ruben’s death reverberated seri-
ously within the Department of Home-
land Security or that it would be treated
asaserious test of departmental ac-
countability. Mr. Mullin has not publicly
acknowledged my son’s killing, much
less explained what, if anything, the
department has learned from the trage-
dy.

We should expect transparency and
accountability from any administration
— especially one that has claimed trans-
parency as a governing principle. Like
most other Americans, I believe immi-
gration laws should be enforced. But we
should not be asked to choose between
enforcing the law and transparency
when federal agents kill someone. The
public deserves reliable facts. Families
deserve honest answers. And the gov-
ernment should not have to be pres-
sured into providing them.

Here’s what I know about what hap-
pened to my son: Ruben and his best
friend, Joshua Orta, drove to South
Padre Island to celebrate Ruben’s birth-
day. It was Ruben’s first trip away from
San Antonio. He still lived at home while
saving money from his job at an Amazon
fulfillment warehouse. We were a close-
knit family.

That weekend, Ruben and Josh did
not tell me where they were going,
probably because Ruben knew South
Padre’s reputation as a party town and
did not want me to worry. That was
consistent with who he was: consider-
ate, conflict-averse and reluctant to
make himself the center of attention.

On what became his last night, Ruben
was driving his car, with Josh in the
passenger’s seat, when he approached
the scene of a traffic accident at a busy
intersection. For reasons that remain
unclear, ICE agents were present and
operating alongside local officers.

The video evidence, made public
almost a year after Ruben’s death, is
consistent with what Josh told me and
others: He was trying to comply with
conflicting directions from law enforce-
ment about what to do. He was driving
slowly and braking repeatedly and was
not athreat to the officers. His car was in
park when they pulled him out. An ICE
agent, Jack Stevens, shot him at point-
blank range through the open driver’s-
side window multiple times. A toxicol-
ogy report noted the presence of alcohol
in Ruben’s system — which is obviously
no justification for his death.

Josh said Ruben’s last words were
“I'msorry”

The Texas Rangers investigated the
shooting, and a grand jury declined to
indict Mr. Stevens in February. We do
not know what evidence the jury —
which was closed to the public — did or
did not see. A spokesperson from ICE
told The Times that Ruben hit an agent
with his car and that Mr. Stevens “fired

defensive shots to protect himself” and
his fellow agents. The spokesperson said
that the shooting has been “investigated
from every possible angle by an inde-
pendent body, and it cleared our officer.”

What happened to Ruben deserves a
more transparent response. The Depart-
ment of Homeland Security should
address the video evidence that raises
questions about its public account, and
implement safeguards to reduce the risk
of another avoidable death.

These are basic expectations for any
agency that sends armed officers into
public spaces. ICE should have stronger
rules about the use of body cameras and
strict boundaries for whenits agents
become involved in local law-enforce-
ment matters. It should more rigorously
enforce its use-of-force standards. When
afederal officer shoots and Kills some-

PHOTOGRAPHS BY HARMON LI FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Top, Ruben holds his young niece; mid-
dle, Rachel Reyes made a quilt from
Ruben’s favorite shirts and jerseys;
bottom, Ruben’s bedroom.

one, there should be public reporting of
what happened and temporary removal
from field duty for the agent involved
while the facts are examined. Those
safeguards are not anti-law enforce-
ment. They protect the public, responsi-
ble officers and the credibility of the
agency itself.

No Americans who have experienced
atragedy like the one I have should
struggle to obtain answers from their
own government. The government’s
dismissal and lack of accountability
should concern everyone, regardless of
political party.

Perhaps the Department of Homeland
Security believes alack of transparency
is institutionally safer than candor. But
secrecy does not strengthen law en-
forcement; secrecy weakens it. A gov-
ernment agency that will not fully ex-
plain a fatal shooting should not be
surprised when citizens question its
judgment.

Mr. Mullin may prefer to treat Ruben’s
death as part of the department’s past.
But when the government Kills an un-
armed citizen and then refuses to give a
full public accounting, the matter is not
past. It remains unresolved for my
family and for any American who be-
lieves the government must be account-
able when it takes a life.

RACHEL REYES is the mother of Ruben
Ray Martinez, who was fatally shot by
an ICE agent in March 2025.

Entering a new era of genocide

BARTOV, FROM PAGE 1

dorsed by the Security Council on Nov.
17, more than 1,000 Palestinian civilians
have been killed by Israeli attacks. The
military now controls nearly 70 percent
of the Strip. Two million Palestinians,
who had previously lived in one of the
most densely populated areas in the
world, are now confined to a third of it,
trying to survive in devastated spaces
lacking the most basic humanitarian
infrastructure.

After the cease-fire and exchange of
Israeli hostages for Palestinian pris-
oners, Phase 2 of Mr. Trump’s plan
began in mid-January, which intends to
bring about the full demilitarization and
reconstruction of the Strip, to be man-
aged by a transitional technocratic
Palestinian body. Overseeing the
process is an international Board of
Peace chaired by Mr. Trump. In the long
term, the Trump administration has
spoken about creating a multibillion-
dollar futuristic “New Gaza,” and is
reportedly planning to build a major
military and personnel base for multi-
national forces. This will inevitably
consign Palestinians in Gaza to the role
of construction workers and service
providers for the rich inhabiting what
used to be their land.

How did we get here?

The Israeli political and military
leadership conducted an operation in
Gazathatkilled at least 70,000 people
(as admitted now by the Israeli mili-
tary), most of them civilians; wounded
close t0200,000; and caused vast num-
bers to die indirectly because of the
utter destruction of medical facilities,
housing and infrastructure, as well as
the deprivation of food and clean water.
AsIwrotein July 2025, as a scholar of
genocide, I believe this was a concerted
attempt to destroy the Palestinians in
Gaza,in whole or in part, and that the
operation therefore reached the high
bar of the 1948 Genocide Convention’s
definition of this crime.

Israelis unlikely to face a reckoning
for its actions. The International Crimi-
nal Court has issued arrest warrants for
Mr. Netanyahu and his former Minister
of Defense Yoav Gallant for war crimes
and crimes against humanity, as well as
for a Hamas official, who turned out to
have beenKkilled. The United States has
tried to undermine the court, and Mr.
Netanyahu has repeatedly visited the
White House to, among other things, try
toreportedly persuade Mr. Trump to
launch his attack on Iran. Israel may
eventually be found guilty of genocide
by the International Court of Justice,
where South Africa has lodged a sepa-
rate case against Israel, but the implica-
tions of such aruling are unclear aslong
as Israel retains U.S. support on the U.N.
Security Council, which acts as the
enforcement arm of the I.C.J.

And so Israeli leaders will probably
not be held to account, unless they are at
some point handed over to the I.C.C. by
anew Israeli government unwilling to
bring them to justice in Israel and eager
torestore the nation’s international
standing. That possibility is remote.
Indeed, Mr. Trump’s 20-point plan
effectively bypasses any possible ac-
countability or punishment for the
authors of this crime by promising a
bright future for everyone involved,
although calls for the restoration of a
semblance of normality for the Palestin-
ians are unlikely to gain much sympa-
thy when Israel and its allies are en-
gagedin constructing anideal city.
‘What would be the point of stirring up
old accusations when a brave new world
is about to emerge?

Itistrue that Israel is experiencing
increasing globalisolation and disap-
proval among Americans across the
political spectrum, but that is precisely
what the glossy plans for anew Gaza
may attenuate or even reverse: by
persuading distracted publicsina
troubled world that the issue of Gaza
has been settled to everyone’s satisfac-
tion.

The Trump plan, if its vision is ever
realized, would mean that the U.S.
government or American businesspeo-
ple working on its behalf would be sell-
ing rights for leasing and construction

on land expropriated from its residents,
whose value is expected to rise sky high.
Acollection of real estate moguls,
possibly including Jared Kushner, Steve
Witkoff and Mr. Trump himself, or com-
panies they promote, would in that way
reap a financial bonanza for businesses
and investors, transforming the erasure
of the Strip into an international invest-
ment opportunity. While the coastline
would be dominated by prime real

estate made up of mixed-use towers
seemingly for foreign purchase and
tourism — providing profits for develop-
ers — Palestinians will almost certainly
be priced out of housing on what used to
be their land. The plan will not only all
but eradicate Gaza’s history and society,
but also transform it into a free-market
economy for foreign corporations being
offered “amazing investment opportu-
nities,” as Mr. Kushner put it.

Building Mr. Trump’s so-called Rivi-
erawould depend on Saudi Arabia and
the Gulf states putting up vast amounts

of money on the
Even though _promise of ensur-
some European ingeven ti ghter

strategic and
governments economic links
have canceled with the United
weapons deals States. For now,
and sanctioned Saudi Arabia and
Israeli defense Qatar, as well as
firms in response  Turkey, Egyptand
to Israeli Ipdonesrfi, have
violence in Gaza, signaled interest
business has byjoining Mr.

. . Trump’s Board of
remained brisk Peace. Israel, as
for Israel’s arms the Board of
industry. Peace consoli-

dates control and
Gazaisredevel-

oped, would take another step inits
long-term objective of obliterating
Palestinians’ hopes for an end to the
Israeli occupation of their territories.
Other nations, by declining to hold
Israel accountable, will also benefit.
Germany is Israel’s second-biggest
supplier of arms after the United States
and has signed major contracts pur-
chasing military technology from Israel.
Germany is defending itself at the I.C.J.

against accusations by Nicaragua of
facilitating genocide in Gaza by funding
Israel and cutting aid to the U.N. Pales-
tinian refugee agency, UNRWA, soit
has every political and economic inter-
estin taking the issue off the table.
(Germany has denied the allegations.)
The United Kingdom is believed to have
used its military bases in Cyprus to
support Israel, and is laboring to im-
proveits relations with the United
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States. France is trying to maintain its
political influence in the Levant and to
move on from the question of genocide
in Gaza, which, according to President
Emmanuel Macron, will be determined
by “historians, in due time.”

Israel, too, is profiting. Even though
some European governments have
canceled weapons deals and sanctioned
Israeli defense firms in response to
Israeli violence in Gaza, business has
remained brisk for Israel’s arms indus-
try. Israeli export arms sales rose by 30
percent last year over 2024, to arecord
$19.2 billion, according to Calcalist, an
Israeli financial news site, and the
battle-testing of weapons systems in
Gaza serves as a selling point, Calcalist
reported. In other words, wreaking
destruction brings profits.

For now, Israel’s impunity will enable
its Jewish citizens to continue toignore
the genocide, the consequences of
which will be a deepening degradation
of Israeli ethics and morality, erosion of
the rule of law, internal police violence
against the state’s Palestinian and
Jewish citizens and the undermining of
whatever is left of Israeli democracy.
Beyond being deprived of any justice
and accountability for their suffering,
the Gazan victims of Israeli actions will
continue to live in dire conditions, under
military supervision and with very
limited future prospects.

Since Defense Minister Israel Katz
reportedly proclaimed last July that
Israel was planning to establish a “hu-
manitarian city” in the southern part of
the Gaza Strip, actual conditions on the
ground have only deteriorated. It ap-
pears conceivable that Trump’s plan will
be facilitated by an international force
aided by Palestinian security personnel

and the I.D.F to enclose the population
in such cities, from which they will be
able to emerge only to service the
wealthy residents of the so-called New
Gaza. Inthose extensive parts of the
Strip remaining under Israeli control,
new flourishing Jewish settlements are
likely to be planted.

Mr. Trump has said that the Board of
Peace behind this transformation will at
some point collaborate with the United

LAURA SCOTT

Nations, but many fear that it will un-
dermine the world body. One effect of
this shift in the postwar order would be
the gutting of international humanitar-
ianlaw and of the two international
courts set up to preserve it, ensuring
that any hopes to bring Israeli policy-
makers to justice will remain nothing
more than a pipe dream and signaling to
other nations that impunity will be open
to them too.

Some may argue that the case of Gaza
is singular because Israel enjoys a
unique international position thanks to
its tight alliance with the United States
andits reliance on the legacy of the
Holocaust. Perhaps other states cannot
expect to be rewarded and may even be
punished for genocide. Yet what we are
seeing today sets an extraordinary
precedent, one that has the potential of
undermining the entire premise of
genocide as a crime punishable under
post-World War Il international law.

If the plans that are currently being
elaborated for Gaza go forward, geno-
cide may come to be seen by some
nations as the legitimate and lucrative
extension of politics by other means. At
the least, other nations that will have
benefited in some way from the geno-
cide may be less likely to hold future
perpetrators accountable. Raphael
Lemkin, the man who coined the termin
1944 and fought for the adoption of the
Convention on the Prevention and
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide
four years later, had hoped to prevent
exactly this outcome. It may well be the
future of genocide.

OMER BARTOV is a professor of Holocaust
and genocide studies at Brown Univer-
sity.
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measures participation in various
activities from seeing plays to taking
pottery classes, listening to music and
reading books. You can slice that datain
different ways if you're focused on the
popularity of fiction, say, or poetry, and
certain slices do show declines of, say,
eight percentage points over 20 years.
Butin 2022 the N.E.A. survey found that
55.6 percent of American adults had
read or listened to a book in the previous
year. In 2008 the number was 54.3 per-
cent. In 2002 the figure was 56.6 per-
cent, prompting the N.E.A. to publish a
hand-wringing report called “Reading
atRisk”

Pew asks a similar question, separat-
ing print books from audiobooks and
e-books but also tabulating them togeth-
er to produce arunning measure of
American reading habits. In 2011, 78
percent of Americans reported reading
abook in some form in the previous
year; in 2013 it was 76 percent; in 2021 it
was 75 percent; and in 2025 it was 75
percent again.

One survey reports that roughly half

of Americans are reading and another
reports that roughly three-quarters are,
suggesting something about the limita-
tions of this kind of data and the lessons
we try to extract from it. But it probably
tells us something that neither one so
clearly illustrates the intuitive story of
significant decline — and neither do
other measures. Gallup has been asking
Americans how many books they read
in the previous year since 1990, when
the answer was 15.3 —anumber
skewed by voracious readers, as sur-
veys like this always are. In 2001 the
average was 14.5.In 2025 it appears to
have been 14.6.

And then there are indicators that
don’t rely on self-reporting at all. Book
sales are not in free-fall but near record
highs, with more books sold annually
these days than a decade ago (if abit
lower than the pandemic record setin
2021). One might look at best-seller lists
and lament what kinds of books are
thriving, but those lamentations are as
old as those lists. The book industry as a
wholeisin a period of recovery rather
than decline. The number of independ-

ent bookstores in the country has grown
by 70 percent since 2020, as the website
Literary Hub noted last month. Barnes
& Noble opened 50 new locations in
2024.

Reading comprehension is indeed
falling, but when you zoom out to take in
decades of data, some recent declines
are almost invisibly modest and others
are higher than they were 50 years ago.
Periodically, you’ll hear lamentations
that Americans don’t spend enough
time reading to their children, though
the amount of time spent doing so hasn’t
declined over decades but actually crept
upinrecent years instead. And if you
areimagining anidyllic earlier periodin
which parents devoted hours reading
books to their children each day, you
might want to know that in 1968 Nielsen
reported that children under 6 were
watching, on average, 54 hours of televi-
sion each week.

Perhaps that number seems improba-
bly high to you, as it does to me. Butin
the 1960s, the TV in the average Ameri-
can household was on for more than five
hours a day, according to historical

reporting. In the 1980s it was on for
seven hours. By 2010 it was just under
nine hours — afigure which then began
to drop, actually, with the mass adoption
of the smartphone. Not everybody in all
those households was glued to the
screen every minute it was on, but the
survey data still shows that, these days,
American adults are actively watching
on average more than two hours of TV
on agiven day — as they have now for
several decades, sometimes scrolling
their phones at the same time.

Across all those years, screen time of
one form or another was five to 10 times
as common as reading — sometimes
even more so. The medium is the mes-
sage, the world is awash in short form
video and evolving patterns of mass
communication do reshape the world;
all of that looks pretty hard to dispute.
But remind me again when exactly
literacy died, and exactly what killed it?

DAVID WALLACE-WELLS is a writer for
Opinion and The Times Magazine and
the author of “The Uninhabitable
Earth.”
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A 19th-century painting by the Swiss painter Arnold Bocklin depicting the encounter by Odysseus with the angry Cyclops Polyphemus. A site on Ithaca teach

Mpythical figure evoked real reverence

Most scholars don't think
Odysseus ever lived, but
he had a devoted following

BY FRANZ LIDZ

For nearly 3,000 years, Homer’s “The
Odyssey” has reigned as literature’s ul-
timate road trip. It’s a sweeping tale of a
displaced king who fights wrathful gods
and sea monsters to reclaim his throne
on the Ionian island of Ithaca. It has at
least 60 translations into English alone
and more than three dozen film inter-
pretations, including Christopher No-
lan’s blockbuster version, which is in
theaters worldwide.

‘Was the crafty monarch who dreamed
up the Trojan Horse a flesh-and-blood
ruler or just a figment of Homer’s imagi-
nation? Modern scholars generally
view the epic poem as folklore. But in re-
cent years, archaeologists working in
Ithaca have found evidence that the an-
cients viewed the story quite differently.
High on a rocky ridge, they have uncov-
ered what might be antiquity’s most de-
voted fan club: the ruins of a sprawling,
2,400-year-old sanctuary with details
suggesting that King Odysseus was a
figure of local worship.

The partially standing complex is
carved directly into the terraces of
Mount Exogi and has long been known
locally as the School of Homer. Archae-
ologists have poked into the site for
more than a century but largely dis-
missed any relation to “The Odyssey.”
An 1878 excavation at the outcrop found
little to match the vivid descriptions in
Homer’s text.

Since 2018, however, Giannos G. Lo-
los, an archaeologist at the University of
Ioannina, in Greece, has led excavations
at the site, building on systematic digs
that were conducted there from 1994 to
2011. In a statement last summer, the
Greek Ministry of Culture described
major discoveries from the site, includ-
ing a grand ceremonial hall, what may
have been a watchtower and a cistern
built in the Mycenaean style.

Locals have long wondered if the ru-
ins were the foundations of Odysseus’
Mycenaean palace. But Dr. Lolos noted
that his team had found nothing to indi-
cate that the surviving parts of the com-
plex dated as far back as 1200 B.C., when
Odysseus’ travels would have taken
place. Nonetheless, the ruins bridge the
gap between ancient poetry and histori-
cal reality. To the Greeks of antiquity,
Odysseus was real enough to command
deep, abiding reverence.

“What these new pieces help us un-
derstand isn’t the Bronze or Iron Age
era of Homer,” said Rachel Kousser, an
archaeologist and art historian at the
City University of New York who was
not involved with the project. “Instead,
it is the way that the Hellenistic Greeks
created an imagined Homeric past.”

THE ODYSSEION

The School of Homer, which archaeolo-
gists refer to as the Odysseion, dates to
about the third century B.C., roughly
500 years after Homer composed his ep-
ics, and a full millennium after the hero
supposedly began his disastrous com-
mute home from the war.

Deep in the soil of the Odysseion, Dr.
Lolos and his colleagues discovered a
trove of polished black cups, jewelry and
prayer vessels. But the true treasure lay
in thousands of shattered pottery frag-
ments. Among them were roof tiles
etched with Latin and classical Greek,
suggesting this remote site was a sur-
prisingly cosmopolitan hub.

The team found more than 100 bronze
and silver coins minted in city-states
across the Hellenistic and Roman
worlds. “It points to a constant flow of
sailors, merchants and pilgrims, even
from far distant places, to the Odysseion
of Ithaca,” said Christina Marabea, an
archaeologist at Hellenic Open Univer-
sity in Patras, Greece, and a researcher
on the site. In 2022, Dr. Marabea collabo-
rated with Dr. Lolos and other scholars

Top, the Paliki Peninsula, where some
scholars suggest Odysseus lived. Above,
the Hellenistic tower of the Odysseion in
Ithaca. Right, a small bronze bust of
Odysseus found in Ithaca, and an etching
of an eighth-century B.C. bust of Homer.

on a paper titled “Emerging Evidence
for Neolithic Ithaca” that was published
in the Journal of Neolithic Archaeology.

On three separate tiles, the name
Odysseus was stamped or inscribed into
the clay. One translates to “of Odysseus,”
implying that the mythical hero owned
the grounds. Another reads “to
Odysseus” — a direct gift to the king
himself.

These rites were not reserved solely
for the wayfaring hero. Across the exca-
vation site, archaeologists found dozens
of spindle whorls and pear-shaped loom
weights — the everyday tools of a time-
honored craft. To Dr. Marabea, their
presence strongly suggests that women
played a leading role in the rituals. She
believes that these female worshipers
may have been venerating the clever
king’s equally resourceful wife, Penelo-
pe, who famously used her loom to keep
suitors at bay.

A VAST COLLECTIVE MEMORY

Although Homer’s tale was not inspired
by a real Odysseus, historians say, it did
immortalize a vanished era of gritty
Bronze Age chieftains who raided over-

CHRISTINA MARABEA

seas, ruled enormous stone citadels and
controlled wide trade networks from
1700 to 1050 B.C. And the myth of
Odysseus helped inspire a powerful reli-
gious phenomenon known as the hero-
cult. By the eighth century B.C., these
regional sects had grown so dominant
that when the Athenian lawgiver Draco
drew up the city’s first legal code, he did-
n’t just mandate punishments for mor-
tals — he legally required citizens to
honor local heroes alongside the Olym-
pian gods.

“The kings lived in palaces across the

Hell

us how I

istic Greeks i

e 3 Coo o
FINE ART IMAGES/HERITAGE IMAGES, VIA GETTY IMAGES

D,, VIA ALAMY

MICK ROCK/CEPHAS PICTURE LIBRARY LTI

HULTON ARCHIVE/GETTY IMAGES

region and were buried in grand bee-
hive-shaped tombs with splendid ar-
mor,” said Daisy Dunn, a classicist and
the author of “The Missing Thread: A
‘Women’s History of the Ancient World.”
Homer describes Odysseus as wearing
aboar-tusk helmet; archaeologists have
indeed found splinters of boar ivory in
some graves.

Nearly as much debate surrounds the
author of “The Odyssey.” Seven Medi-
terranean cities have fought for the
bragging rights to Homer’s birth, a bit-
ter rivalry captured by the 16th-century

d the past, one scholar said.

playwright Thomas Heywood: “Seven
wealthy towns contend for Homer dead
/ Through which the living Homer
begged his bread.” Other scholars argue
that “The Iliad” and “The Odyssey” are
too far apart in style, tone and world-
view to have burst from a single mind.

Today, mainstream academic opinion
lands squarely in the middle: There was
not one Homer but a long line of them.
The masterworks we read today were
not cooked up by a solitary genius.
Rather, around the eighth century B.C.,
just as Greece was tweaking the Phoeni-
cian alphabet to build its own writing
system, the texts were stitched together
from a vast collective memory.

In this telling, the tales are centuries-
old anthologies.

But not everyone agrees.

“I feel no shame in saying I believe
there was one Homer, even if that wasn’t
his actual name,” Dr. Dunn said. “‘The
Iliad’ and ‘The Odyssey’ are just so well-
structured, so well-paced, that it feels
like one person has really thought
through their development.” She envi-
sions Homer as an active architect of the
written word, a master editor racing to
capture a fleeting world before it slipped
into silence.

NO PLACE LIKE HOME

After 20 years of brutal warfare and
aimless drifting, King Odysseus finally
made it home to Ithaca. Or did he?

Even ancient historians had their
doubts. In the third century B.C., the ge-
ographer Eratosthenes urged readers
not to take “The Odyssey” too literally.
“You will find the scene of the wander-
ings of Odysseus when you find the cob-
bler who sewed up the bag of the winds,”
he wrote wryly.

For generations, the map has refused
to fit the myth. In “The Odyssey,” Ithaca
is described as a low-lying sanctuary sit-
ting farthest to the west, where the sun
sets into the gloom. Yet the modern
Greekisland bearing that name is decid-
edly mountainous, and it sits stubbornly
to the east of its neighbor, Cephalonia.

Along-running theory proposes thata
Bronze Age channel once separated the
Paliki peninsula from Cephalonia, mak-
ing it a distinct island, a notion sup-
ported by researchers for decades. But
20 years of geological research yielded
no evidence for this channel, prompting
areinterpretation by scholars. In an ar-
ticle published July 5 in the online jour-
nal Antigone, James Diggle, a classicist,
and John Underhill, a geologist — and
authors, with Robert Bittlestone, of
“Odysseus Unbound: The Search for
Homer’s Ithaca” — propose that early
translators and mapmakers misunder-
stood the poet. A strict, literal reading of
the original Greek text, they note, never
identifies Ithaca as an island but rather
in terms more suggestive of a peninsula.

But the recent findings at the Odys-
seion may point the dispute back toward
tradition. According to Dr. Lolos, the ex-
cavations strongly validate modern
Ithaca as Homer’s true Ithaca. He con-
tends that the description “lying low and
far to the west” was born of poetic per-
spective, not literal cartography. Seen
from the sea, Ithaca’s dramatic coastline
mirrors Homeric vistas.

Dr. Lolos said the strongest proof of
the island’s mythic past are the artifacts
retrieved from its soil. For instance, a
fragment of a late Hellenistic clay pray-
er mask, scratched with a blunt vow to
Odysseus. Or a small bronze bust, found
in 1904, that echoes the hero’s signature
capped silhouette from antique Ithacan
coins. Or a late third century B.C. decree
that was recorded and preserved on
stone walls in Magnesia (what is now
western Turkey): It was issued by the
people of Ithaca and explicitly names
the Odysseia, an athletics and cultural
festival held to celebrate the king.

These objects do more than reshape
archaeological timelines; they tie litera-
ture to landscape. For those who lived
there, Dr. Lolos notes, modern Ithaca
was indisputably home. Myth, it turns
out, may just be history waiting to be
dug up.

A little sugar
to sweeten
Milky Way

observations

Molecules’ Earthly origins
are mysterious, but they’re
necessary for life to begin

BY REBECCA DZOMBAK

Our understanding of the Milky Way
just got a little bit sweeter.

For the first time, scientists have spot-
ted sugar in interstellar space, provid-
ing an important clue about the origins
of sugar on Earth and possibly the rise
of life, according to a new paper pub-
lished in the journal Nature Astronomy.

“This is a real, bona fide sugar,” said
Brett McGuire, an astrochemist at
Massachusetts Institute of Technology
who was not involved in the study. “It’s
just incredibly exciting.”

Sugar’s origins on Earth are mysteri-
ous. Scientists know it must have been
present very early on, because it’s a ne-
cessity for life to arise. But lab experi-
ments to recreate the necessary chemi-
cal conditions have repeatedly failed to
create these molecules.

So how did sugar get here? Scientists
think it could have been delivered to
Earth by asteroid and comet impacts
early in the planet’s history, because
several kinds of sugars, including glu-
cose and ribose, have been found on as-
teroids and meteorites.

But the question of where they came
from before that went unanswered.

“People had a lot of interest in trying
to find these molecules,” said Izaskun
Jiménez-Serra, an astrochemist at the
Center for Astrobiology in Spain who led
the new study. In the early 2000s, when
the search for sugar was spinning up but
not yielding results, “I didn’t actually
have much hope,” she said.

But in recent years, as researchers
detected other large organic molecules
in nebulae, she became more optimistic.

The Milky Way’s interstellar medium
was a likely spot for sugar. The interstel-
lar medium is all the dust and gases in
between solar systems, and despite its
having extreme conditions, it’s “an im-
pressive chemical factory,” the authors
of the new study wrote. Hundreds of
molecules, including some building
blocks of the cellular messenger RNA,
have been found there. And laboratory
experiments suggested that sugars
could form from chemical reactions in
ices in the interstellar medium.

Hundreds of molecules
have been found in the
interstellar medium.

So if they were going to spot sugar, it
would make sense to find it in there.

Dr. Jiménez-Serra and her collabora-
tors used two radio telescopes to peer
deep into the center of the Milky Way,
collecting data on the radio frequencies
the interstellar medium emitted. As
molecules in space spin and move, they
produce different frequencies. By com-
paring the patterns of frequencies they
found in space to the patterns that mole-
cules produced in labs, the researchers
could see what molecules were out
there.

Atlast, they found the sweet spot. One
of the patterns from a nebula near the
center of the Milky Way matched up
with that of a sugar called erythrulose.
Erythrulose is made of four carbon at-
oms, eight hydrogen atoms and four
oxygen atoms. It’s found on Earth in
raspberries.

“It was this very beautiful match,” Dr.
Jiménez-Serra said, adding that when
she saw it, “my heart started beating
very, very fast.”

“Their data and analysis support
their conclusion that the molecule is
there,” Dr. McGuire said. “They went to
extraordinary lengths to account for all
possible interlopers.” The results also
won the approval of Yoshihiro Fu-
rukawa, an astrochemist at Tohoku Uni-
versity in Japan who was not involved in
the study. His work led to the discovery
of sugars on the asteroid Bennu a few
years ago.

The new finding confirms that sugar
can form without life in the interstellar
medium, and even before stars and
planets have formed. That’s a critical
first step to forming RNA and DNA and
to explaining how life arose on Earth.

It also makes it more likely that life
could have formed somewhere else.

“If the interstellar medium is capable
of forming these ingredients, it could
also be found in other molecular clouds
across the galaxy, enhancing the
chances for life to develop elsewhere,”
Dr. Jiménez-Serra said.

The researchers estimated that 0.5 to
50 million tons of this sugar could have
been delivered to Earth during the criti-
cal early part of its life.

Equally interesting is what they did-
n’t find: a slightly smaller sugar, one
with three carbon atoms. Since they
found the more complex version, it’s
surprising that they didn’t see the sim-
pler version.

“It defies expectations, in some ways,
based on the chemistry we understand,”
Dr. McGuire said. “I'm looking forward
to seeing the community sink its teeth
into this and say: ‘Wow, this was weird.
This was wild. This was unexpected.
What does it mean?’”
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Behold the

future of world

e 3
\ oI SO many of us around the world,
the final scenes of the World Cup
were a chance to switch off the TV
| with an eye-roll and observe mildly:
| “Well, I think that’s quite enough
America for us all for a while now.”
And yet: there can and must always
be more. It is simply the way of

sport: Trump as

referee-in-chief

Marina
Hyde

things. If you thought the World Cup being carried
on to the pitch ahead of Sunday’s final in some kind
of Louis Vuitton sex trunk was the nadir of hysterical
trashiness in sport, then simply recall the lesson

of the past few years and expand your mind. It can
always get trashier.

To the parched fairways of Royal Birkdale, then,
the host of this year’s Open Championship, which
- yesssssss! - was won by someone other than
Bryson DeChambeau or Scottie Scheffler or any of
the other radioactively ghastly US golfers you’d
cheerfully head-flush in a Mar-a-Lago loo just as
long as you could clear the classified documents out
of it first. It has now been revealed that, during his
heated row over a two-shot penalty he was handed
for improving the area for his backswing, DeChambeau
hasbeen accused of threatening to call the US
president unless it was all resolved in his favour.
Torepeat: threatening to call Donald Trump.

If you missed this, DeChambeau picked up the
penalty for improving the line of his swing, apparently
having trodden down some long grass close to his ball
on the fifth hole during the second round last Friday.
He publicly lost his mind about it, demanded to be
driven back to the scene with officials, then returned to
the tournament scoring area and reportedly threatened
to call Trump. Has a new portal to the dark side opened
in sport? Given Trump’s known intervention in the
World Cup (of which more shortly), who among us
would bet against it?

At time of writing, I had read everything about this
sensational escalation, but I still don’t know nearly
enough about it. Ineed every detail. Ineed everyone
involved to reconstruct the entire conversation. I
want to know exactly how quickly you might go from
“noway did I do any gardening” to “fuck you - patch
in the president”. This is a new era of American

\

Donald Trump
plays golfin
Doral, Florida,
in2022
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*

Marina Hyde’s
new book,
What a Time
to Be Alivel!,

is published

in September

The only
situation
room in which he
wouldn'tlose focus
isone where he was
required to cheat
remotely at golf

pant-wetting and I need to understand absolutely
everything about its conventions.

Certainly, all T already thought about Bryson
DeChambeau has been magnified. If you’re unfamiliar
with his work, as well as being a two-time US Open
champion, Bryson is a hardcore Mar-a-Lago steak-
gobbler who got a shout-out in Trump’s 2024 election
victory address, though that was delivered at the
Palm Beach Convention Center and not at the latter’s
Floridian golf-club residence. (Even so, every time we
see those words, the hilarity should strike us anew.
The president of the United States of Americalivesin a
golf club. Honestly: Ijust CAN’T.) Anyway, in the small
hours after his victory over Kamala Harris, Trump was
very keen to pluck DeChambeau from the sliders queue
or the ormolu urinals or wherever and get him up on
stage. “Bryson DeChambeau is up here somewhere,”
Trump told the cameras. “What happened to Bryson?
Where is he? Bryson! He’s hitting balls. He’s on the
way?” Eventually, DeChambeau realised there was
nothing for it but to climb awkwardly on to the stage.

And yet, where is your orange god now, Bryson?
Where was he on Friday, as you seemingly failed to
summon him to a faraway British links course having
been observed doing a bit of landscaping?

’_ here seems, at present, to be no
evidence that Bryson put the callin,
and since he flaked out of all media
appearances for the tournament, no
one hasbeen able to ask if he contacted
the president in any other way. We
understand, however, that he asked for
Trump to be called. Sad. Perhaps the
only thlng worse than demanding that the pre51dent
be called over you dicking around with the grass is not
having the president called over you dicking around
with the grass. And then realising that, in many ways,
you got less off Trump than some guy called Folarin
Balogun who plays a sport called ... hang on, let me
get my lorgnette ... “soccer”. That would be a lot of
perspective for Bryson to absorb on a Friday lunchtime.

The maddest thing about the entire revelation
is what it says about how comically debased and
politicised sport has been in such short order.
Because the thing is, you can totally see it. You can
genuinely imagine that the only situation room Trump
wouldn’t lose focus in after about 10 minutes is one
where he was required to cheat remotely at golf. You
can just picture him assembling Pete Hegseth and
Marco Rubio and all the other guys with the too-big
shoes in the White House situation room, and them
huddling round a feed like the photo of the Obama
administration watching the Seal team raid that
got Osama bin Laden. Only this one is coming from
a grass-level camera at Royal Birkdale.

Asindicated, we already know the US president
cheats at sport for people. Precisely two weeks ago,
this column covered the business of him making three
phone calls to the Fifa president, Gianni Infantino,
about the red card and match suspension handed to
US striker Balogun. On Sunday, the Uefa president,
Aleksander Ceferin, went so far as to boycott the
World Cup final over, among other things, Infantino
allowing this. The only question, surely, is when the
next incident or threat will occur. The floodgates of
Whitehousery have been opened, and only the US
has the power to shut them.
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[t'snot you,

Claudia. It'sthe

tired old format

Fiona
Sturges

ou might think the TV chatshow
is an easy format to get right. Hire
awell-liked host with comic chops
and some successful shows under
their belt. Build a cheerful set with
abig sofain the middle. Book some
A-list celebs plus the obligatory
comedian, invite a live audience

et voila! A prime-time hit is surely born.

Except that time and time again, it has proved
not to be that simple. Just ask Claudia Winkleman,
who revealed last week that she won’t be returning
to do a second season of The Claudia Winkleman
Show on the BBC. The series, which launched in
March, filling the gap while The Graham Norton
Show was on hiatus, was received with lukewarm

reviews. The decision to call time on it is reported
to be Winkleman’s - “I was just too nervous to enjoy
it,” she admitted.

Part of the problem is that Winkleman was never
going to match Norton’s impeccable hosting style,
honed over nearly two decades. As well as approaching
his A-list guests with warmth and cheeky irreverence,
Norton is also a sharp conversational steward, adept
at keeping everyone engaged and, thanks to a well-
stocked bar, gently lubricated. It isn’t as easy as it looks.

By contrast, Winkleman allowed conversations to
drift and indulged in silly hyperbole - “That’s the best
thing anybody’s ever said,” she yelped at Tom Allen after
amildly funny gag about his fellow guests’ blathering.

It may be that, following rigorous analysis of the first
series, Winkleman would have found her rhythm in
asecond. But for a presenter still riding high on the
success of The Traitors, and who has shown herself to
be sparky, spontaneous and funny fronting other shows,
it wasn’t worth risking another critical drubbing.

Winkleman is by no means the first presenter to
come a cropper hosting a chatshow. In 2006, Davina
McCall, then the boisterous host of Big Brother, was
roundly panned for her self-titled chatshow, which
was dumped after one series. The same decade also
brought the short-lived Lily Allen and Friends and
Channel 4’s sub-par The Charlotte Church Show,
where both hosts’ lack of experience left them looking
uncomfortable and out of their depth.

The depressing common denominator in these
cancelled shows is female hosts. Allen and Church
were badly miscast but, like Winkleman, McCall
seemed an ideal candidate. Yet, for reasons that are
hard to fathom, the late-night chatshow has always
been a male stronghold. Johnny Carson, Larry King,
David Letterman, Jay Leno, Conan O’Brien, Jon Stewart
and the Jimmys Fallon and Kimmel all ruled the

%

Fiona Sturges
is an arts writer

chatshow roost in the US, while Michael Parkinson,
Russell Harty, Terry Wogan, Jonathan Ross, Alan

Carr and Graham Norton have done the same here.
Comedians, it would appear, seem to land best with
audiences. The only woman to have flourished in

the format in the UK was under cover of a comic
character: Mrs Merton, the creation of the late
Caroline Aherne, brilliantly roasted her guests in faux-
naif'style, asking Bernard Manning: “Who do you vote
for now that Hitler’s dead?”

But there is another more existential threat
currently facing the chatshow that goes beyond
aresistance to female hosts. Until recently, an A-lister
with a new film/TV show/album to promote in the
UK would make a beeline for either The Graham
Norton Show or its ITV equivalent, The Jonathan
Ross Show. But now there are scores of podcasts,
most of them operating in video as well as audio,
that offer not only easy exposure and a chance to
plug their latest masterwork but longer and more
in-depth conversations.

Not all these podcasts are made equal - many are
hosted by celebrities patently ill-suited to the job of
listening and asking probing questions - but the public
appetite for them remains undimmed. Once again,
male hosts dominate, among them Joe Rogan, Steven
Bartlett, Louis Theroux and Romesh Ranganathan,
though women are getting more of a look-in. Take
Begin Again, the hit interview series about midlife
reinvention launched in 2024 that has featured
Fatboy Slim, Giséle Pelicot, Richard E Grant and
Gillian Anderson as guests. The host? Davina McCall.

All of which would suggest a Winkleman-fronted
interview series is by no means dead in the water.
Should she wish to have another crack at it, her best
bet would be to dispense with the live audience and
the giant sofa, and bypass traditional telly altogether.
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ﬁdWard Stourton

Broadcaster, journalist
and Today programme
stalwart admired for
hisincisive interviews

or many Radio

4 listeners, the
broadcaster and
journalist Edward
Stourton, who has
died aged 68 of

prostate cancer,
epitomised all

that they valued about the BBC.
His voice was authoritative and
unmistakably posh, even stately;
his questioning in interviews
courteous but incisive; and
his insight unimpeachable.

These were all reasons why
when Stourton - known as Ed
- was unexpectedly effectively
sacked from presenting the Today
programme in 2008 there was such
abacklash from the media and
many devoted followers. This was
caused not least by the corporation’s
clumsy handling of the ending of
his contract, about which he was
informed while away from the office
by a Daily Mail journalist ringing
up to ask him whether it was true.

It was the perception that his
dismissal was because of his
somewhat patrician manner,
rather borne out by a programme
editor’s assertion that “he does not
make your pulse race”, that caused
the uproar. Many listeners did
not want their pulses set racing.
The network’s hierarchy were

taken aback when he refused to
shake hands with the manager who
delivered the bad news to him in
person. He might be “Posh Ed” to
some, but his gentility had its limits.

It was not the first time Stourton
had been moved - a decade
earlier he had been shifted from
the lunchtime TV news to Today
- but ultimately the furore gave
him a fresh scope to freelance:
presenting other shows and writing
aseries of books, several on his
other presiding interest, religion,
particularly Catholicism, his own
faith. He told the Daily Telegraph
in 2023: “It never really occurred to
me that I might have to apologise
for who I am or make myself
different in some way.”

Born in Lagos, Nigeria, Ed
was the eldest of four children of
Nigel Stourton, an executive with
British American Tobacco and a
member of a family whose barony
dated back to the middle ages,
and his wife, Jenny (nee Abbott),
and had a peripatetic childhood
following his father’s postings to
Switzerland and Malta. He was
then educated at Catholic boarding
schools, including Ampleforth
college, whose headteacher Basil
Hume later became the cardinal
archbishop of Westminster.

Ed became head boy and played

Stourton at work
in the Today
studio at BBC
Radio 4 in2007.
His sacking the
following year
for seeming ‘too
posh’ caused
uproar among
listeners and
inthe media
JEFF OVERS/BBC

rugby for the school. In later life
he was haunted by revelations of
child abuse there of which he had
no knowledge at the time.

Proceeding to Trinity College,
Cambridge, he studied English,
became president of the union
debating society, edited a student
newspaper called Rampage, and
became friends with a coterie of
figures including Charles Moore,
later editor of the Daily Telegraph,
the future magazine executive
Nicholas Coleridge, and the Tory
MPs Oliver Letwin and Andrew
Mitchell. His first wife, Margaret
McEwen, whom he married in 1980,
was the daughter of a baronet.

On graduation he was initially
turned down by the BBC, whose
interviewer, John Birt, told him
that “frankly, it would be a waste of
the postage stamp” to tell him he
had failed. Stourton went instead to
therival ITN as a news trainee.

His ascent was rapid: he was
recruited as a founder member of
the Channel 4 News team in 1982
and became its first Washington
correspondent in 1986 at the age
of 27, covering the final years of
the Reagan presidency. The first
switch between channels followed
when he was made BBC TV’s Paris
correspondent - he spoke fluent
French from his Swiss childhood
and was an expert skier - then back
to ITN as diplomatic editor for three
years (1990-93) before returning to
the BBC as a presenter of the One
O’clock television news.

His unflappability was not in
doubt: Anne Perkins, a colleague at
Channel 4, recalls him reporting in
pouring rain and filling time on air
while endlessly waiting for former
hostages to emerge from an RAF
flight bringing them back to Britain.

Covering the Bosnian war he was
nearly killed by a sniper, whose
shot passed between him and his
cameraman through the window of
a car in which they were travelling.

Asabroadcaster he was able to

It never
occurred
tome that
Imight
have to
apologise
forwho
Iamor
make
myself
different
insome
way

convey complex issues coherently
and could be sent anywhere in the
knowledge that he would deliver
the story precisely. “Appearing on
TV should be like having sex: you
should doit 2.5 times a week,” he
jocularly remarked. He witnessed
the red flag being lowered on
Moscow’s Red Square, marking the
end of the Soviet Union in 1991, and
the release of Nelson Mandela from
prison in South Africain 1990.

Back in London he was shifted
to become one of the presenters of
Today in 1999 with a contract for 50
shows a year, latterly reaching more
than 110. He was genial, but, as he
said, “you don’t spend 10 years on
the Today programme without a
measure of monsterishness”. One
of his editors, Rod Liddle, wrote
that, on air, “he was possessed of
a courtly interviewing manner
from which occasionally a cunning
stiletto would emerge”.

His style though did not suit a
more demotic trend at the BBC.

His former editor at ITN, Stewart
Purvis, told me: “Ed had a strong
natural authority of a sort that
previous generations such as
Sandy Gall all had, but his poshness
became a disadvantage.”

Radio was evidently his milieu,
though he continued to make
TV documentaries. His time as a
reporter on the BBC Two foreign
affairs series Correspondent came
to an end when he fell in love with
the show’s producer Fiona Murch,
leading to divorce from his first wife
and marriage to Murch in 2002.

He was saddened that his
remarriage meant he was no longer
allowed to receive communion
at mass. He remained a Catholic,
though a non-practising one: “I
cannot quite shake off the idea
that life is a journey with a moral
destination ... My attachment to
Catholicism owes much more to a
sense that itis a good guide to this
life than to any conviction that it is
a passport to the next,” he wrote in
his memoir Confessions (2023).

There were documentary series
for radio and TV including Absolute
Truth (1998) for BBC Two on the
Catholic church, and appearances
as presenter of Sunday, the Radio 4
religious programme. He also wrote
books, some linked to TV series:

In the Footsteps of St Paul in 2004,
abiography of Pope John Paul IT
(2006) and others including It’s a
PC World (2008) about political
correctness, in which he disclosed
that the queen mother had told
him that the EU was run by “huns,
wops and dagos”, leading him to
conclude that she was a bigot.

Stourton was diagnosed with
prostate cancer in 2014 and spoke
regularly about the illness.

Fiona survives him, along with
the three children from his first
marriage, Ivo, Eleanor and Tom,
and a stepdaughter, Rosie.

Stephen Bates

Edward John Ivo Stourton,
broadcaster and writer, born 24
November 1957; died 18 July 2026
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China stock market
intervention is a
confidence booster

eijings efforts to stabilise China’s US$15 trillion stock

‘market have had a positive effect, especially on

technology and semiconductor stocks. The state-backed

buying thatled to the rebound aimed to boost investor
id i ili volatile

trading in artificial intelligence stocks and the Iran war.
Itisimportant for China’s financial

the most critical sect i ies.

Fluctuating markets can affect stability. The swift government

intervention underscores Beijing’s endorsement of the slockmarkel s

mlemChmz through
ion. China Securiti chairmanWu
ng pledgedto “keep a t[ansparenl, fau‘ and open market order to let
hand the high-quality

growth of the capital market”.
China's financial market is also an important wealth creation
platform, particularly for the middle class. Amid weak domestic

property slump, keeping
market stable is important to restore confidence among middle class
consumers. Given that China’s economy; particularly the tech sector,
is still growing and the view that the stock market should reflect that,
there wasa case for the government to step in to. slabxl.lse it.

‘The stock market isimportant for the
tech sector. Many companies queuing up to launch initial public
offerings (IPOs) are from the tech sector or omersualeglcal.ly
important i bl

markets help new listi

fairvaluation.
Thisreflects hinaand the
Umted Slates. where even though the government is expected to do
i intervention is not ruled out dunnga
financial crisis. In China, bec:
kets asimportant i ilising them i
the government’s job.

The Chinese authorities believe that even though the second-
quarter gross domestic product missed the mark with just 4.3 per cent

growth, th ofgrowth remains strong, Export:
i the hi-tech is still booming.
Shanghaiseconomy expanded by 56 percentin thefirst half, beating
inhi-tech ingand
exports.

Atatime of geopolitical tension and talk of an Al bubble, state
buyersin the market could help provide sustainable stability when
Chinaneeds a stable financial market to underpin economic growth.

A i market will also benefit Hong Kon;

Ageing infrastructure
demands attention

he combination of aleaking water main, a broken
promise to restore the fresh water supply and ared

HARRY'’S VIEW ON IMPROVING WATER SUPPLY INFRASTRUCTURE > Al

WERE GOING: TO INSTALL A SMART
WATER. MANAGEMENT SYSTEM

SMART ENOUGH TO
FIND 115 WAY 10 MY _

FLAT HOPF_FULLY

Break the chokehold

‘Winston Mok says beyond its graphics processing unit supremacy, America’s
greatest asset lies in leverage over allies’ critical technologies and capacities

vidia’s H200 chips, a step down from its
most advanced Blackwell line, have
resumed imports into China, albeit in
small quantities. Meanwhile, China’s
chip exports nearly doubled in the first

half of this year.
Much of these exports are mature logic integrated
circuits for applications in consumer electronics and
automotive sectors. While the US is the i

‘This is not a simple bilateral contest but a layered,
hierarchy of i coanl

ambitious timeline, these efforts are likely to come to
fruition only towards the end of this decade.

China’s challenge is not to surpass the US alone,
but to replicate the combined technological capabili-
ties of the entire Western world. Thus, semiconductor
supremacy is not a single technology to be mastered
but a thousand critical points, held by different

across different countries.

unfolding across different arenas. doe:
not need to own every rung of the sermconduclor
ladder to prevail in the chip war. Beyond its supremacy
in the software and design of the GPU — the most
strategic layer — the US has leverage over two choke-

Most of the technologies China has mastered
reward scale and capital, with its domestic market
often world-leading in scale. Semiconductors reward
accumulated tacit knowledge and allied trust. China
has been denied both.

points it does not own: the Dutch lith

leader in the most advanced artificial intelligence (AI)
chips, China is emerging as a dominant player in
mass-market legacy integrated circuits.

Between the two is the central processing unit
(CPU) layer, the brains of laptops and servers. Intel
CPU: ised U i i

As Al transitions from model training to applications,

CPUs will regain importance in the next five years.
Although the CPU segment has been dominated

by Intel and AMD, Chinese firms are closing the gap.

Itisamore contestable arena where China has amore

realistic chance of becoming self-sufficient over time.
Another key segment is memory chips, which the

to EastA

capacity in Taiwan.

"The CPU layet. whose gap with the US may be
more realistically narrowed by China, carries lower
strategic value. CPUs, less powerful than GPUs, are
subject to fewer export restrictions — as they are
assembled into laptops in China which are then
exported globally. Cost-effective laptops are available
to American consumers only with an open supply
chain where components flow freely.

Compared to Nvidia's US$4.86 ml].mn valuanun
Intel’s valuation is signif the

America’s power in the chip war s triangular:
upstream through chokepoint technologies, down-
stream il d sideway
hroush m d tided
to own the mother machmes or the fabs; its

can

o
bind Talpel and Seoul thmugh defence relationships.
S-China chip war is more geopolitical than
ical in nature. The US lead Chinaisreal.
However, it dues notmean ﬂlat the contest is won.
alithogra-

lower,
relative maturity of the CPU layer. Reaching parity
with the US on CPUs would be China’s next milestone
worthy of celebration but not one which is most

rainstorm warni; toanurban nij for
residents and businesses of two Eastern district
neighbourhoods on Sunday and Monday. The elderly
who had to fetch and carry from water inheavy rain can
attest to that. ities failed to fresh water supply to
10,000 households in Shau Kei Wan by ﬁam onMondayas promised,
after the start of

‘The Water Supplies Department said the supply had gradually

d at 11am after engis an iti leak. The
weather and other pipe: ater main
'had made repairs more difficult. This followed a burst pipe in North
Point recently, resultingin a 10-metre geyser that halted traffic. Such
incidents are reminders of the need to conduct thorough checks and
update ageing infrastructure.

Given the weather and the delay in the latest incident, most
residents bore the ordeal stoically. A 70-year-old man, collecting water
for the third time, sald itwas“a rsal struggle” butadded that the
governmy

thad h water and that the

situation. “T! twant thi pen
either,” he said. Such mcldenm cannot beruled out while the city still
has ageing pipes. The department has said it plans to replace old

pipes in the next three years.
Wong](mg. executive p[esldem uf the International Institute of
Utility i aid the from castiron,

which needed repairs afer about 50 ears. He said theleak did not
urface ab d as the pipe ran ab , allowing
theleaked water to flow directly into the sea through the lower pipe.
Agemgmﬁastructure poses an ungomg problem in densely
While HongKongisa
huband abridge b hinaand
Lhe wurld itis no exception in that regard. It must rise to the challenge
and ensure basic livelihood needs are met.
Reports of the elderly liningup in Lhe rain tu fill their water bottles
d ing for the city’s i i
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fchina.

1 amsung
Electronics and SK Hynix together account for two-
thirds of the global dynamic random access memory
(DRAM) market, while Japanese firms continue to
have a critical role in the supply chain upstream.

US-based Micron is third with 22 per cent market
share. China’s fourth-ranked ChangXin Memory
Technologies, with an 8 per cent market share, isset to
make its debut in a Shanghai listing on Monday.

But the ultimate chokeholds at the apex of the
semiconductor ecosystem lie in Europe and Taiwan.
Nvidia’s graphics processing units (GPUs) are made

Taiwan

phy monopoly it does not own, fabrication capacity it
does not operate and the memory supply chains it
does not control, all exercised through leverage over
others. China’s key challenge is to induce other

ies to act in their own interests rather than to

o o e
layer; the foundation of making all chips. China has
started making its own deep-ultraviolet lithography
machines. But ASML's most advanced extreme
ultraviolet (EUV) machines are complex monsters
assembled with technologies from many countries. It
is truly the result of multinational collaboration
beyond what any single nation can achieve.

China is making a heroic effort to develop its own
EUVs while at the same time finding bypasses around

absorb the high costs of US containment of China.
For example, China has been a critical market for
ASML. China has also introduced its own legal
countermeasures and can wield its command of rare
earth i i It inst the

USanditsallies.

The decisive front of the chip war is not Silicon
Valley or Shenzhen, but Amsterdam, Taipei and Seoul
— specifically when they decide, even with different

Lheu use, but|

a EUV

Company
(TSMC) using ASML machines. The US restricts
mainland China’s access to the global semiconductor
supply chain through its allies.

Meanw'hlle a Shangha] based company is trying to
overcome the engineering intricacies through
alternative chip technologies. Even under the most

isworth the costs Beijing may impose.

Winston Mok, a private investor, was previously a private
equity investor

How obscure psychologist reshaped the Homeric hero

Alex Lo says scheming Odysseus may have been the first modern man with a
self-directing mental life while other archaic heroes blindly obeyed the gods

hristopher Nolan’s The Odyssey has hit cinemas
across North America. Suddenly, everyone has
Homer on their mind.

If China has Romance of the Three Kingdoms and

InaFinancial Ti she said the way “he

minds, we can ca]l the mentality of the Mycenaeans a
bicameral mind.

“Volition, planmng, initiative” are not acts of
self-consciousness but commands or instructions
“told’ to the individual in his familiar language,
with the visual aura of a familiar friend or

is constantly reinventing himself” helps explain why
Odysseus is a character for our times. “There are so
cons, deception

authority figure or ‘god’, or sometimes as a voice alone.
The individual,” according to Jaynes, “obeyed these
he could not ‘see’ what to

Journey to the West, the West has The Iliad and The
Odyssey. These are civilisation-defining monuments,
about which children know the stories and scholars
spend alifetime probing every detail.
Homer

over the ages. Samuel Butler, who translated both The
Iliad and The Odyssey, was convinced a woman wrote
the latter.

T.E. Shaw, better known as Lawrence of Arabia,
thought The Odysseywasamodemn potboiler unworthy
of the heroic epic of The lliad. He said he spent four
years working on his translation. You would assume it
was a labour of love, but he seems to have more
contempt than respect for this Homer, whom he
rejected as the same author of The lliad.

“Crafty, exquisite, homogeneous — whatever great
art may be, these are not its attributes,” he wrote in a
note to his translation. “In this tale every big sltuauon

burked issoft

persuasion on TV right now,” she said. “The Odyssey
jives with those somehow. He's a different kind of con
man.”

Whatthese d many hi
an intuition that Homer was not a single person,
however much they may disagree overwho the author

do by himself.”

Odysseus is a different creature altogether.
3 : 2 ? 08

ness of the truth to misdirect and fool others. Jaynes
called The Odyssey “ajourney of deviousness”. It the
very d.\sccvery of guile, its mvemmn and celebration.”

actually was. The heroes in The lliad had a

different archaic mentality from Odysseus. To some,
this offers clues to the age-old question of Homer's
identity or identities.
“The psychologist Julian Jaynes made this startling
claim in his cult classic, The Origin of Consciousness in
[ Mind. "

descr
Jaynes wrote, poetry became * subyecuﬁed intoapoetry
of personal conscious expression”.

“There are no secrets in The lliad. But The Odyssey
has many of them ...” he continued. “The whole long
song is an odyssey towards sub]ecuve identity and its

outofth

epics through their lips?” he asked.

In describing the gods as “what we now call
hallucinations”, Jaynes wrote that, “They were voices
whose speech and directions could be as distinctly
heard by the lliadic heroes as voices are heard by

of the past.”

Homer was not a single person. Rather, he was a
stand-in for a long oral tradition that bifurcated from
the bicameral to the modern mind.

“[T|here were many intermediaries who verbally
transmitted whatever happened in the 13th century to

‘man, and this Homer lived he

tofeelassured and large ... Itis sorrowful to believe that
[Nausicaa, Eumaeus, Odysseus, Menelaus, etc] were
really Homer's heroes and exemplars.”

Emily Wilson, whose translation is the version
Nolan uses for his movie, agrees Odysseus s a different
kind of Homeric hero, almost a modern anti-hero.
Why? Because he lies, tricks, deceives and tells tall tales.

certain ic patients, or just as
Joan of Arc heard her voices.”

We could not invent “mind-spaces” behind the
“fierce eyes” of Homeric heroes, as we do for each
other. “Iliadic man did not have subjectivity as dowe,"
Jaynes observed. “He had no awareness of his aware-
ness of theworld, no internal mind-s space tointrospect
upon. In distinction to our own

ding ages,” Jaynes argued. “It is thus more
plausible to think of the creation of the poem as part of
this verbal transmission than as the work of a single
man named Homer in the ninth century BC.”

Alex Lo has been a South China Morning Post columnist
since 2012, covering major issues affecting Hong Kong
and the rest of China
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Anincoherent policy

Sebastian Contin Trillo-Figueroa says Europe’s ‘China threat’ posture is a threat to itself

he China threat has landed in
Brussels. A new European
Union position paper accuses
Beijing of amplifying security
threats, posing “a critical long-
term strategic chall " and reviving

controls, procurement, industrial support,
technology, trade restrictions and supp!v

€6 billion (HK$53.7 billion) in EU funds to

buy Chinese-made drone components.
‘The process reveals that EU leaders are

their

commercial with red
dependence. EU nations endorsed the
is without that

chain exposure.
technical safeguards will rest on a pulmca]
judgment: dependence on Bejingis botha
and part of a

“sphere-of-influence logic” to reshape the
global order.

Beijing is cast as an enabler of Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine, while its “assertive
behaviour” in the South China Sea
threatens European and Indo-Pacific
security, stability and prosperity. The
document, “Common Understanding: The
Threats and Challenges We Face”, was
approved by foreign ministers on July 13.

The paper does not replace the policy
adopted in 2019, when Brussels defined
China as partner, competitor and systemic
rival. Instead, it places that formula beneath

: Beijing
along-term secumy challenge.

‘Thatlabel came a month after the same
ministers had reaffirmed “de-risking, not
decoupling” as EU policy towards China,

1 ide continued with

wider security threat.

For decades, Brussels assumed trade
and interdependence reduced security
risks. The assessment reverses that prem-
ise: dependence itself becomes the risk.

]u dgment with such reach demands
politic

hierarchy. The result is two China policies:

officials are instructed to treat Beijing as a

long-term challenge, while companies are
ised dial ted

and commercial continuity.
Meanwhile, European businesses will
hear the policy through investment
restricted acce:

geopolitical moves. They seek authority
fmm naming China as a threat, flexibility

om |mm|m|rv
fmm national responsibility — three aims
that cannot be reconciled.

The deeper trouble is that 27 states are
trying to actas one geopolitical power with-
out agreeing what kind of power the EU
should be. The same unresolved question

lies behind the old notion that Europeis an
: ticalds

supply chain and Chinese

yet the EU gave it less attention than many
town councils give a parking by-law. It
published a detailed meeting account and
held a press conference, yet it mentioned
the decision in neither.

The “Common Understanding” report
appeared as a PDF on a server — hardly
evidence that Europe has publicly debated
a decision of this magnitude.

Securitisation theory holds that
recasting an issue as security requires a
public speech act. An actor declares an

threat, add: an audience

Beijing. More recently, China’s Commerce
Minister Wang Wentao and EU officials
defined their relations as a “stable and

and gains authority for exceptional meas-
ures through that audience’s consent.
This document  uses strong threat lan-

Citizens will bear it through
hlgher costs. Neither group has been told

buta rf as well
asbehind European Commission President
Ursula von der Leyen's failure to form a

toachieve or
o strategy's success will be judged.

Neither group has been
told what those burdens
are meant to achieve or
how the strategy’s
success will be judged

balanced key trading partnership”. guage butitomit Itamount: Th ’
Yet as of now, China’s industrial scale, ic, even silent, how it applies its own logic to some states
hnological ambiti i nﬁu— it threat but not others. It uses no comparable

leverage, control of critical raw materials,
Russia partnership and Indo-Pacific
conduct form a threat assessment. In
March, EU foreign affairs chief Kaja Kallas
suggested this position paper would
underpin the European Security Strategy,
linking defence, energy and supply chains.

It will therefore shape the EU’s China
policy on investment screening, export

while excluding the public. Citizens cannot
tell what their governments proposed,
opposed, accepted or traded away.

A long-term security threat and an
engagement policy do not form a coherent
whole. Europe should clarifywhich interest
prevails when access to Chinese raw
materials conflicts with security, climate
cooperation with pressure over Ukraine or

language for the United States, Europe’s
“mostimportantstrategic partner”, despite
US President Donald Trump’s attempts to
secure control of Greenland and his
repeated use of punitive tariffs.

The EU's criteria for defining threats
appear to beinconsistent and selective. The
EU itself continued importing Russian gas
after 2022 while allowing Ukraine to use

c A
A geopolitical actor must rank its aims,
define the limits of cooperation and accept
the costs. Europe’s governments have done
none of these. Instead, they risk turning the
bloc into a bureaucratic apparatus that
classifies threats along ideological lines,
creates obligations and conceals author-
ship, insulating governments from the costs
imposed on citizens and industry.
‘Theresultis Europe'sself i
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Climate change
demands stronger
worker protection

Climate change is no longer a distant threat—itis
disrupting economies and daily life across the world.
‘The Asia-Pacific region has been suffering extreme
heat, historic rainfall and El Nino conditions. Hong
Kong s no exception, with the “once-in-500 years”
rainstorm of 2023 and Super Typhoon Ragasa in 2025
revealing the city’s vulnerability.

Extreme weather is expected to become more
frequent and severe. With economic dlverslﬁcaunn.
more workers — including delivery personnel,
part-time staff, older people and those with disabilities
—face heightened exposure to climate risks.

Given that the ex]snng safeguards are insufficient,

The EU records Beijing's economic
coercion, Russia’s effort to erode security
and the burdens the US expects it to carry,
then reduces itself to an inconsequential
arena in which all three pursue their
interests at will.

Silence cannot reconcile competing
priorities. It defers the choice until markets,
allies, adversaries or events make it for
Brussels. Until its governments own the
choices that follow, Europe will keep diag-
nosing power while others decide its fate.

Sebastian Contin Trillo-Figueroa is a
geopolitics analyst with a specialisation in
EU-Asia relations

Why China is expanding land trade routes to Central Asia

Nargiza Umarova says Beijing is diversifying export channels as maritime hubs face instability

ver the past year, China's Belt and
Road Initiative has seen rapid
development in Central Asia. This
‘hasbeen evidenced by the launch of several
rzulway and: road routes connecting China's

Departing twice a month, the trains cross
the Kazakh border and cover 4,700km in
about 12 days, cutting the time taken to
transport goods from southwestern China
to Central Asian countries by 30 per cent,

tologistics
hubs in Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan and
Tajikistan.

China's improved transport to the
region reflects two interrelated trends:
growing trade momentum and Central
Asia’s 0 ition i i

Rail services to Uzbekistan were also
launched last year from Sichuan in the
southwest, Jiangsu in the east and Hubei in
central China, enabling cargo to be
delivered up to 10 days faster. The trains

logistics.

Last year, China became the largest
trading partner of all the Central Asian
countries for the first time as trade jumped
by 12 per cent to exceed US$100 billion. It
explains the rapid containerisation of
cargo, a trend also evident in Chinese
shipments to Europe.

More than 20,000 freight trains were
dispatched along the direct China-Europe
route last year. In the first half of this year,
the figure grew by 20 per cent year on year
10 11,178. Today, express railways connect
129 Chinese cities to 235 cities in 26
European countries. Part of the rail freight
traffic to Europe is routed through Central
Asia.

The development of transport routes to
Central Asia is part of China’s wider strategy
to diversify its land-based export channels.
This is particularly relevant as escalating
geopolitical tensions around the world
destabilise maritime trade hubs.

Since April last year, freight trains have
been running between Chongging in China
and the Uzbek capital of Tashkent.

travel through the
importance of Kyrgyz transit in regional
connectivity.
Last year, cargo transported via the
i hi Uzbeki:

trilateral cooperation to encompass a
regional dimension— it will cement Central
Asia’s status as a key transit hub for over-
land transport between China and Europe.

This aligns with the strategy of revitalis-
ing the southern transit route of the New
Silk Road, in which Iran plays a pivotal role.

Attention should be paid to the increas-
ing trend of test cargo trains from China to
‘Turkmenistan, which shares a land border
with Iran. Just last month, a container train
left Xining, in Qinghai province, for
Turkmenistan 's Balkan Velayal.

T
into the new Easl WES[ !oglsncs chains.
dl

ranare

corridor increased to 1.8 million tonnes,
from around 34,000 tonnes in 2020. Once
fully constructed, the China-Kyrgyzstan-
Uzbekistan railway can transport up to 15
million tonnes of cargo a year.

It can also shorten the trade route from
East Asia to southern Europe by an
estimated 900km, cutting del.wery times by
aweek. for by 2030,

committed to huﬂdmg out the Southern
Railway Corridor to Europe, a strategic
project involving Central Asian states, and
backed by China.

Since 2022, the UN Economic
Commission for Europe-Economic
Cooperation Orgamsalmn (UNECE-ECO)

Uzbekistan went on trial, offering the
prospect of maritime access to Azerbaijan.
This year, container trains have also
started up between China and Tajikistan.
Operated by the Uzbek-Chinese joint ven-
ture UTK International Logistics, the trains
travel via Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan,
opening up the prospect of Tajik shippers
entering the European Union market.

The groundwork has been laid.
Tajikistan is a member of the Eurasian
Transport Route International Association,
established in 2024 to help develop the
CASCA+ (Central Asia-South Caucasus-
Anatolia plus) railway corridor, which
connects to the Middle Corridor, a project
running through Kazakhstan across the
inland Caspian Sea by ship to Azerbaijan,
onwards to Georgia and into Turkey.

China's continued demand for overland
trade routes is reconfiguring cargo flows in
Central Asia, transforming the region from
anisolated space into a key transcontinen-
tal hub in Eurasia. At the same time, Central
Asia is gaining a valuable asset that cuu!d

its position in global
and economic growth.

1

coordination chaired by
( has provided support for this

the railway’s scope extends beyond

China’s continued
demand for overland
trade routes is
reconfiguring cargo
flows in Central Asia

process. Last month, the conunmee he&d its

More broadly, this could pave the way
for the region’s strategic autonomy by

8thmeetingin Istanbul,
discussed the Southern Railway Corridor
and how to realise its full potential.
Meanwhile, the road freight traffic
between China and Turkmenistan contin-
ues to grow. In February last year, the first
direct road route under the globally recog-
nised TIR transit system opened, running
from Zhengzhou in Henan province to
Ashgabat, the capital of Turkmenistan.
Last October, combined transport to
Turkmenistan via Kyrgyzstan and

e fiverepi pursuean
independent and coordinated transport
policy, thus laying the foundation for
equalising relations with major powers.

Nargiza Umarova is a head of the Centre for
Strategic Connectivity at the Institute for
Advanced International Studies, University
of World Economy and Diplomacy, and an
analyst at the non-governmental research
institution Knowledge Caravan, in Tashkent,
Uzbekistan
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workers' safety and rights must be an
urgent policy priority.

The Hong Kong government has issued a revised
Code of Practice in times of Typhoons and
Rainstorms, as well as Guidance Notes on Prevention
of Heat Stroke at Work. While useful, these remain
guidelines rather than bindingordinances.

0 b

in
rules that reflect different job roles. With
environmental, social and governance principles now
widely adopted, companies - including small and
medium-sized enterprises and NGOs — are
encouraged to proactively safeguard workers rather
than treat health and safety as passive obligations.

Policymakers should also take further steps. The
Labour Department could play a more active role in
educating employees about their rights, with a special
focus on vulnerable groups such as delivery workers
and part-timers. For these workers, income is tied
directly to hours worked, and work suspensions
during extreme weather can mean immediate
financial hardship. Legal protection for compensation
and safelv is therefore essential.

could deploy i
targeted i and
requirements to ensure workplaces are resilient
against climate risks. Protecting workers is not only a
matter uf legal comphance butalso of corporate somal
itisa

sustainable economic development. In the age of
climate change, safeguarding employees is the
foundation of resilience.

Dr Chris Cheung, lecturer, and Xie Jisheng, student,
'Wu Jieh Yee School of Interdisciplinary Studies,
Lingnan University

Canadian wildfires a reminder
atmosphere has no borders

As recent summers have made clear, wildland fires are
no longer a regional anomaly. Nasa reports that due to
human-induced climate change, extreme wildfire
activity “has more than doubled worldwide".

Hotter temperatures evaporate water from soil and
vegetation, making it more likely to burn. A study in
Science warns that global soil moisture could be in
“permanent” decline because of our warming climate.

The drying of continents, driven by increased
heat and evaporation, has been so pronounced
that the transfer of water to the oceans has altered
the distribution of our planet's mass and affected
Earth's rotation.

As evidenced by toxic Canadian wildfire smoke
drifting across the United States, deadly Eumpean

and rapidly di
regions itiSouthAsia, the atrmogohiere Bas oo Borders
Asguests of this world, we must insist that our
islat t policies to cut conserve
water and protect Earth’s life-support systems on
which we all depend.

Terry Hansen, Wisconsin, US

Structural reforms must kick in
to resurrect Chinese football

While your critic finds Kung Fu Soccer, Stephen
Chow's remake of Shaolin Soccer, to be stale, its strong
run at the mainland box office tellsa mﬁerem story

i d celebrate its pr
the underdog, given a chance, can outshine the
powerful.
This year's World Cup also drives home that
message. Vozinha, the 40-year-old Cabo Verde
goalkeeper, waited for a long time to play on the world
stage. When he finally did, he made seven saves
against Spain and stunned the football world. The
final added another subplot, with Lamine Yamal, 19,
facing Lionel Messi, 39. Messi had cradled Yamal, then
five months old, at a 2007 charity calendar shoot that
the latter’s parents won araffle to attend.

Both Vozinha and Yamal found their opening. Yet
Chinese players of comparable talent rarely do - and
not for want of ability. Ranked 91st by Fifa, the world's
second-largest economy has fewer than 110,000
registered youth players out of 1.4 billion people, even
as 73 people have been banned from football for life.
The barriers are structural: gaokao pressure often
keeps children off the pitch when they turn 16.

To rejuvenate Chinese football, structural reforms
are required. China needs subsidised grass-roots
access, a student athlete programme that keeps
talented teenagers in the game through school, and a
football association that selects players on their
merits, not how much money is changing hands. This
way, China would play the World Cup again, for real.

Zhancheng Gu, Shanghai, Yichun Wang, Sai Ying Pun,
and Simon Wang, Kowloon Tong
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There’s a difference between
wants and needs. That distinction
matters in household budgets,
and it ought to matter in public
budgets, too.

We accept high property taxes
as part of a bargain: We assume
they’ll pay for good schools, safe
neighborhoods, well-maintained
streets and other essential local
services. Increasingly, however,
new projects are tacking even
more onto the bill.

Yet even as homeowners remain
outraged about high property
taxes, they’re also the ones being
sold on the increases.

Behold the property tax para-
dox.

Look at Skokie. The Skokie
Park Districtis preparing to ask
voters to approve a $53 million
bond referendum to expand and
improve parks. To reiterate: That’s
$53 million worth of improve-
ments. A public opinion survey
commissioned for the district
found majority support for the
proposal, even though it would
cost the owner of a $400,000
home about $137 more ayear in
property taxes.

Skokie is hardly alone. An analy-
sis by the Cook County treasurer’s
office found that voters approved
14 of 15 referendums in 2024 in
which local taxing bodies sought
permission to borrow above state
limits. Between 2020 and 2023,
voters approved about 80% of
similar requests.

Voters in northwest suburban
Mount Prospect in 2024 approved
not one, but two, high-dollar
referendums, worth a whop-
ping $100 million that would add
nearly $1,000 in property taxes
for ahome worth $400,000 in
exchange for a new middle school
and park facilities.

Tax bills in that neck of the
woods, for homes in that price
range, are already pushing $10,000

EDITORIALS

Illinoisans hate high property taxes.
So why do we keep voting for them?

North Milwaukee Avenue runs through the Wicker Park and Bucktown neighborhoods in front of the skyline on
May 6 on Chicago’s Northwest Side. BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

for most homeowners.

Illinois homeowners already
face the nation’s highest effec-
tive residential property tax rate,
according to the Tax Foundation.
Yet they’re continually being told
that if they want quality parks,
good schools, modern infrastruc-
ture or adequate public safety,
they’ll need to approve another
tax increase or more borrowing
(which will ultimately be repaid
through future property taxes).

Every referendum asks whether
one more improvement is worth
paying for, but they rarely ask
whether we've reached the point
where our existing tax bill should
already cover the basics. (And then
some.)

Shouldn’t our current high
property taxes buy the luxury of
saying “no” to the next referen-

dum? (We think so.)

More voters should be asking
that question, and getting uncom-
fortable with the present dynamic
inwhich their exorbitant property
tax payments still aren’t enough to
satisfy what we’ve come to expect
from local government. Whether
that’s because of pensions, infla-
tion, union pressure, rising labor
costs, state mandates or something
else, the result is the same: Taxpay-
ers who already feel tapped out
are continually being asked to pay
more.

Ifyou've lived here long enough,
you become immune to just how
bad adealitis,and howitices so
many people out of homeowner-
ship. This is just not how it is in
many other parts of the Midwest,
something any clear-eyed outsider
can see at first glance. Our bills

shock folks from the likes of Cleve-
land, Indianapolis, Milwaukee and
other Midwest metros.

The line between essential
public services and quality-of-life
amenities has gradually blurred.
That’s not to say communities
shouldn’t invest in parks or librar-
ies or schools, but that projects
once viewed as “extras” are now
treated as necessities, even as they
come at great cost to taxpayers.

Somewhere along the way, the
distinction between wants and
needs hasbecome less clear. In
many parts of the country, home-
owners who want something
beyond the basics have choices.
They can join a private swim
club, a health club or an athletic
facility and pay only if they use it.
Around Chicago, it’s common for
suburban governments to provide

similar amenities. That means
everyone helps pay for the latest
aquatic center, fitness complex or
recreation upgrade whether they
useitornot.

Not every referendum is like
that, of course, and many relate
to the essentials residents expect
their tax bills to cover. Before
voting for another property tax
hike, we suggest a question: What
are we already paying for?

Why, for example, must taxpay-
ers fork over so much money
and still have to pay more for
every little update and upgrade?
Why are tax hikes and borrow-
ing so often presented as the only
options? What other cost-con-
scious, responsible ideas are not
being leveraged to avoid more pain
at tax time twice ayear?

Every referendum plays on this
impulse to want bigger, better and
newer, asking the same question:
“Would you pay alittle more for
something worthwhile?” Too often,
that’s an easy sell. What’s much
harder to answer is why communi-
ties with some of the highest prop-
erty taxes in the country still can’t
afford what residents reasonably
expect those taxes to provide.

Answering that question won’t
be as popular as pushing bigbucks
for anew playground, but failing
to do so will only perpetuate the
cycle that too often puts upgrades
out of reach in the first place.

Every referendum is presented
on its own merits, and some
undoubtedly are worthy. Taxpay-
ers don’t experience them one ata
time, however, but as another add
on an already staggering property
tax bill. Before asking homeown-
ers to pay a little more for the next
improvement, local governments
owe them a clear answer to a
simple question: If we’re already
paying among the highest prop-
erty taxes in America, why isn’t
that enough?

Sigcho-Lopez and Macias are ordered off the ballot. Democracy loses

What do you call it when a
congressman handpicks his
successor and then fights tooth
and nail to keep other viable candi-
dates off the ballot?

Illinois’ 4th Congressional
District.

When U.S. Rep. Jests “Chuy”
Garciaannounced his retirement
last November, he did so justhours
before the filing deadline for other
candidates to get onto the ballot.
Garcia’s anti-Democratic plan
soon became all too clear: His chief
of staff, Patty Garcia, would be
running, Guess what? Her petitions
were prepared and her paperwork
was all conveniently lined up.

We called the maneuver sleazy
then. The stench got even worse
Tuesday when the two serious
contenders who wanted to oppose

Patty Garcia now hasa clear
path to victory after would-be
challengers Mayra Macias and
Ald. Byron Sigcho-Lopez, 25th,
were removed. Both Macias and
Sigcho-Lopez had been running
asindependents, their only option
under the, ahem, unusual circum-
stances.

After gathering the onerous
number of signatures required to
run as independents, opponents
challenged many of those signa-
tures. The Illinois State Board
of Elections ruled that neither
candidate got enough valid John
Hancocks. Patty Garcia’s only
remaining independent challenger
is Lyons Mayor Chris Getty; he
didn’t scare the Democratic estab-
lishment as much.

A concerned Sigcho-Lopez met

get onto the ballot as an indepen-
dent candidate. He also claimed
that various high-powered Demo-
crats in the state were behind
some of the “challenges”
Petition challenges are sleazy
operations, and they tend to be
conducted to allow for some
deniability, so we heard plenty
of those denials after Sigcho-Lo-
pezleft our office. That said, we
remain convinced that Sigcho-Lo-
pez, whose team had to collect
10,816 signatures, over 15 times
more than Garcia, had more than
fulfilled the unfair law’s intent.
To our minds, the likes of Gov. JB
Pritzker and even Garcia himself,
both men who talk a good game
about democracy, should have
been helping, not hindering, or
even merely staying away.

above and beyond the require-
ment, knowing they’d face chal-
lenges. We believe he has done
what should have been all he had
to do. And we say that as aboard
that generally has opposed Sigc-
ho-Lopez’s proposals. We still
think he belongs on the ballot.

Frankly, we felt like we were
talking to a man who had believed
in the system, only to experience
its betrayal. We’d imagine he has
been obliged to buoy himself up
for public service all over again.

Macias clearly felt the same
way. “The spirit of the law isbeing
completely broken in thisrace,”
she said before the elections board
Tuesday.

Indeed.

The point of petitions is to
prevent frivolous candidates from

ballot-access rules can be used to
protect amajor-party candidate
from serious competition.

This should not keep happen-
ing. The fault (mostly) lies not with
the State Board of Elections — as
Chair Laura Donahue said, the
elections board’s job is to adminis-
ter the law, not make it.

The solution is for Springfield’s
Democratic majority to change
election rules to level the signa-
ture-gathering playing field for
independent candidates. Our
system shouldn’t deny voters a
meaningful choice at the ballot.

Those same Democrats, of
course, are quick to vilify their
Republican counterparts for
abuses of the electoral process.
They should also now confront the
blatant hypocrisy without their

this coronation were ordered off ~ with uslast month and shared just Sigcho-Lopeztoldushisteam  floodingtheballot, butthese exam- own party.
the November ballot. how grueling the process was to had collected 20,000 signatures, ples demonstrate how Illinois’ Will they?
ON THIS DAY 41 YEARS AGO EDITORIAL CARTOON
START COMES TO A STOP

START has come to a stop the Soviets’ “formal” positions.

again. The American and Soviet
teams at the nuclear arms nego-
tiations (START, for Strategic
Arms Reduction Talks, to use the
acronym favored by the Reagan
administration) went back to
their corners after Round 2 in
Geneva this week and will be in
recess until Sept. 19.

Nothing much has happened
yetbeyond the usual roundhouse
propaganda swings at each other.
There is still room to wonder just
how interested either side really
is in making anything happen.

The Soviets still are using
the talks basically to campaign
against President Reagan’s
“Star Wars” antimissile defense
proposal. The Reagan administra-
tion still appears more concerned
with completing its all-out effort
to rebuild U.S. defenses than with
rushing into any new nuclear
arms agreement. ... But as Round
2 wound up it also appeared that
maybe, just maybe, we might see
some movement when and as the
negotiations proceed.

Mr. Speakes’ statement, as
State Department officials noted,
referred only to no movement in

But informally, the White
House reported, the Soviets did,
late in Round 2, mention “some
concepts” which could involve
possible reductions in existing
strategic nuclear arsenals. Until
now, the Soviets have been refus-
ingeven to talk about strategic
or intermediate-range offensive
missiles until Reagan swears off
“Star Wars.” There have also been
reports, officially denied, indicat-
ing that the Soviets might back
off their demand that the U.S.
forswear any research into “Star
Wars,” an especially ridiculous
demand given the fact that the
Soviets got started on antimis-
sile defense research well before
Reagan came along. The White
House view is that it wound up
the latest session of negotiations
just about “where we expected to
be” Which doesn’tlook like much
of anywhere. But there is some-
thing to be said for patience here.

There is also something to be
said for hanging in on the nego-
tiations. No one ever said it was
going to be easy.

Tribune editorial board,
July 22,1985
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OPINION

Why the US should consider making voting compulsory

By Susan Ostermann,
Pradeep Chhibber

and Will Halm

SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

The United States — like all
democracies — is centered around
the basic premise that arepre-
sentative system of governance
reflects public preferences. This
is not and has never been true,
however.

Astheleft and right argue, the
disproportionate influence of a
select few suppresses the will
of the majority. Interest groups
play an outsize role in national
elections, politicians spend their
time on calls with wealthy donors
instead of meeting constituents
and parties increasingly focus on
themselves rather than average
Americans. These concerns are
not new: There is awell-docu-
mented increase in polarization
among the political elites at the
same time the gulf between those
elites and average voters is widen-
ing. The standard policy prescrip-
tion to combat these problems
focuses on lobbyists and elites.

It fails to account for an uncom-
fortable reality, however: The U.S.
government is unrepresentative
because the electorate that putsit
in power is also unrepresentative.

Voter turnout in the United
States is notoriously low compared
with other democracies. The
electorate is also heavily skewed
toward being rich, white and
educated, the very “coastal elites”
whom politicians on the right (and
left) have been complaining about
for a decade. With an electorate
that does not match the masses,
even the most robust governance
system cannot deliver democratic
representation.

There is, however, a politically
and legally feasible path to greater
representation: compulsory
voting,

Of course, the idea of forced
voting sits uneasily with Ameri-
cans’ love of freedom and fear of
compelled speech. But compul-
sory citizen participation in
self-governance has along and
distinguished history. Citizens
serve on juries, respond to the
census and pay taxes. Voting
should be no different. And it
retains a fundamental liberty:
choice. Each voter is free to leave
their ballot blank. All they have to
dois to show up to vote.

Evidence suggests compulsory
voting would reduce elite polit-
ical influence. If everyone votes,
everyone’s voice is heard — not
only that of ideologically moti-
vated elites. University of Geor-
gia professor Shane Singh’s work
demonstrates that compulsory
voting increases turnout, reduces

party reliance on friends and
social networks and increases the
influence of moderates, thereby
reducingissue cherry-picking and
party efforts to cater to extremes.

Compulsory voting would allow
Democrats and Republicans alike
to appeal to the average American,
who currently feels disconnected
from governance.

To be clear, compulsory voting
is the opposite of the poll taxes,
which are prohibited by the 24th
Amendment and that were once
used to disenfranchise. Imple-
menting it would be a full circle
moment for U.S. democracy.

Moreover, compulsory voting
is not unusual elsewhere in the
world. Australia provides the
most useful blueprint for compul-
soryvoting in a large, two-party
democracy like the U.S. Turnout
is often over 90% in Australian
national elections, and extrem-
ist forces are few and far between
— the populist right has won
only a handful of seats in the last
two national elections, and the
far left is virtually nonexistent.
While the government sanctions
those who do not vote, often with
small fines, it also allows people
to provide excuses to opt out of

voting. Despite this, few choose to
abstain.

The desire for compulsory
voting in the U.S.is also not
unusual. It even has a pre-rev-
olution history. More recently,
however, the idea has been floated
by avariety of actors ranging
from Republicans in the late
19th century to Barack Obama in
2015. A well-designed contem-
porary effort is perhaps the most
agreeable and politically neutral
way for the U.S. to overcome its
present elite- and primary-driven
polarization.

What would such an effort
look like? A fine for failing to vote
would be expensive to collect.
Alternatively, a tax-system-based
incentive would likely be effec-
tive and low-cost. Thisis nota
new idea. In 1889, Kansas City,
Missouri, implemented a tax on
nonvoting, In 1898, North Dako-
ta’s voters approved the country’s
first statewide compulsory voting
rule. At the federal level, Repub-
lican U.S. Sen. Arthur Capper in
1926 proposed a1% tax on income
for nonvoters. Such systems are
unlikely to pass judicial scrutiny at
this point, however.

This does not mean that no

STAFF DMLY

Chas Lilly votes at The Lincoln Lodge in Logan Square during the primary election on March 17. EILEEN T. MESLAR/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

system would. A modern, nation-
al-level effort could, for instance,
allow only citizens who have
voted to take the standard tax
deduction on their annual return.
Asvoting happens in Novem-

ber and taxes are filed almost six
months later in April, it would

be arelatively simple system to
administrate, though it would
require counties to submit a list of
all voters to the Internal Revenue
Service. While the wealthy might
not be induced to vote by such a
system, nor the poor, who owe no
taxes and arguably would be most
burdened by compulsory voting,
the financial benefit of voting for
the vast majority of U.S. citizens
would be sizable and likely to
appeal.

Moreover, a tax benefit for
voting is much more likely to
pass constitutional muster than
atax penalty. This is particularly
true because using the standard
deduction is a procedural benefit;
it saves you from having to item-
ize your deductions. All citizens
would still be free to claim all
owed tax deductions; they would
simply have to do more work to
claim them. And, of course, voters
do not have to vote for any party.

All they have to do is show up,
something far less onerous than
serving as a juror or paying taxes.

Arguably, compulsory voting
isn’t just feasible for U.S. democ-
racy. It has become necessary.
This straightforward policy solu-
tion would bring more people into
the democratic project.

The U.S. now has a democratic
deficit — many believe that it is
not working, with almost 40% of
adults saying that neither party
“fights for people like them,”
NBC News reported last year. But
if people are required to vote and
parties are forced to represent
them, voters will likely realize
that the government is represen-
tative.

Inacountry desperate for aless
divided polity, compulsory voting
could be the solution we need.

Susan L. Ostermann is an
associate professor of global
affairs and political science at

the University of Notre Dame.
Pradeep Chhibber is a professor of
political science at the University
of California Berkeley. Will Halm
is a graduate student in political
science at the University of
California Berkeley.

Illinois can’t bail out CPS, but it could cover more pension costs, ensure fiscal discipline

By Paul Vallas
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

Chicago Public Schools’ earnest
attempts to address its $732
million budget shortfall, through
its proposed layoffs and midyear
hiring freeze, will not keep the
district from raising property
taxes to the maximum again and
the mayor once again raiding tax
increment financing funds. It also
will not end the district’s chronic
annual financial crisis. Mean-
while, don’t look to the state to
come to the rescue through its
evidence-based funding (EBF)
formula.

Illinois had its own budget gap
of roughly $2.2 billion for fiscal
year 2027 before passing the most
recent budget. It is highly unlikely
that Gov. JB Pritzker and the state
legislature will rush to help close
CPS’ budget shortfall, let alone
fully fund the state’s formula,
which the Chicago Teachers
Union, CPS and Mayor Brandon
Johnson are demanding.

CTU President Stacy Davis
Gates, now also executive vice
president of the Illinois Feder-
ation of Teachers, and Johnson
argue the state shorted Chicago
by atleast $1.6 billion under EBF.
Pritzker has rejected that claim,
saying fulfilling the demand
would require billions in addi-
tional K-12 funding statewide.
CTU recently elevated its claim of
underfunding to nearly $2 billion.
That would lift CPS aggregate
per-pupil spending from roughly
$33,000 to nearly $39,000 per
pupil.

While a state bailout through
EBF is unlikely, the state can help
the district in a way that is fair
and does not require a corre-
sponding investment in other
school districts, by addressing
the Chicago Teachers’ Pension
Fund funding-equity issue. The
state currently covers only about
32% of CTPF employer pension
costs, while it covers roughly 98%
of employer pension costs for all
other Illinois districts (through
the Teachers’ Retirement System,
or TRS), leaving those districts
responsible for only about 2%.

The state should bring its

funding of CTPF into parity with
what it provides to TRS-covered
districts. Doing so would allow the
special property-tax levy dedi-
cated to Chicago teacher pensions
— roughly $600 million annu-
ally — to be redirected to help
the city’s employee retirement
systems, pay the school district’s
annual $175 million municipal
employee pension fund payment
and pay the remaining annual
teacher pension contribution.
There is nonetheless an oppor-
tunity to balance CPS’ budget
requiring other actions that are
not unprecedented and would
actually improve the quality of
choices.
B Decentralize CPS’ central and
regional offices — currently only
about 54% of district funding
reaches the schools — and return
district full-time nonteaching
staffing to pre-COVID-19 levels.
Much of this could be accom-
plished through attrition.
B Embrace student-based
budgeting, allocating dollars
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Chicago Teachers Union members and their allies protest outside Chicago Public Schools headquarters
on Monday before a meeting of the Board of Education on Chicago Public Schools’ fiscal year 2027 budget.
TERRENCE ANTONIO JAMES/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

directly to schools based on
enrollment and student needs,
providing principals broad
autonomy while holding schools
accountable for spending in ways
that support performance metrics
and student achievement goals.

B Reject the CTU-backed
“Sustainable Community
Schools” model, which prioritizes
keeping underenrolled and often
failing schools open. Instead close,
consolidate or repurpose near-
empty schools.

B Expand public school choice
to improve retention and attract
new students by converting failing
schools to quality public charter
and magnet schools and expand
school-based magnet programs.
Charters operate at roughly a
third less cost than traditional
schools.

B Take advantage of state autho-
rization to open alternative
schools to reclaim those who

have dropped out and are too

old to return to neighborhood
high schools. This would boost

enrollment and state and federal
financial support.

Mayor Richard M. Daley’s first
schools leadership team, of which
Iwas a part, took this approach
after the Illinois General Assem-
bly passed the Chicago School
Reform Amendatory Act 0f1995
to avert district bankruptcy and
avoid a state financial bailout. Not
only was bankruptcy avoided, but
by 2002, the district had experi-
enced 12 bond rating upgrades
and had almost $1billion in cash
balances, and pensions were fully
funded.

This period saw enrollment
growth of almost 35,000 students
after the previous 15 years had
seen enrollment fall from its
historic peak of 514,000 in 1979 to
404,0001n1995. It was a period
of financial stability, labor peace
and academic improvement.

The district received unprece-
dented national and international
recognition. Current CTU lead-
ers ignore this period’s consid-
erable successes, misleading its

members.

There is also an opportunity
to expand district resources by
taking full advantage of break-
throughs in artificial intelligence
and opting into the new federal
scholarship program — two initia-
tives that will face CTU resistance.

Meanwhile, Illinois partici-
pation in the federal tax credit
scholarship program could
generate hundreds of millions
of dollars for families — not only
for private school tuition but also
for tutoring, special education,
transportation and many other
school-related support expenses.
Some estimates suggest such
a program could potentially
generate hundreds of millions
of dollars in resources to both
public and private school families
statewide.

Real financial accountability
is unlikely while CPS leadership
and CTU continue doing business
as usual. CPS bureaucrats main-
tain central control, and the CTU
relies on that centralized structure
to enforce expansive contracts.
Pritzker should reestablish the
Chicago School Finance Author-
ity, which from 1980 t0 1996
provided independent fiscal over-
sight, ensured fiscal discipline
and helped stabilize CPS during a
prior financial crisis.

Meanwhile, there is a real possi-
bility that the CTU may lose its
dominance over the new school
board.

As of early this year, the union’s
popularity had fallen to arecord
low, with just 27.5% of Chicago
voters holding a favorable opin-
ion. At the same time, CTU’s
heavy-handedness caused a sour-
ing of its relationship with its
strongest union ally, the Service
Employees International Union.
This shift would make it easier to
craft more responsible budgets
and might prompt Pritzker to
optinto the federal tax credit
program.

Paul Vallas is an adviser for the
Illinois Policy Institute. He ran for
Chicago mayor in 2023 and was
previously budget director for the
city and CEO of Chicago Public
Schools.
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OPINION

Get off your high (Trojan) horses about ‘“The Odyssey’

By Abigail AuYeung
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

There’s been alot of online
discourse about how unfaithful
Christopher Nolan’s film adapta-
tion of “The Odyssey” is, how part
of the movie was shot in north-
ernlocations such as Iceland and
Scotland and how, God forbid, a
Kenyan woman was cast as Helen
of Troy. But as a classics major, I
think all of that is OK, maybe even
good: The new “Odyssey” filmis a
representation of how classics, the
academic discipline that studies
Homer’s epic, is changing — or
how it still needs to change.

The classics as a discipline are
facing funding cuts at universities
because of dwindling enrollment
rates. At my home institution
of the University of Chicago,
admissions to our classics Ph.D.
program have been paused,
and the future of our graduate
program is still unclear.

There is a snobbish attitude
that any mass media depiction of
the classics is inherently inferior
to serious academic study, which
disregards the influence such
depictions have on the public.
Rick Riordan’s “Percy Jackson
and the Olympians” book series is
an adaptation of the Greek myths
for ayounger audience. Those
books deviate from the myths, but
they have been impactful on the
classics field; they have intro-
duced so many people to these
Greco-Roman stories. Many of my
former classmates still identify as
demi-gods and half-bloods, citing
the series as the reason they’re
even in this major. Consider the
logic behind general education
requirements: They are a way to
introduce students to a multitude
of subjects.

Irecall professors from another
institution complaining about
the general education courses
they taught to nonmajor students.
They felt like the students weren’t
enthusiastic enough about the
subject and also implied that the
material had to be dumbed down
for these students and that these
students somehow were inferior
because of their lack of knowl-
edge about Greco-Roman culture.
Frankly, if I were anonmajor
student, I wouldn’t be enthusi-
astic about their class either! An
introduction to the subject may
promote later, more serious, study
of the classics.

Nolan’s “Odyssey” serves the
same purpose.

Itintroduces viewers to
the classics and includes the

. 4

Matt Damon is Odysseus and Zendaya is Athena in “The Odyssey,” written, produced and directed by Christopher Nolan.

it
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The film isn’t meant to be a graduate course on

“The Odyssey,” with all of the nuances and intensive
interaction with scholarship, but rather an introduction
to the classics meant to arouse interest in the field.

So stop arguing about how the plumed helmets are
historically inaccurate or how Zendaya’s eye color is the

wrong color for Athena!

basic outline of a mythologi-

cally steeped epic with minimal
changes. Most of the changes
Nolan has made allow for people
with no knowledge of the classics
to understand the plot. In the film,
Menelaus tells the story of the
Trojan horse, whereas in the epic,
he assumes the reader already
knows it. Also, nuance is removed
from figures such as Agamemnon,
turning the complicated charac-
ter into a Darth Vader-like villain
and allowing “Odyssey” newcom-
ers to better understand who they
should root for. At the same time,
viewers are expected to know

basic facts, such as who the Greek
Pantheon is and what they are
supposed to represent. Ultimately,
people who are interacting with
this epic for the first time don’t
feel patronized.

After watching the film,
some viewers may look into the
Homeric epics or perhaps late
Bronze Age military history. The
film isn’t meant to be a graduate
course on “The Odyssey,” with
all of the nuances and intensive
interaction with scholarship, but
rather an introduction to the clas-
sics meant to arouse interest in the
field. So stop arguing about how

——
-

the plumed helmets are histori-
cally inaccurate or how Zendaya’s
eye color is the wrong color for
Athena!

There’s also a high horse that
individuals studying the classics
need to dismount in regards to
nonmajor students taking classes
in the field. Looking down on
people who are not as well-versed
in stories told thousands of years
ago is downright unacceptable. It
shouldn’t be an exclusive club one
has to getinto in order to study the
classics. The classics are already
having a hard time with course
enrollment, so there needs to
be less of a standoffish response
to mass media depictions. It’s
off-putting for those who may
want to learn more but feel
(perhaps justifiably so) that they
would be judged if they did.

Also, those who study the clas-
sics need to accept that depic-
tions of our field are not going to
be 100% accurate, and the general
public also needs to acknowledge
that a cinematic adaptation may

not be entirely representative
because it involves artistic license.

Nolan, for one, does not elab-
orate on Circe’s rape trauma;
instead, he treats it like a throw-
away line. And he fits Penelope
back into her mold as “faithful
Penelope,” Odysseus’ loving wife.
It’s OK that he doesn’t necessar-
ily elaborate on these powerful
women because this is film-
making, but it’s still a significant
change, so let’s not act like itisn’t.
But it makes for good cinema,
and this is an adaptation of “The
Odyssey,” not a museum repro-
duction of what a recitation
of “The Odyssey” would have
looked like.

Nolan’s “Odyssey” reflects
inaccuracies and changes from
the original text, but as a classics
student, I don’t think that there’s
anything wrong with that.

Abigail AuYeung is a second-
year student at the University
of Chicago pursuing study in the
classics.

Voice of the People

Wildfires are a symptom

Asrecent summers have
made clear, wildland megafires
are no longer aregional anom-
aly but have become a global
hazard. NASA reports that, due to
human-induced climate change,
“Extreme wildfire activity has
more than doubled worldwide”

Hotter temperatures evap-
orate soil moisture and create
dry vegetation, making the land
more likely to burn. Accord-
ing to climate scientist Phillip B.
Dufly, “What would have been a
fire easily extinguished now just
grows very quickly and becomes
out of control.”

More intense wildfires are just
one symptom of a much larger
problem. A study in the journal
Science concludes that global
soil moisture is in “permanent”
decline because of our warming
climate.

The drying of continents,
driven by increased heat and
evaporation, has been so
pronounced that the transfer of
water to the oceans has altered
the distribution of our planet’s
mass and affected the Earth’s
rotation on its axis.

As continents dry and water
resources become polluted and
overused, researchers warn that
the world has entered an era of
“global water bankruptcy,” in
which critical water systems can
no longer realistically recover to
their former state.

Water bankruptcy is already
evident in the United States.
America’s largest groundwa-
ter reserve, the Ogallala Aquifer,
which supports Great Plains agri-
culture, is being pumped far faster
than it can refill. Water levels
have fallen by hundreds of feet in
some areas, with portions now
effectively nonrenewable under
current climate conditions and
irrigation practices.

As evidenced by toxic Cana-
dian wildfire smoke drifting
across the U.S., a deadly European
heat wave and rapidly expand-
ing “mega-drying” regions in
South Asia, the atmosphere has no
borders.

As guests of this world, we must
insist that our legislators enact
policies to cut emissions, conserve
water and protect the Earth’s
life-support systems on which we

Neskantaga First Nation community members evacuated in response to
the threat of wildfires and weather conditions arrive by plane in Thunder
Bay, Ontario, on July 18. CHRIS YOUNG/THE CANADIAN PRESS

all depend.
— Terry Hansen, Grafton,
Wisconsin

A preview of what’s to come

President Donald Trump’s
administration has created a
perfect storm of purposeful abuse,
neglect and inaction. Dangerous
wildfire smoke is smothering the
Chicago area, and there is a public
health crisis across much of the
country. Forecasters warn we will
endure more bad air quality alerts
and scorching heat this month.

Climate change is making the
world hotter and wildfires harder
to fight. Blazes have been erupt-
ing faster than usual this year in
the United States and Canada.
National leadership at the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency and
the White House offer no solu-
tions, instead opting to play the
blame game with Canada. Mean-
while, millions of people in red,
blue and purple states are suffer-
ing through the worst air readings
since we started keeping records.

On top of this, the EPA’s repeal
of critical air quality protections
in the last two years are all adding
fuel to the fire.

This isn’t a “natural” disaster.
It’s a human-made one. We can
still take action to avoid a future
inwhich our summers are filled
with smoke and searing heat.
Coordinated efforts at the federal
level are a critical next step. But as
long as the EPA caters to polluters

and not people, we will have more
days and weeks like these.

— Nicole Cantello, president,
American Federation of
Government Employees Local
704, Chicago

Broadcasters should be direct

Regarding the smoke from
Canada’s wildfires, millions of
people are wondering how to deal
with the pervasive and danger-
ous clouds. We get lots of updates
and warnings, but itis rare to hear
aweather person or newscaster
mention the connection to climate
change. I heard one person say
that “this is what to expect” in
succeedingyears.

Asfar asIam concerned,
this is a teaching moment, a
time to point out that the fires,
winds and temperatures are a
climate-warming reality. While
the political powers would have
us believe otherwise, science is
the bottom line. Why can’t the
news and weather reporters
emphasize that the smokeis a
symptom of climate change and
what to expect? Isn’t it astound-
ing that cities hundreds of miles
from the deadly fires are experi-
encing very poor air quality? We
are all connected and need to act
with this reality in mind.

The responsibility to alter the
trends lies with all of us, but at this
juncture, it is undeniably incum-
bent on the weather reporters to
disregard any political backlash

and use their platforms to inform
and warn their listeners and view-
ers.

— Andrea Amend, Highland Park

Don’t blame Canada for smoke

President Donald Trump can’t
even accept responsibility for
having chosen an unqualified
vendor in ano-bid process and
then asking them to do arush job
on the Reflecting Pool. He has to
invent vandals and hope that if he
keeps talking about them, some
gullible Americans will believe
him.

But, oh boy, is he quick to point
the finger of blame when wind
currents bring smoke from Cana-
dian wildfires across the border.
It would be excusable behavior if
he was holding down a barstool in
aneighborhood gin mill, but not
when he sits in the Oval Office.

Where I live, we’ve had some of
the worst of this. But I don’t want
a president looking to impose
tariffs on Canada for smoke while
denying climate change, prevent-
ing utilities from closing belching
coal generators and paying to stop
wind farm development.

Iwanta president who doesn’t
just market himself as a smart guy.
— John Podulka, Wolverine,
Michigan

Locked into taxation system

Regarding the editorial “Our
neighbors are rethinking income
taxes. How about it, Illinois?”
(July 17): I salute the Tribune
Editorial Board for encouraging
the state of Illinois to rethink its
current income tax system, but
as the editorial itself suggests, I
won’t hold my breath.

First, unlike surrounding states,
Illinois is totally dominated by
one large Democratic city that is
addicted to tax-and-spend poli-
cies that assume that more money
will always be available from the
rich, as if money grows n trees
and those who produce wealth
are indifferent to how much of it
others take from them in the form
of taxation.

Second, Illinois has more
overlapping governmental units

— legislative districts, town-
ships, counties, municipalities,
mosquito abatement districts, ad
infinitum — than any state in the
union. They come with buildings
and grounds, offices and staffs.
Apart from actual operating costs,
there’s the ever-present future
burden of pensions for those who
make it that far.

Third, the Illinois Supreme
Courthas ruled that the 1970
Illinois Constitution prohibits
any kind of meaningful pension
reform. That means that employ-
ees of those governmental units
are on the state payroll, with
compounded annual increases
and income tax-free retirement
income, all paid for by working
taxpayers for as long as the retir-
ees are around to collect their
pensions.

Illinois would indeed do well to
look at what surrounding states
are doing to encourage both
economic and population growth,
which tend to go hand in hand.

But whoever says that Chicago
isn’t ready for reform could well
have been talking about the entire
state.

— David Applegate, Huntley

Send less to federal
government

It would delight everyone to
reduce taxes; thatis ano-brainer.
The editorial calling for us to look
at other states and their lower
taxes ignores the fact that we are a
federal “donor” state and subsi-
dize other states. While Illinois
has huge debt, the money we send
to the federal government goes to
poorer states.

Let us keep the fruits of our own
labor, and then we may be able to
cut taxes and pay our own bills.

— Jim Fulton, Tinley Park

Note to readers

We'd like to hear from you
about Chicago’s parking meter
problem. Do you have advice for
the city? Submit a letter of no
more than 400 words to letters@
chicagotribune.com by Wednes-
day, July 22. Be sure to include
your full name and city/town.

For online-exclusive letters, go to www.chicagotribune.com/letters.
Email your letter submissions, 400 words or less, to letters@chicago
tribune.com. Include your full name, address and phone number.



| WEDNESDAY, JULY 22,2026 | THE STRAITS TIMES |

OPINION

Bl

What does Trump want? Gulf states
have no answer as [ran war escalates

America’s allies in
the Middle East are
caught in a security
paradox while being
battered by the lack
of a clear US strategy
for the region.

Joseph Chinyong
Liow

The temporary ceasefire that the
US and Iran signed on June 17 is
all but dead, with both countries
now locked in a dangerous
escalatory spiral. For the US, the
stakes have increased with two
deaths as a result of Iranian
strikes on American facilities in
Jordan. However, without a clear
strategy and accompanying
objectives clearly laid out by the
commander-in-chief, the US faces
the real prospect of being dragged
into yet another long-drawn war
in the Middle East.

The famed Chinese strategist
Sun Tzu once advised: “Strategy
without tactics is the slowest
route to victory. Tactics without
strategy is the noise before
defeat.” Those words are as
relevant today as they were
during the Warring States period
of Chinese history more than
2,200 years ago.

When US President Donald
Trump gave orders to launch
Operation Epic Fury in late
February, it was unclear to
observers what America’s
strategic objectives were at that
point. After all, it was only a few
months prior, when the
administration released the
National Security Strategy (NSS)
2025, that the Western
Hemisphere was identified as the
top concern in its list of core US
national interests that required
Washington’s attention and, by
extension, resources. Yet, the US,
under the Trump presidency,
finds itself drawn back to the
Middle East.

‘What’s more, that same
document also discussed the
importance of clear strategic
aims, pointing out that:
“American strategies since the
end of the Cold War have fallen
short — they have been laundry
lists of wishes or desired end
states; have not clearly defined

Anti-US graffiti on a wall in the Iranian capital of Tehran. In the case of the Iran war, it has been difficult to divine, in the words of Washington’s National Security Strategy 2025, “what should the United States
want’, says the writer. For America’s Arab allies, it is an unresolved mystery that has nonetheless dispatched their carefully laid plans for the future through th ti

what we want but instead stated
vague platitudes; and have often
misjudged what we should want.”
In the case of the Iran war, it
has been difficult to divine, in the
words of the NSS, “what should
the United States want”. For
America’s Arab allies, it’s an
unresolved mystery that has
nonetheless dispatched their
carefully laid plans for the future
through the shredder of a
geopolitical sandstorm.

\
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Trump’s justifications have
ranged from degrading Iran’s
nuclear enrichment capability
and destroying its naval forces to
decimating its missile stocks,
eliminating an immediate
security threat (to the US, it
seems), and regime change. Of
course, one could plausibly
surmise that this constitutes a
“laundry list” of strategic

i objectives all directed at
i weakening Iran - except that

The Trump administration cannot be unaware of the
political costs of a prolonged conflict as the midterm
elections set for November draw closer. But having
been seen to back down once with the ceasefire that is
now dead, a second TACO (Trump Always Chickens Out)
by Trump looks even more remote.

there are deep inconsistencies at

ay.

Iran’s nuclear capabilities,
according to Trump, had already
been “obliterated” in June 2025
with Operation Midnight
Hammer. Iranian missiles and
drones were said to have been
significantly depleted, yet Tehran
clearly retains sufficient supply to
still harass shipping in the Strait
of Hormuz and rain retaliatory
strikes on US allies in the Middle
East.

In the build-up to the stillborn
memorandum of understanding
(MOU), Trump raised eyebrows
among both regional allies and
members of his own defence
establishment by defending Iran’s
right to replenish its missile
stockpiles when he said: “They
need to be able to defend
themselves. They can't have
nuclear. But they need to be able
to defend themselves. Everybody
does.” In other words, the
strategic objective seems to be to
destroy Iran’s deterrent capability

and then allow them to rebuild it.

Recent revelations of Israeli
efforts to cultivate former Iranian
president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad
and place him at the pinnacle of a
new government in Tehran
indicate that there was indeed a
genuine plan to effect regime
change. But we also know that the
plan failed. Iranian internal
security would be even more alert
to this now.

As the conflict wore on, the US
narrative has shifted to focus on
the toll-free reopening of the
Strait of Hormuz. Given that the
strait was already open prior to
hostilities, it is bizarrely ironic
that this seems to have emerged
as the top strategic priority. As for
tolls, Trump’s unapologetic
response that it’s an American
prerogative is nothing if not
quintessentially him.

This manner of monetising the
war, in keeping with broader
trends of US foreign policy under

ofa PHOTO:EPA

President suggesting on July 14
that “kings and emirs” (referring
to the leaders of America’s Gulf
allies) will purportedly sign a raft
of trade and investment deals
with the US in exchange for
security of shipping passage
through the strait. Thus far, Gulf
states have neither confirmed nor
denied that such commitments
have been made.

KEEPING THE LARGER STRATEGIC
PICTURE IN SIGHT

Notwithstanding Trump’s
idiosyncratic approach to the Iran
war, there is a larger stake
involved in the region, one that
expresses longstanding US global
strategy: to prevent the
emergence of a regional power
intent on pursuing policies at
odds with US interests and those
of its friends and allies. This
explains the more than 20
military bases, installations, and

the Trump id as since
taken another turn, with the
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America could
Just make FIFA
great again

The World Cup final should
spur a needed rethink of the
business model that powers
football leagues.

Adam Minter

threatens the investments that
support talent pipelines and
Europe’s high level of competition
long term.

For FIFA, this isn’t somebody
else’s problem. The World Cup
finances much of the association,
and FIFA still provides major
funding for global soccer - from
youth development to the small
national iederauons that featured
ly at this summer’s

The World Cup was supposed to
change the US. That was the
common consensus for decades.
Show Americans soccer at its
highest level, the thinking went,
and a nation devoted to its own
football might finally embrace the
world’s game.

Instead, America changed the
World Cup.

Spain’s testy 1-O win over
Argentina on July 19 closed a
tournament increasingly shaped
by an American sports playbook
- and that may be exactly what
the competition needs to grow as
a business. Would a more
profitable World Cup enrich FIFA,
whose governance has earned
scepticism? Yes. But it would also
create more

tournament. If the old growth
model is weakening, FIFA needs
ways to make the World Cup
and soccer in general — more
valuable. One solution is simply to
squeeze more revenue from the
attention that you already have.

The National Football League
transformed the Super Bowl
half-time show from a
marching-band snooze-fest into
an Apple-sponsored
entertainment spectacle that
sometimes outshines the game
itself. Television time-outs
expanded alongside broadcast
deals over the years, creating
more opportunities for
advertising.

Even rulebook changes
intended to improve a game can’t

the soccer ecosystem, from the
academies and federations to the
competitions themselves.

That is a worthy cause,
especially following a report from
Deloitte earlier in July that found
a troubling trend.

While European soccer, the
sport’s best and most valuable set
of leagues, generated more than
US$46 billion (S$59 billion) in
2024 to 2025, the business model
that has fuelled soccer’s growth is
faltering.

The Premier League still earns
the biggest revenues in club
soccer. But its wage bill and losses
are growing. Other major
European leagues are seeing
slowing or plateauing broadcast
income, along with rising wage
costs and operating losses of their
own.

How it got to this point is
hardly a mystery. European
soccer’s decades-long boom
depended on television rights
that grew richer every renewal.
The problem is that younger fans
increasingly consume highlights,
not matches, and soccer

escape ion. This
season, Major League Baseball
introduced automated
ball-and-strike reviews, then
promptly sold the sponsorship
rights to T-Mobile.

Of course, every business
innovation comes with trade-offs,
proving that nothing in modern
sports is sacred. The Super Bowl
half-time now lasts far longer
than it once did. The breaks
interrupt the flow of games.
Something is undeniably lost
when every pause in the action
becomes an opportunity to sell
more stuff.

American sports commissioners
and executives are fine with the
compromise because the job isn’t
to preserve sports like museum
pieces. It’s to leave sports stronger
than they found them.

Singer Madonna with former Brazil football players Ronaldinho (left) and Ronaldo during the World Cup final half-time show on July 19. It was the

future, though at the expense of a
more free-flowing match.

In another commercial leap
forward, the July 19 final featured
the tournament’s first-ever Super
Bowl-style half-time show. BTS,
Madonna and Shakira were
among the headliners, likely
drawing an audience well beyond

first-ever Super Bowl-styl

philosophy that leads American
professional sports leagues to
welcome dynamic pricing and
official resale platforms.
It’s a money grab for sure, and
FIFAs

half-time show, with her, BTS and Shakira among the headliners. PHOTOS: REUTERS

US$10 billion. But more
importantly, FIFA’s money chase
isn’t costing it viewers. Over the
course of the tournament, it’s
en]oyed record-setting broadcast

fans who
corruption scandals are right to
bristle. They, more than FIFA,
seem to recognise that soccer has

sports fans i d in the final
(social media was filled with

of what one thinks of America’s
pro sports leagues, there’s no
denying that they are
economically healthier than ever.
FIFA has begun to embrace that
American approach to survival.
Fox, its US broadcast partner, will
reportedly make as much as
US$600 million selling ads during
datory hydration breaks

supply of digital entertainment.
As a result, rising rights fees, once
an engine of growth, aren't a sure
thing any more. It’s a reality that

implemented to protect players’
safety. It’s a windfall for the
network that should make World
Cup rights more valuable in the

).

But it came at a cost: Thg
spectacle ran nearly twice a
standard 15-minute half-time
intermission, forcing athletes
with highly regimented routines
to simply sit and wait.

Off the field, FIFA president
Gianni Infantino has embraced
the same market logic. Defending
dynamic ticket pricing, he argued
that if fans are willing to pay
those prices on the secondary
market, FIFA should capture more
of that value itself. It's the same

unique among major
sports because it hasn’t
monetised every dead space.
Restraint has made the sport
distinctive. But as the global
media landscape fractures, soccer
can't afford restraint.

Soccer lovers can object to the
interruptions and spectacle, but
the economics are harder to argue
with. If FIFA di a more

, and not just in the
host cou.nmes Norway, Sweden
and Australia, among the handful
of nations reporting numbers,
saw all-time broadcast audience
size highs during the group stage
rounds.

Maintaining that global game
isn't easy; it requires constant
evolution. At the July 19 match,
that evolution was on full display,
thanks to an American playbook.
FIFA would be wise to keep
following it. BLOOMBERG

profitable version of the World
Cup that audiences still embrace,
every major soccer competition
will face pressure to follow.

So far, the association is
projecting record revenues of

» Adam Minter is a Bloomberg
Opinion columnist covering the
business of sports. He is the author,
most recently, of Secondhand:
Travels In The New Global Garage
Sale.

BTS performing
during the World
Cup final
half-time show
on July 19. Soccer
lovers can object
to the
interruptions and
spectacle, but
the economics
are harder to
argue with, says
the writer.

Grim outlook for Arab

States

FROM B1

host-nation military facilities the

US has access to in the Middle
East, with more than a dozen in
the Persian Gulf alone.

For their part, regional allies see
the US playing a critical role not
only in terms of supplying the
most advanced defence
equipment, but more importantly,
maintaining open sea lanes
crucial for maritime commerce,
and also balancing against their
strategic rival, Iran. This is the
larger strategic picture that US
allies in the Middle East hope
Washington does not lose sight of.

To that end, the war is
presumably about eroding not
only Iranian tactical capabllmes
but also its strategic influence in
the region, which Tehran has
hitherto parlayed through its
relationships with Shi'ite militias
in Iraq, the Houthis in Yemen,
Hezbollah in Lebanon, Hamas in
Palestine, and, until its collapse in
December 2024, the Assad regime
in Syria.

caught in crossfire

‘While many of these Iranian
allies have been crippled by way
of mostly Israeli operations, they
have not been - and are unlikely
to be - eliminated entirely. What
this means is that there is every
chance they will seek ways to
regroup, reconstitute, rearm and
rebuild in time.

On July 20, the Houthis
announced a maritime blockade
on Saudi Arabia, opening a new
front in the war. Iran had been
pressing the Houthis to close the
Bab el-Mandeb gateway to the
Red Sea, which had allowed the
Saudis to divert its oil exports
from the Strait of Hormuz.

The harsh reality is that Gulf
Arab states cannot afford to drop
backchannel talks with Tehran,
even as they continue to be
targeted by the Iranians.

At the same time, they cannot
cut ties with the US either,
notwithstanding private
misgivings about US reliability or
the paradox that the US bases and
installations that were meant to
protect them have in fact placed

them in Iran’s sights. There is
simply no other security provider.
China has been content to stand
on the sidelines, Russia is
preoccupied with its own
exhausting conflict with Ukraine,
and the Europeans are no longer
able to project power.

THE GULF RESPONSE

This is not to say that the Gulf
Arab states are in perfect
alignment among themselves on
the Iran question. Although all
their capitals have channels of
communication with Tehran that
remain open, notable differences
prevail in their positions on
conflict escalation.

On the face of it, the United
Arab Emirates appears most
robust in pushing back against
Iran. Abu Dhabi has expressed
deep disappointment with Tehran
for targeting it the most among
Arab states despite the close
relations Abu Dhabi has
cultivated with Tehran (not to
mention the sizeable Iranian
wealth domiciled in Dubai). To
that end, the UAE has taken a
strong stance and cast its lot with
the US and Israel, both of whom
have been the primary suppliers
of defence systems that have been
used against Iranian drone and
missile attacks.

Nevertheless, illustrative of the
complex strategic landscape in
the Gulf that does not lend to tidy
mapping, reports have also
surfaced that Abu Dhabi has been
pursuing deals with Tehran which
involve unlocking frozen Iranian
assets in exchange for an end to
attacks.

Bahrain, also victim of a
considerable number of lraman

is further accentuated by bilateral
differences between its two
anchor members, Saudi Arabia
and the UAE

NO GOOD ALTERNATIVES

For these reasons, even while
they explore new sources of
weapons such as South Korea and
Ukraine, America’s Gulf allies can

attacks, has cor

drawn closer to the UAE, which
has assisted Manama in repelling
these attacks.

Oman, on the other hand, has
hewed closely to its traditional
foreign policy approach of
maintaining good ties with all
parties including Iran, with which
it has had several rounds of
discussions on the possibility of
charging fees for Strait of Hormuz
transit.

Saudi Arabia, the presumptive
regional power with much at
stake, has prioritised the return of
stability over decisive victory,
while Qatar licks its wounds after
its good offices in mediating
US-Iran talks were repaid by new
Iranian strikes after the ceasefire.

These divergent views and
responses have also rendered the
Gulf Cooperation Council
ineffective in anything
resembling a collective response.
Indeed, the impotence of the GCC

be d to double down on
their dependence on the US
security umbrella against an
Iranian threat that is now no
longer an abstraction.

But therein lies the rub: The
absence of alternative sources of
strategic heft means that even as
they pursue pragmatic policies,
they will have to be price takers
in the face of a US administration
that sees security provision less
as a strategic matter of credibility,
public goods, and institutionalised
cooperation to sustain regional
stability, and more as a
commercial transaction in which
narrow self-interests are
paramount.

As the MOU between the US
and Iran unravels, the outlook is
grim for the Arab states caught in
the crossfire of start-stop
retaliatory strikes between the
two.

The Trump administration
cannot be unaware of the political

costs of a prolonged conflict as
the midterm elections set for
November draw closer. But having
been seen to back down once
with the ceasefire that is now
dead, a second TACO (Trump
Always Chickens Out) by Trump
looks even more remote. It
doesn’t help that in the absence
of strategic clarity, this deadly
game of chicken has come down
to who has the last word on
control over the Strait of Hormuz.

For Iranian leaders, Hormuz, a
chokepoint for energy exports
that gives Iran power over the
global economy, is vital leverage
the regime will not give up.
National pride aside, it is about
regime survival.

The upshot is if both parties
continue going down this road,
driven by a frame of mind that
sees battlefield escalation as the
way to a quick, transactional win,
the risks of mission creep rises.
How this ends is still unclear, but
what is apparent even now is that
the security of America’s friends
and allies in the Gulf has become
collateral damage to a deadly test
of wills.

« Joseph Chinyong Liow is dean and
Wang Gungwu Professor in East
Asian Affairs at the Lee Kuan Yew
School of Public Policy and chairman
of the Middle East Institute.
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