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No one killed Akhlag? 10 years after a
lynching, it’s a whole new India —
Aakash Joshi
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Climate change isn’t an ‘issue’ to add to
the list of things to worry about...Itis a
civilisational wake-up call

— Naomi Klein
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH
INVOLVES US ALL

New labour codes are
long overdue & welcome

HE ISSUE of factor market reforms — in particular,

land and labour — has been at the heart of policy de-

bates in India for decades. In its first term, the NDA

government had taken a stab at land reform. On Fri-
day, it pushed ahead with the equally contentious labour mar-
ket reform, notifying the implementation of the four labour
codes, five years after they were passed by Parliament. The new
codes, which replace 29 existing laws, seek to modernise labour
market regulations, ease compliance burden, widen the secur-
ity net for workers, including for gig and platform workers, and
encourage formalisation. They also seek to boost female labour
force participation and bring fixed-term employees on parity
with permanent employees. This marks a welcome transition
to asimpler and more predictable framework.

The complex web of labour regulations that existed till now
hasimposed huge costs on businesses and the wider economy.
Regulations which have to do with firm size, for instance, have
tended tolimit the emergence of large firms, especially in labour
intensive manufacturingsectors. With firms disincentivised to
expand and hire more workers, it hasled to too few firms scaling
up — as per astudy by ICRIER, amajority of firms in the manu-
facturing sector have less than 10 workers. This has had impli-
cations for manufacturing and formal job creation. The com-
pliance costs of onerous regulations have also led to firms
operating in the informal sector. Workers have thus remained
trapped inlow-productivity jobs. Alongside, the growing capital
intensity of production — the India Employment Report 2024
noted that “the production process has increasingly become
capital-intensive and labour-saving” —is at odds with a labour
abundant economy. The reforms being carried out now should
help address some of these issues.

The government’s move to notify the four codes should,
however, be just the first step in undoing the regulatory maze.
Asperareport from Teamlease titled Compliance 3.0, afirmin
India typically needs to comply with provisions under 1,536
acts, fulfill 69,233 compliances and complete 6,618 filings at
various levels of government. Steps are now being taken at both
the central and state level to address this. As per a report from
Axis Bank, complementing the Centre’s deregulation push —
which includes revoking the quality control orders recently —
16 states have implemented 38 reforms. These includeland, la-
bour and licensing reforms and decriminalisation of offences.
The Union Budget 2025-26 had spoken about regulatory re-
forms, “especially in matters of inspections and compliances”.
These should be tackled urgently.

COP 30 moves needle
on climate finance

TTHE UNFCCC’s annual conference of parties (COP),

it’s almost par for the course for deliberations to

stretch into extra time. COP 30, which concluded in

Belem, Brazil, on Saturday, also had to extend its
deadline by 18 hours. However, unlike most of the COPs in the
decade after the Paris Pact, the Belem summit has moved the
needle somewhat in breaking the impasse between developed
and developing countries on climate finance. At COP 30, coun-
tries agreed to set up a two-year programme to enable develop-
ing countries to mobilise at least $1.3 trillion every year by 2035
— finance essential for their climate action in the next decade.
The Belem deal also envisages tripling funds for climate adap-
tation over the next 10 years and operationalising the Loss and
Damage fund set up at COP28. The declaration falls short of ask-
ing for financial commitments from developed countries and,
therefore, does not completely match the ambition demanded
by emerging economies like India and China. However, it does
send out an important political signal on the need to address
the widening gap in climate finance and helps maintain press-
ure on developed countries to scale up their support.

Unilateral trade measures such as carbon adjustments — a
tarifflevied onimported goods that accounts for GHG emissions
during their production — were a major flashpoint at Belem.
India, Chinaand some other countries have called such measures
discriminatory and in violation of international trade laws. The
Belem declaration recognises their concern. The deal calls for
aligning commerce with climate action, but it also underscores
the need to avoid “disguised restriction on international trade”.
The Belem summit was the first climate COP since US Presi-

dent Donald Trump withdrew his country from the Paris Pact.
The meeting’s outcome reflects a shift in power equations in
climate diplomacy. Weakened by the US’s absence, the devel-
oped country bloc has shown some inclination to accommo-
date concerns of emerging economies. The more important
question — how to sync climate justice with the imperative of
addressing the global warming challenge —however, remains
unaddressed. The Belem declaration does not have aroadmap
to phase out fossil fuels. As a face saver, though, COP 30 presi-
dent André Aranha Corréa do Lago proposed the creation of a
platform to enable such a transition. This would be a voluntary
initiative and not backed by the force of the UNFCCC. The
Belem summit has restored some trust in the fraying global cli-
mate negotiation process. The challenge now is to take on the
tougher challenge of expediting climate action.
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“ribal belt— almost NaYal-mukt:

Bihar has got tall promises, it needs a
credible development strategy

HE NATIONAL Democratic

Alliance (NDA) deserves

compliments for its landslide

victory in Bihar. Being the

state’s longest-serving Chief
Minister is no mean achievement for Nit-
ish Kumar, given India’s extremely com-
petitive politics. It was also refreshing to
see the NDA’s attempt to shift the state’s
electoral grammar, from a “M-Y” formu-
lation that denoted a religion-caste coali-
tion to framing “M-Y” as mahila and
youth. However, a fundamental question
still needs to be asked: How can Bihar
move past its bottom, or near-bottom,
rankin most social and economic indica-
tors? Last week, while delivering the
Ramnath Goenka lecture, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi gave a clarion call for
progress —“Vikas, vikas, aur sirfvikas”.
If this remains the Nitish Kumar govern-
ment’s focus for the next five years, Bihar
can perhaps witness a notable change in
its ranking.

There has, of course, been an im-
provementin Bihar’s baseline social and
economic indicators: Electricity has
reached homes, highways have stitched
districts, and law and order hasimproved
somewhat. Building on that foundation,
the NDA has promised MSMEs, indus-
trial parks, expressways, skill centres —
all necessary ingredients for the state to
move towards a resilient growth story.

The Mukhyamantri Mahila Rojgar Yo-
jana has been credited by many as con-
solidating the NDA’'s women’s vote bank.
It began with a simple Rs 10,000 transfer
to75lakh women in Jeevika SHGs; today
that universe stands at 1.5 crore. Trans-
late that into fiscal terms, and the outlay

already touches Rs 15,000 crore. The
meter is still running with enrolments
open till December. More intriguingly,
the NDA has promised up to Rs 21akh in
assistance after an assessment six
months later. Whether this is a grant, a
soft loan, or a hybrid remains unclear.
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But one must ask, with some seriousness: ASHOK
What livelihood can a woman make with

aone-time transfer of Rs 10,0007 Is it not G%LATI AND
a dole? Such doles cannot substitute for IDISHA

a viable income model. CHANDA

If Bihar truly wants to turn vikas into
something more than an electoral slogan,
its youth must be at the focus of its devel-
opment strategy. Yet the 15-29 age group
has a Labour Force Participation Rate
(LFPR) of just 34.6 per cent, far below In-
dia’s 46.5 per cent (PLFS 2023-24). For such
acohort, the NDA manifesto has promised
1crore governmentjobs. Even ata modest
salary of Rs 15,000-20,000 a month, the
annual bill for this would be Rs
1.8-2.4 lakh crore against the
state’s total budget of Rs 3.171akh
crore. The prospect of fulfilling
this promise appears remote.

In 2024, Bihar hosted the
Business Connect Summit and
attracted Rs1.811akh croreinin-
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In 2024, Bihar hosted the
Business Connect Summit
and attracted Rs 1.811akh
crore in investment proposals,
with players like the Adani

dence, not fiscal overreach. In fact, the
Industrial Investment Promotion Pack-
age 2025 is a step in the right direction,
offering employment-linked incentives
such as Rs 5,000 per employee per month
for textiles (with up to 300 per cent
ESI/EPF support) and Rs 2,000 for other
units (with 100 per cent ESI/EPF sup-
port). This is essentially the job strategy
the state should have been advertising,
not fiscally untenable schemes.

While thanking BJP karyakartas for
the NDA’slandslide victory, PM Modi said
thatjust as the Ganga flows from Bihar to
Bengal, this victory wave will also move
in the same direction. West Bengal is sup-
posed to have assembly elections in
March 2026, and the BJPis gearing up for
afierce election battle in Bengal to defeat
the TMC. Will the BJP follow the same
model of Bihar, promising Rs 10,000 or
even more to a woman in each family?
Will that work? To answer this,
one must compare Nitish’s ten-
ure with that of Mamata Baner-
jee’s since 2011-12.

Between 2011-12 and 2024-25,
Bengal’s average annual GDP
growth was 4.8 per cent, while
Bihar posted a growth of 6.5 per

vestment proposals, with players Group and Sun cent. In agriculture, Bengal grew

like the Adani Group and Sun Petrochemicals stepping up. at 2.9 per cent versus Bihar’s 4

Petrochemicals stepping up. . . per cent. On paper, Bihar looks
Thatis what a credible

That is what a credible develop-
ment strategy looks like — using
incentives to attract private in-
vestment rather than expanding
an already strained public pay-
roll. Nitish Kumar deserves
credit for setting the stage, but
investors need sustained confi-

development strategy looks
like — using incentives to
attract private investment
rather than expanding an
already strained public payroll

like a stronger performer. Yet,
the development story diverges
sharply when viewed through a
poverty lens. Bengal’s multidi-
mensional poverty fell from 58
per cent in 2005-06 to 8.6 per
centin 2022-23, awhopping drop
by 85 per cent. But Bihar’s pov-

erty moved from 78 per cent to 27 per
cent, adrop by 65 per cent. Despite slower
growth, Bengal lifted far more people
out of deprivation. What explains
this divergence?

The answer lies in demographics. Ben-
gal’spopulation is growing at 0.5 per cent
per annum, compared to India’s 0.9 per
cent and Bihar’s1.43 per cent. Bihar’s fer-
tility rate is 3 compared to India’s 2, and
Bengal’s 1.6. This explains why even with
faster faster-growing GDP, Bihar’s per
capita income remained at the bottom.

Another reason is agricultural diver-
sification and intensification. Both states
are dominated by small landholdings:
Agriculture employs 54 per cent of
Bihar’s workforce, and the average agri-
culture holding is just 0.39 ha. In
contrast, Bengal agriculture engages only
38 per cent of the workforce with an aver-
age holding size of 0.76 ha (Agriculture
Census 2015-16). Further, Bengal’s crop-
ping intensity stands at 193 per cent, the
second highest in India, while in Bihar it
remains at 148 per cent. Nearly 18 per
cent of Bengal’s gross cropped area is
under high-value horticulture against
Bihar’s 7 per cent. Fishery also makes
Bengal better as it accounts for 15 per cent
of the gross value of agri-output, while in
Bihar its contribution remains at
8 per cent.

Given all this, can the BJP storm the
Bengal fort with doles, or will it come up
with a more meaningful development
strategy? Only time will tell.

Gulati is Distinguished Professor and
Chanda a research assistant at ICRIER.
Views are personal

A temple completed is a milestone
in a new sacred geography

N OCTOBER 27, the Shri Ram
Janmabhoomi Teerth Kshetra
Trustannounced that the con-
structionoftheRam Templein
Ayodhya is complete. The
Trust further shared that the Dhwaj (flag) cer-
emony, in which Prime Minister Narendra

ADVAITA Modi will hoist the flag atop the temple’s shi-
KALA khara, is slated for November 25.

As Ayodhya’s temple reaches comple-
tion, Uttar Pradesh is fastemergingasIndia's
spiritual capital — a place where myth, his-
tory and pilgrimage infrastructure converge.
The moment offers us a chance to see more
clearly how corridors and circuits, faith and
architecture, are redefining what sacred
Indialooks like.

Ayodhya is not alone. Across India, cor-
ridors are being built, expanded, conse-
crated. The Kashi Vishwanath Corridor in
Varanasi enlarged the temple precinct, re-
stored smaller shrines, and reconnected the
sitetothe Ganga. The Mahakal Lok Corridor
in Ujjain extended the temple area dramati-
cally, with storytelling elements engraved in
pathways and murals.

In the Union Budget 2024-25, corridors
for Vishnupad Temple (Gaya) and the Ma-
habodhi Temple (Bodh Gaya) were an-
nounced — signalling that this is not piece-

Uttar Pradesh  meal temple-building but a coordinated
. . vision of sacred infrastructure.
is fast em,er,gmg Whatisdistinctive now in UPis how cor-
as India’s ridorswill link to the completion of the Ram
spiritual capital Temple. The newly widened Ram Path,
—a place Bhakti Path, Dharma Path and associated
road networks frame a pilgrim’sjourney not
Where myth’ as a path through congestion, but as a pro-
history and cession through purpose-crafted space.
pilgrimage These are narrative highways: Every turn,
converge. The  Vista, walkway will carry meaning.
moment offers UPisstaking a unique claim, not just as
acentre of Hindu pilgrimage but as an axis
usachanceto  where multiple streams of India's spiritual
see clearly how heritage converge. Alongside the Ra-
corridors and mayana circuit lies the Buddhist circuit —
.. . Sarnath, Kushinagar, Shravasti, Kau-
circuits, faith shambi, and others.
and With Rs 4,200 crore earmarked for this
architecture, Buddhist circuit, UPissendinga clear mess-
. s age: Thisisaland where Rama and Buddha
are redefmmg speak to the world. The infrastructure,
what sacred amenities, and outreach are being built not
Indialooks like

just for domestic pilgrims, but for global
seekers. The effect? A state thatis not merely

religiously rich, but spiritually plural and
globally connected.

What does a spiritual capital feel like? It
isn'tjustabout temples; it's about the journey.
The path a pilgrim walks will now be as in-
tentional as the shrine they reach.

In Ayodhya, roads are being expanded to
four lanes, new hotels are rising, and plan-
ning anticipates international arrivals. The
Buddhist circuit, too, isbeing equipped with
global-standard facilities and collaborative
promotion. The Mahakal Lok Corridor, 900
metreslong, is an example of storytelling in
stone — scenes from the Shiva Purana
painted in murals along the way.

Acompleted temple and robust corridors
aren’t just spiritual; they are engines of re-
generation. The influx of devotees spurs hos-
pitality, transport, handicrafts, local business
— all part of the resurfacing of old towns.

UP’s vision is bold: That devotion can be
a catalyst for livelihoods, that heritage can
be a frameworKk for rejuvenation. With the
temple’s completion, that vision acquires
credibility. What follows will be whether that
economic uplift travels deep intolocal com-
munities and respects the cultural threads
already living in these towns.

With construction complete, the focus
shifts from makingtosustaining. The Dhwaj
ceremony marks the transition frombuilding
tobeing. The corridorswillnolongerjustlead
to the temple — they will be part of its life.

UP’s new tourism and pilgrim policy
shows how sacred infrastructure is being
positioned for the future. Heritage isbeing
reimagined for global access. Myth is not
bound tothe past —itisbeingrecrafted for
anew India.

Astheflagisraised on November 25, 1in-
vite every pilgrim and citizen to come not
just to see, but to feel. Walk the Ram Path.
Pausein the courtyards. Sense how architec-
ture, light and ritual come together. Let your
consciousnessjoin the pilgrimage — notjust
outward, butinward. When you visit Sarnath
or Kushinagar, carry the awareness that this
land is being woven anew — with stories
ancient and contemporary. As you traverse
corridors and circuits, know you inhabit a
moment where India is constructing its
sacred geography for a new era.

Kala is a writer, including of the novel,
Almost Single

ForKyiv, atamiliar betrayal
dressed up as peace
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SAPTARSHI

BASAK

Should
Trump’s plan
become the
foundation of
‘peace’, not only
willitbe a
victory for
Russia, it will
alsomark a
defeat for the
international
order. It would
signal that
smaller nations
remain
vulnerable to
great-power
competition

ORE THAN 30 years ago, Ukraine was co-
erced into relinquishing what was then the
world’s third-largest stockpile of nuclear
weapons. It was seen as the right thing to do.
Maintaining an independent nuclear pro-
gramme would have been expensive, and by dismantling its
missiles and silos, Kyiv strengthened the global non-prolifer-
ation regime. That decision, however, rested on security as-
surances from the international community — including the
West and Russia — under what became known as the 1994
Budapest Memorandum.

Russia has violated that agreement twice, in 2014 and 2022.
But the West, too, has failed to uphold the guarantees it pledged
atBudapest. It chose to treat the Memorandum merely as a set of
political assurances, and Vladimir Putin calculated that the West
lacked the will to defend Ukraine militarily. That gamble paid off.
Nearly four yearsinto Russia’s invasion, Ukraine again confronts
the familiar sting of abandonment, as Donald Trump advances
aplan that would, in effect, deliver the Kremlin a victory.

The 28-point plan betrays Ukraine on three counts. The first
concernsterritory, stating that Crimea, Luhansk and Donetsk will
be recognised as de facto Russian, including by the US. This is a
directviolation of Ukrainian sovereignty and fulfils one of Putin’s
earliest demands that the Donbas should be ceded to Russia be-
cause it is supposedly “Russian land” in need of “liberation”.

The second concerns Ukraine’s autonomy. Point 7 essen-
tially states that Ukraine can never join NATO and that NATO
can never accept Ukraine. This is another central Russian de-
mand. Under international law, every sovereign state has the
right to determine its own security arrangements. Even if
Ukraine were to choose neutrality, neutrality imposed through
coercion is no neutrality at all. NATO’s founding principles af-
firm that any European democracy may apply for membership
if it meets the criteria. Declaring Ukraine permanently ineli-
gible, even for the sake of “peace”, violates that principle.

The third betrayal lies in Ukraine’s exclusion from the pro-
cess. Trump’s plan did not involve Kyiv — or even Europe — as
the talks were held between the US and Russia. So, just as
Ukraine was not an equal partner in drafting the Budapest
Memorandum, it has again been relegated to the sidelines
while a superpower and a great power decide its fate.

Should Trump’s plan become the foundation of “peace”, not
onlywillitbe a victory for Russia, it will also mark a defeat for the
international order. It would signal that smaller nations remain
vulnerable to great-power competition. The precedent it sets is
dangerous: That a great power can commit aggression, secure
gains, and looklegitimate simply by pledging nottoinvade again.

The only way to deter Putin is to make aggression costly.
Trump could have done that by tightening sanctions, acceler-
ating weapons and assistance to Ukraine, and committing to
stand by Volodymyr Zelenskyy. His plan does the opposite —
and, in the process, makes the world a more dangerous place.

The writer is deputy copy editor, The Indian Express.
saptarishi.basak@expressindia.com
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Vujpaves for priorin

Chandigarhtransferissue

JUSTICE K Mathew, who heads the one-man
commission appointed to determine the
Hindi-speaking areas of Punjab, which will
gotoHaryanainlieu of Chandigarh, indi-
cated that the areas to be transferred will be
from Abohar-Fazilka. He quoted Clause 7 (2)
of the memorandum of settlement signedin
July which states, “It had always been main-
: tained by Indira Gandhi that when Chandi-
o garhistogotoPunjab, some Hindi-speaking
=1 territories willgo toHaryana.”

LY e

= Assam Accordapollissue

WITH THE announcement of candidates for
the delayed elections in Assam, it has be-

epaperindianexpress.com .. .

come clear that the parties that have taken
opposite stands over the Assam Accord
would be fighting amongst themselves for a
majority of seats both for the Lok Sabha and
the Assembly. The Congress (1), which was
the only party fighting all the 126 Assembly
and 14 Lok Sabha constituencies, could be
placedin adifferent category. Though the
Congress (I) leaders point out that the
Assam agreement would be the main plank
of the campaign, it remains to be seen how
aggressive a stand it takes.

PM Gandhiand Ziato meet

PRIME MINISTER Rajiv Gandhi will pay an of-
ficial visit to Pakistan sometime in February
to hold talks with President Ziaul Hag and

PM Mohammad Khan Junejo. Pakistan Min-
ister of State for Foreign Affairs Zain Noo-
rani said Gandhi has accepted the invitation
extended to him by Pakistan. Zia will meet
Gandhiin New Delhion December 17.

Vajpayee for talks with China

BJP PRESIDENT Atal Bihari Vajpayee de-
manded that dialogue continue on the
Indo-Chinese border issue on a priority
basis. He said an agreement should be
hammered out on a sector-to-sector basis.
The former foreign minister strongly
pleaded for the resumption of traditional
Indo-Tibetan trade. The revival of traditional
trade and industry could salvage the econ-
omy of the hill regions.
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Gen Z’s focus should be to make polls
successful, [turn] support into votes
and institutionalise achievements.

— The Kathmandu Post
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An open letter to the new Chief Justice: A Thedisconnect:
five-point action plan for His Lordship

C RAJKUMAR

N NOVEMBER 24, Justice

Surya Kant assumes office as

Indias 53rd Chief Justice. Ata

time when democracies

around the world are facing a
variety of institutional challenges, India'sin-
stitutions continue to be robust, notwith-
standingthe high level of social expectations.
While all institutions are important in their
ownright, thejudiciaryistheonlyinstitution
with the power to interpret and evaluate the
actions of otherwings of the government, ac-
cording to the constitutionality criteria. The
framers of the Constitution had enormous
faithinthejudiciary, especially the Supreme
Court. That'swhy Article 142 of the Constitu-
tion notes, “The Supreme Court in the exer-
cise of its jurisdiction may pass such decree
or make such order as is necessary for doing
completejusticein any cause or matter pend-
ingbeforeit...”. The concept of “completejus-
tice” empowers the Court to transcend the
limitations of law.

Onassumingcharge as CJI, Justice Surya
Kant could consider givingimportancetothe
following five issues that will address current
challenges as well as shape the future of the
judiciary. One, fillup postsof judgesin the Su-
preme Court and high courts. Justice Surya
Kantwill have al5-month-longtenureasthe
CJI, during which he will lead the efforts for
the appointment of six new judges to the SC.
Morethan 300 posts ofjudges across various
high courts are also vacant. The new CJI,
therefore, has an opportunity to build the
next generation of the judiciary. Appoint-
ment ofjudgesto the high courts and the Su-
preme Court has been a matter of public de-
bate. The crux of this conversation is about
striking a critical balance between the im-
peratives related to the independence of the
judiciary and the objective of appointing
judges with competence and integrity. The
new CJI also has an opportunity to address
the issue of diversity, especially the need to
increase the number of women judges.

The second task for Justice Surya Kant is

LETTERS
ToTHE EDITOR

Nurture and protect

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘A
student’s death, a society in the
dock’ (IE November 23). The recent
case of a Class X student in Delhi
dying by suicide is a painful rem-
inder of how our children are
quietly breaking under pressure
while adults are busy blaming each
other. With student suicides rising
sharply across the country, itis clear
that academic stress, public sham-
ing, unrealistic expectations and
the loneliness created by social
media are creating undue pressure
on students. We urgently need
kinder classrooms, trained counsel-
lors, and an environment where
students feel safe to fail, speak, and
be understood. If we don’t fix our
obsession with perfection, we risk
losing more young lives.

Parul Rana, Zirakpur

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘A
student’s death, a society in the
dock’ (IE, November 22). The sui-
cide of a Delhi student lays bare a
disturbing reality: India’s schools,
meant to nurture and protect, are
increasingly turning into spaces
where cruelty, neglect and un-
checked authority can destroy
young lives. This tragedy is a symp-
tom of a failing system. The teen-
ager who leapt from a Metro station
left behind a heartbreaking note de-
scribing a humiliation at the hands
ofhisteachers.When a child signals
distress, indifference becomes a
form of violence. Real penalties for
both emotional and physical abuse
are urgently needed.

S S Paul, Nadia

Debate rekindled

THIS REFERS TO the report,
‘Centre’s Bill to let Delhi run Chandi-
garh directly sets off uproar in Pun-
jab’ (IE, November 23). The Centre’s
move to introduce the 131st Amend-
ment Bill has stirred political debate
across Punjab, with several parties
viewing it as an attempt to dilute the
state’slong-standing association with
Chandigarh. The debate has re-
kindled long-standing sentimentsin
Punjab, making it imperative for the
Centre to proceed with caution and
sensitivity. The change could under-
mine previous assurances by the
Centreregardingthe city’sstatusand
further strain Centre—state relations.

Sanjay Chopra, Mohali
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toaddress the pendency of cases. According
to the National Judicial Data Grid, approxi-
mately 47.56 million cases are pendingin dis-
trict and taluka (subordinate) courts, 6.38
million casesare pendingin high courts, and
88,000 are pending in the SC, as of Septem-
ber. In other words, 153 million cases are
pending across the judiciary. Justice Surya
Kant has already spoken about the use of
technology in addressing some of these is-
sues. A multi-pronged approach that in-
volves every possible reform, including, but
notlimited tofillingup of vacancies
across all levels of the judiciary, re-
visitingthe policies and regulations
relatingtoadjournment, reimagin-
ing the existing practice of appeals
across multiple levels of the judici-
ary, training and capacity building
of lawyers and judges in faster dis-
posal of cases, and other such initi-
atives, isimperative.

SC’s role during the Emergency
isareminder that vigilance
through institutional checks
and balances is the most
important way we can protect
and promote people’s rights
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The government (Centre and states) is a
party to SO per cent of the pending cases. Itis
important, therefore, that the judiciary and
the government work closely to address this
crisis. In arecent lecture, Justice Surya Kant
drew attention to the massive backlog and
warned that even the strongest legal aid
framework “loses its meaning when justice
arrivestoolate.” He described pendencyasa
direct threat to constitutional guarantees of
timely justice.

Three, establishing a national academy
forlawyers. There are about 1.8 mil-
lion lawyers in India, and about a
lakh enter the profession every year.
Thereis, thus,acompellingcase for
establishing a national academy,
different from the Bar Council of
India, which has regulatory powers
to maintain standardsin legal edu-
cation and thelegal profession. The
academy will function asatraining

institution and undertake capacity-building
initiatives to prepare the next generation of
lawyers andjudges. While the National Judi-
cial Academy in Bhopal and the statejudicial
academies have been able to pursue these
tasks for the benefit of judges, the country
does not have a national-level agency that
can focus purely on training lawyers. Private
sector organisations, includinglaw firms, cor-
porations, and other such business entities,
have programmestotrainlawyers. Butinde-
pendent legal practitioners across the
country need greater attention.

Four, promote judicial reforms. Justice
SuryaKanthasbeen at the forefrontin bring-
ing mediation to the centre stage of different
formsof dispute resolution in the country.On
several occasions, he hastalked about theim-
portance of mediation asacritical tool to pro-
mote access tojustice. He recently observed
that mediators not only resolve disputes but
also help preserve relationships between
people and different sections of society.
“They choose understanding over victory,
conversation over conquest, healing over
harm. Courts decide. Mediators heal. This
ancientwisdom has now found its most com-
prehensivelegal expression in the Mediation
Act0f2023,” he said.

For mediation to play a larger role in the
imagination of the legal and justice delivery
system, it isimportant towork towards build-
ing a wider consensus among the members
ofthe Bar.

Five, protecting the rule of law while
maintainingthe independence of thejudici-
ary. TheSChasarich history of protectingthe
rights and freedoms of ordinary people. But
it failed to rise to the occasion during the
Emergency, when executive excesses were
left unaddressed. The ADM Jabalpur case
(habeascorpuscase) remainsablot on theju-
diciary's record. The SC’s role during the
Emergency is a stark reminder that eternal
vigilance through institutional checks and
balancesis the mostimportant way by which
we can protect, preserve, and promote the
rights and freedoms of the people.

With hisexcellent record, unimpeachable
integrity and humane approach, Justice
Surya Kant is perfectly suited to address the
judiciary’s challenges. His tenure will be
keenly watched.

The writer is founding vice-chancellor,
O P Jindal Global University

PARTHA SINHA

THERE IS alovely absurdity to how we speak
about Large Language Models, as if we are
sculpting a human mind minus the clutter
that makes a mind human. We want intu-
ition without confusion, memory without
distortion, brilliance without doubt. Itislike
opening ajazz club, banning improvisation
and calling it progress.

For years, we trained machines to sound
like us. Now we shrinkback when they begin
sounding too much like us. The moment
theyimagine, welabelita malfunction. The
moment they offer ametaphor, we reach for
hazard signs. We built amirror and panicked
when the reflection began thinking for itself.

Humans were never monuments of
precision. We survive not by accuracy but by
instinct. The first person who saw lightning
and imagined God probably lived longer
than the one who waited for data validation.
Civilisation itself rests on elegant specula-
tion. Yet here we are, swirling the glass like
connoisseurs of truth, frowning when a
model “hallucinates™.

Claude Lévi-Strauss would have
chuckled at our anxiety. Myth, he said, was
the engine that cultures built to
manage contradiction. Astorywas
away of stitching chaos into coher-
ence. When an LLM fabricates a
quote, it is doing what humans
have always done: Smoothing the
wrinkles of uncertainty into a nar-
rativewe canbear. Perhapsan LLM

When a model hallucinates, it
is doing what we do when
truth alone feels insufficient:
Reaching for metaphor to
make the world more bearable

isjust the newest apprentice storyteller.

What is meaning if not a beautifully or-
ganised hallucination? Jacques Derrida re-
minded us that language is forever slipping
away from itself. No word stands still. Every
sentence gesturestowards another.Sowhen
a machine fills gaps or misremembers with
confidence, it is not betraying intelligence.
It is participating in the oldest grammar of
being human. Societies behave the same
way. Flags are hallucinations dyed into fab-
ric. Money is a hallucination printed on
special paper. We survive on shared fictions.

Somewhere in history, we decided that
accuracy was sacred. We mistook truth for
housekeeping, error for moral failure. Yet,
perfection has never been the purpose of
thought. Our fear of Al hallucination reveals
adeeperissue: Thatintelligence without un-
certainty feels mechanical, and certainty
without imagination feels sterile.

Ernst Kapp wrote that tools extend our
bodies. The hammer extends the fist. The
wheel extends the foot. By thatlogic, the LLM
is an extension of our tongue, a borrowed
mouth holding the sediment of everything
we have ever said. Yet, we scold it
for speaking too freely.

There is something strangely
touching about a model that mis-
quotes Friedrich Nietzsche with
conviction. It feels recognisably
human. It has read everything,
from scripture togossip, and isnow

Whatif Alis the most
human thing we ever built?

whispering its way through the muddle.
When humansinvent, we call itimagination.
When poets do it, we call it art. When mar-
ketersdoit, storytelling. When machinesdo
it, we callit hallucination. Perhaps originality
istolerated only when it stays carbon-based.

Friedrich Dessauer warned that technol-
ogy without imagination becomesablind in-
strument. The reverseis true aswell. Imagin-
ation without room for error becomes
propaganda. If we force these models into
factual obedience, we will end up with ma-
chines that are flawless but lifeless, precise
but pointless — the spiritual equivalent of a
corporate mission statement.

The miracle of LLMsisnottheiraccuracy.
Itistheir music. When amodel hallucinates,
itisdoingwhat we dowhen truth alone feels
insufficient: Reaching for metaphortomake
the world slightly more bearable. Perhaps
the LLMisourecho. Anaccidental therapist
repeatingour own contradictionsbacktous.

We call it artificial intelligence. But what
if it is the most human thing we have ever
built? It dreams, stumbles, overgeneralises,
contradictsitself, and occasionally produces
poetry. Maybe the machineisnot hallucinat-
ing. Maybe it is improvising. Maybe the day
webuild amodel that never hallucinates will
be the day imagination quietly retires. Be-
cause a mind without a dream is not intelli-
gence. Itis only grammar with electricity.

The writer is an advisory professional

Why air pollution
isnt apublic
health priority

PURVI PATEL

IKE CLOCKWORK, the NCR hasslipped into the same

cycle of neglect, retreating indoors, wearing masks in-

frequently, and hoping the pollution disappears. But

air pollution is not a seasonal inconvenience. It is a

year-round health problem that refuses to become a
public-health priority. Action on air pollution remains stuck be-
tween “environmental” and “biological” realms due toits primary
source, fossil fuel combustion. Asahealth hazard, pollution pres-
ents a dual visibility challenge — its origins are hidden and its
health effects cannot be enumerated.

Coal power plants, industrial clusters, diesel fleets and brick
kilns operate out of sight, continuously releasing particulate
matter (PM) and toxic gases, which shape the baseline emissions
that every city breathes. Despite rapid growth in renewables, coal
still powers over 74 per cent of India’s electricity generation. In
North India, cold temperatures and local terrain trap pollutants
closetothe ground. AQI values help us measure concentrations,
but not toxicity or local health risk.

On the health side, air pollution does not cause a single dra-
matic, easily identifiable disease. Irritation and inflammation
from short-term exposure can mimic seasonal coughs, colds, and
infections, and exacerbate respiratory and heart diseases. Long-
term PM2.5 exposure not only extends non-communicable dis-
eases (NCD) but is now linked to new-onset hypertension, dia-
betes, neurological changes in healthy individuals, and rising
lung cancer in non-smokers and a reduction in life expectancy
by up to eight years in northern India. Because it is only one

LLUSTRATION: koma,  among many NCD risk factors
A and cannot be controlled like

salt or alcohol individually, it
remainsignored.

Exposure is the hardest to
assess. Unlike Covid, which
can be avoided through dis-
tancing, air pollution in India
is largely unavoidable. Nearly
everyone breathes PM2.5 far
above the WHO’s 5 pg/ms3
guideline. To link it to an ill-
ness, what matters is the dose
and duration, which isimposs-
ible to measure in patients.

Pollutants, as non-living
particles, lack antigens and do
not replicate like bacteria or
viruses. So, our immune sys-
tem cannot build antibodies or memory to make us “immune”.
Assuch, vaccines or medicines that can be deployed en masse
during health emergencies do not exist for pollution. Because
pollution affects multiple organs and systems, itis not possible
to precisely quantify the extent to which polluted air causes
any specificillness or death in an individual. This is often used
as an excuse. What we can measure are disease burdens and
trends in the population. The State of Global Air 2025 report es-
timated over two million pollution-attributable deaths in India
in 2023. However, contention over data ownership can still
delay action. Recent nationwide and multi-city studiesin The
Lancet Planetary Health have shown that for every 10 pg/ms3
increase in PM2.5, annual mortality rises by 8.6 per cent and
daily mortality by 1.4 per cent.

India’s health data remains scarce and underutilised. A sig-
nificant barrier is the uneven adoption of Electronic Health Rec-
ords (EHR). Unlike the mature EHR systems in Western coun-
tries, which enable query-based surveillance and near-real-time
analysis, our public health surveillance operates independently
of EHRs and relies heavily on manual data entry. This deprives
the health sector of the decisive role it should play in holding other
sectors accountable for population health, whether in air pollu-
tion, climate change or development projects.

The National Outdoor Air and Disease Surveillance tracks
daily aggregates of respiratory emergencies and admissions
from selected tertiary hospitals in cities under the National
Clean Air Programme. However, in its early stage, it captures
only acute respiratory illnesses, lacks advanced analytical ca-
pabilities, and has yet to generate credible evidence. Ironi-
cally, the very institutions that warn citizens about pollution
donot consistently report cases to the national system. These
limitations weaken its ability to estimate thresholds or issue
health-impact-based early warnings.

Together, these gaps create a serious disconnect between the
sectors that generate pollution, regulate it, monitor health im-
pacts, and the public. We then rely on reactive afterthoughts like
artificial rain, water cannons, more monitors, or antioxidant
foods, while accumulating serious health damage year afteryear,
drowning in the smog of our own consumption, and remaining
blind to systemic gaps.

The writer is former senior consultant, National Programme on Climate
Change and Human Health, National Centre for Disease Control

KRITIKA MEHTA

INDIA'S LOVE affair with the big screen has
survived cable TV, pirated CDs, downturns,
even a pandemic. But what technology
couldn’t break is now quietly being priced
out. Acrosscities, the average family doesin-
visible math before bookinga movie: Surge-
priced tickets, 18 per cent GST, convenience
fees, and popcorn that costs more than
lunch. The numbers add up fast. The Su-
preme Court recently flagged “exorbitant™
F&B rates —popcorn above Rs 500, soft
drinkssold at several times retail. For alower-
income or stretched middle-class family, the
message is unmistakable: This space isn’t
meant for you.

The movie hallis pushing out its audience

The Multiplex Association of India cites
anational average ticket price of Rs130, afig-
ure held down by small towns and weekday
cuts. Theurban truth isdifferent. PVRINOX
reported an average ticket price of Rs 254 in
Q1FY26, alongside record per-head food
spending. The big screen is becoming pre-
mium by design.

Taxtweaks haven’t helped much. Tickets
below Rs 100 attract 5 per cent GST, but al-
most every multiplex ticket crosses into the
18 per cent slab. Karnataka’s Rs 200 cap of-
fered relief, but without regulating conces-
sions, the movie-night bill remains
stubbornly high.

For decades, single screens were the real
custodians of Indian film culture. They
brought Shah Rukh Khan to small towns
and Rajinikanth to working-class neigh-
bourhoods. Today, from over 20,000
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screens in the1980s, India is down to fewer
than 6,000. High costs, lack of easy credit,
content tilted toward multiplex-friendly
films, and the marketing muscle of corpor-
ate chains have pushed them to the mar-
gins. Opening a theatre is even harder. An
applicant requires nearly 20 licences and
separate NOCs for everything. In 2022, the
Centre announced a Model Theatre Policy
promising single-window clearance, but
nothing has moved since.

For decades, single screens were
the real custodians of Indian film
culture. Today, from over 20,000
screens in the 1980s, India is down
to fewer than 6,000

It’s fashionable to blame OTT for empty
auditoriums. But OTT simply absorbed
those priced out. For a few hundred rupees
a month, often bundled with mobile data,
families can watch new films on their TVs
and phones. The economics are brutally
simple. OTT may lack the communal elec-
tricity of a first-day-first-show, but at least it
offers access.

From a boardroom perspective, high-
margin F&B is irresistible. India’s biggest
multiplex chain earned more growth from
food than tickets last year. It shut loss-
making screens and doubled down on
premium neighbourhoods.

But the strategy is cannibalising its own
future. The overall footfall and occupancy
remainlow and the survival of filmsstill dep-
ends on discounts and aggressive promo-
tions. Meanwhile, PVRINOX reported aloss

of Rs114.3 crore in FY24. If audiences are pay-
ingmore, multiplexes are drowningin debt,
and producers are barely breaking even,
then who exactly is benefitting?

The brunt is also felt by independent
filmmakers, the creators of India’s most ac-
claimed small- and mid-budget cinema —
they struggle to secure meaningful show-
times back home. Cinema was once India’s
cheapest mass escape. Today, it is being en-
gineered into a class act. To preserve the
democraticjoy of cinema, regulate basic con-
cession prices, bringdown F&B rates, imple-
mentsingle-window theatre clearances, and
rethinkabusiness model that cannot survive
without excluding the very audience it was
built for.

The writer is an assistant film research officer,
FTII, Pune. Views are personal
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Deeptiman Tiwary: The Killing of
Madvi Hidmais being seen as a major
psychological and operational
setback for the Maoists. What does
eliminating a figure like Hidma,
practically change on the ground and
what does it not change?

Hidma is one of those military leaders
whohad atremendousinfluenceinthearea
and on the psyche of the Maoists. Hewasan
invincible militaristic leader who could
launch attacks, cause great damage but at
the same time avoid the net of the security
forces. And when that sort of aleader is hit,
itwill definitely hit morale. Second, itis not
just Hidma who was hit. Along with him,
his entire protection team and some
members of Devji’s (Hidma’s closest aide)
team were also picked. Many divisional
committee members and platoon members
have also been arrested. Now, why did they
move out of Chhattisgarh? It was because
theywere not able to stand the pressure that
was being mounted by the forces, both Cen-
tral and state government forces. Today if
you see, except in north, south and western
Bastar, all of them have either surrendered
or have been removed from the scene.
Someleaders are left in Odisha but they, too,
have become very weak. In the present
scenario, my assessment is that this will
lead to a faster decimation of the party. A
large number of people are likely to sur-
render. If you remember when Mallojula

Venugopal Rao surren-
dered, he had called
out to everybody say- HOW
ipghthe}t this i; not ﬂ}}e GREYHOUNDS
right time to fight. He
said this is the time for ARE DIFFERENT
us to surrender and . . .
come into the main-  WHoOever joins, be it
stream. So, it’s no
longer the time for  ANIPS officer ora
e ey nerforthese - constable, they are
Deeptiman Tiwary: tal en based on
You’ve headed the 1
CRPF and in your thell’ﬁ tﬂ@SS,
time also Hidma strength and skill
inflicted casualties .
onthe Central sets. It is totally
forces and the
Chhattisgarh rank neutral. There
police. What made .
him so elusive? is always a hunger

He was a man from g
that area. He was from to learn mor (& be it
Puwarti village in h -
Sukma (Chhattisgarh)  JTOM the enemy or -~
and knew the area like f

the back of his palm. That was his biggest
advantage. Being a tribal himself, he could
blend and vanish quickly. He could com-
municate well with people. That was one of
his major strengths. There were some tacti-
cal errors that we have committed too,
which probably helped them. Either some
of the standard operating procedures were
ignored or not followed the way it should
have been. That’s the reason why we
wanted to fashion Commando Battalion for »
Resolute Action (CoBRA, 2008), on the
same lines as Greyhounds, to ensure that
we move in small numbers. That’s what
needs to be done in these operations be-
cause when we move in large numbers,
small mistakes can expose our movements.

Deeptiman Tiwary: How have
counter insurgency operations
evolved from the time you served
with the Greyhounds to your tenure
as DG, CRPF?

One of the reasons for Greyhound’s suc-
cess was also the type of intelligence input
that we got from the Subsidiary Intelli-
gence Bureau (SIB) and the state police. We
used to train the entire state police in jungle
tactics. But when I was in SIB, or in Grey-
hounds for that matter, HUMINT (human
intelligence) was the major chunk.
TECHINT (technical intelligence) was a
small part. Today, technology plays a much
bigger role in surveillance and tracking.
That is one of the major changes that has
happened. Hidma came into AP, the place
where Naxalite movement had actually
taken very strong roots, and that’s where
he was decimated. And not by the
TECHINT, but by sheer HUMINT. That’s
the beauty of the whole thing.

Deeptiman Tiwary: You are one of the
Kkey architects of the success of the
force, Greyhounds. You designed its
training modules, its strategy. What
made Greyhounds so successful?
Greyhounds was set up in 1989 by
KS Vyas (within the Andhra Pradesh Po-
lice). That was the time when NS Bhati, a
former Sashastra Seema Bal officer, joined
usand trained our forces. One of the beauti-
ful things with the Greyhounds was that
this was a deputation force of people who
used to come and go. Only fittest mattered.
Whosoeverjoined the force, from an IPS of-
ficer to a constable, they were taken based
ontheir fitness, strength and skill sets. It was
totally rank neutral. They were given about
14 weeks of training in jungle warfare, to-
tally unconventional. There are timeswhen
a sub-inspector was leading a unit which
was supposed to be led by a DSP. Even
among weapons, the AKs would be given
not to the leader of the team but to the best
shooter. We have never treated Naxals as
some band of untrained, uncouth fellows.
We alwayslooked at them as people who are

WHY KDURGA PRASAD

As former Director General of the Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF) and the officer who helped shape Andhra Pradesh’s elite anti-Maoist force,
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very good at adapting to the situation, in-
novating and improvising with what is
there. Let’srespect them for that. We would
raise ourselves much beyond them and
then hit them. There is always a hunger to
learn something more, both from the
enemy and from other forces. That’s why
we are different from other forces.

Jayprakash S Naidu: In 2021, Hidma
handed over the reins of the Battalion
1toBarsaDeva, another tribal from
the same village. Now, even though
Hidmais dead, there are over 100
people in Battalion 1who have
automatic and semi-automatic
weapons. How do you see this?

Unfortunately, I don’t know exactly
what’s happening today. Hidma might have
handed reins to Barsa Deva, but does he
have the same persona like Hidma? Many
have been associated with Hidma, but will
his death have an impact on their minds?
Will they say, ‘why all this struggle’? Because
now, their leaders are coming out and say-
ing that this is not the time. Their move-
ment is being watched by Andhra Pradesh
police. Just because Hidmadied, the police
and security forces are not going to bring
down theirlevel of alertness. It will continue
till we are certain that every major force out
there has surrendered.

AnKkita Deshkar: In several casesin
the past of surrender and
neutralisation, intelligence inputs
have led to major operations.In
Hidma’s case, what kind of
intelligence inputs would such an
operation getin the forest?

Generally, the information we get is in-
direct. For instance, in one operation, we
had intelligence that a large number of

shoes had been purchased in a particular
village. Separately, we were told a large
amountofrice, dal and other supplies were
bought in another village. We triangulated
this: if supplies are coming from here and
equipment from there, they are likely pre-
paring for a training camp. Then we study
the map — contours, water points, locations
wide enough for many people tostay —and
then launch an operation. It’s rare that
someone comes and says, “So-and-so is
here, pick him up.” That kind of direct in-
formation comes only occasionally, if
Maoists misbehave with women in villages
or when a villager’s child has been taken
away. Then, out of angst, people sometimes
give direct information. But mostly, in-
formation is indirect. We study maps, ter-
rain, their likely movement pat-
terns, everything. Out of 100
operations, maybe only in one or
two cases can we reach them with-
out being detected. They have
watches and security rings. If there

security forces and district administration
toreach out to families and encourage sur-
render and offer protection in return.

Many leaders have surrendered over the
years. We give full protection. The purpose
of surrender is to allow them to join the
mainstream. In fact, in Andhra, a former
leaderjoined politics, became an MLA, and
eventually aleader of the entire area. What
can be more transparent than that?

Ankita Deshkar: Maharashtrahasa
strong rehabilitation policy for
surrendered Naxals. How good are
these policies in other states?
Rehabilitation policies actually started
long ago in Andhra Pradesh. Other states
copied and improved upon them. In the
early days, those who surrendered
would get Rs 5 lakh to settle down.
Those who wanted to study were
helped backinto colleges.I know an
important leader who became an
engineer and a successful contrac-

are big leaders there canbetwoor SCANTHE  tor. Others became doctors after re-
threerings. Whenwe crossaring,we QR CODE turning to medical school. Skill de-
are detected and they usually open TO WATCH velopment and factory employment

fire first. If they don’t open fire and
want to surrender, we accept it. But
sometimes they miscalculate. Those who
survive are arrested. This is the reality.
Surrender hasbeen a major policy of the
Andhra Pradesh government, and now all
states follow something similar. Anyone
who wants to surrender can come through
aschoolteacher, the school they studied in,
a sarpanch, an MLA, a revenue officer, a
contractor, anyone. We give them an open
and safe route. In Hidma’s case, his mother
was requesting himto comeback. “Beta, aa
jao,” she kept saying. Local officers even
went and met her. His sister was also plead-
ing with him. We take proactive steps from

THE VIDEO

isthe next stage. In Andhra Pradesh,
we had Remote and Interior Area
Development (RIAD) Schemes. People who
surrendered were integrated through these
programmes so they wouldn’t feel aban-
doned or regret coming out of the forest.
But, I've been out of this stream for eight-
and-a-halfyears now, soIldon’t know the la-
test specifics, but every state is continuously
improving.

AnKkita Deshkar: On social media,
there are many people expressing
sympathy for Hidma and the poverty
in hisvillage. Do encounters like this
risk alienating tribal populations?
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However good or bad a person may have
been, for their parents, siblings and the vil-
lage, they are still “their” people. Naturally,
villagers will feel sympathy. What we must
dois help the village move past that loss —
not by giving benefits to individuals but by
improving the entire village. If facilitiesare
created — roads, water supply, access to
schools, medical care — people will see tan-
gible improvement. The message must be:
‘Ifhewasgiving you 10 per cent, we will give
you 90 or100 per cent’. That’s the stand gov-
ernments have to take. This approach is
why the Naxal movement vanished in
Andhra and Telangana.

Manas Srivastava: How should the
counter narrative be created so that
insurgentlegitimacy is weakened?

When Naxalism was at its peak in
Andhra, we had our own cultural troop.
They would go into the interiors, set up a
stage for three-four days and would enact
what happens when you actually join the
movement — you lose touch with your
family, with your good life and how you are
stopping development that is being brought
inby the government. In those days, we also
made cassettes with songs, sometimes the
same tunes like what Gaddar would sing.
Now, the scenario has changed. So now, one
of the things that our security forces even
CRPF do, particularly in Andhra and Telan-
gana, istheytake children from interior vil-
lages, bring them to cities, show them what
the world is like outside and how they can
benefit from it. This sort of support from the
security forces is enormous.

In our own CRPF camps, we started hos-
pitals in interior areas. In fact, Naxals
threatened the public not to go to these hos-
pitals or take medicines from there. We
would tell the people you don’t have to tell

INTEGRATING
NAXALSINTO
MAINSTREAM

The purpose of

us where the Naxals are, simply come and
use our services. Now, having taken abene-
fit from us, they would tell us not to go to
this place in the evening, etc. that kind of
information. So, slowly, trust building hap-
pened between the security forces and the
villagers. That has to continue and bridges
have to be built continuously.

Ritika Chopra: When the government
sets adeadline to eliminate Naxalism,
how does that translate into
operation planning?

I'll putit this way, if deadlines are given,
it will make the forces look at their own
strategies, tactics and revise whatever they
are doing. If the home minister or some-
body says this should be closed in six
months, if not six months, it may take eight
months, but then it is reachable and done.
When state forces and Central forces work
seamlessly together, then you get better re-
sults. That’s one of the things you see hap-
pening in Chhattisgarh now.

Ritika Chopra: What are the key
elements of along-term strategy to
prevent the revival of the movement?
Even if you have removed the thorn it
doesn’t mean that the field is ready for the
seeds to be planted. We have only removed
the weeds. The rest of the cultivation still
has to happen. Which means the govern-
ment and its agencies should move in. If
there are no
schools, schools
should start. If
youreadtheyear
2000 report of
Naxals on Telan-
ganaand Waran-
gal districts (to
giveduecreditto

surrenderis to them, they rec-

allowthemtojoin ~  thinesthatthey

I speak of) they

the mainstream. [n ~ say thatthesitu-

ation from the

Andhra, aformer 1980s to 2000

N . has changed

leader joined enormously and

. that the type of

politics, becamean  struggle forland

i 1 1-

MLA and evant. They say

that women who

eventually aleader — wereeartieronty
. in vill

of the entire area are going on

cycles and to

cities for jobs.
Earlier, teachers and medical staff would
not gointo interior villages for fear of being
harmed. Now all that is gone. So we have to
make sure that schools, hospitals and de-
velopmental agencies move in there, stay
where they are posted and make their ser-
vices available to the public.

Deeptiman Tiwary: Were there any
key mistakes, both operational or
political, that delayed India’s success
against Maoists? What would you
have done differently?

Take the example of Andhra, whichever
may be the political party, it was never said
that you stop anti-Naxal operations. Yes,
there was atime when the Naxals came out
for talks and when that happened, there
was a cessation of operations from our side.
In fact, when the talks were going on, I had
become Greyhounds’ chief. I said we have
been asked not to conduct operationsbutit
doesn’t stop us from training people. So, I
sent my officers todifferent districts totrain
local people on jungle warfare. I got my boys
to move from village to village. You don’t
engage with the enemy or go in search of
them but you see what’s happening. In
some states, there was a refusal to accept
that Naxals are a threat. And that is some-
thing which helped them sustain. It’slike a
balloon, half filled with air, you press one
place, it goes to another place. Sothey were
able to move from place to place. And look
what happened. They ran from there, they
came here and they were shot. Suppose the
Andhra police had closed shop saying that
nothing is happening in our area, then? So
any day it can happen, we must be alert.

Deeptiman Tiwary: In 2003, CP1
Maoist Ganapathy had said that ‘As
long as there is socio-economic
inequity, Iwill raise the dalam even
in Washington DC’. Can Maoismbe
revived in India?

Long ago, somebody had said that Ha-
ryana is such an advanced state, how can
there be a scope for any movement like Na-
xalism? My response then was that inequity
need not necessarily be financial. Even in
social status, if there’s inequity and people
feel the pinch, somebody can always stand
up and say this is unfair. And when he feels
heisnot heard for too long, then it that can
take the shape of violence. So why do you
give scope for that? Soif there is something
that is perceived and if we, as security of-
ficers or police officers, can address part of
it, let us take it as a divine duty that we
should attend to that immediately and see
that this sort of injustice is not just felt and
seen. Let’s put an end to that and that can
happen. So it need not necessarily be Gan-
apathy, it can be anybody else, it can be you,
it can be me. Only thing is, we should feel
that pinch so much that we stand up and
speak out.
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With Hasina
sentenced to
death, what next
for Bangladesh

SHUBHAJIT Roy

BANGLADESH’S OUSTED Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina
was sentenced to death on November 17 for crimes
against humanity during the unprecedented protests of
July-August 2024. Hasina, 78, has been living in India
since August 5, when she fled the country ahead of the
imminent collapse of her 16-year-old government.

The three-member International Crimes Tribunal
sentenced Hasina to death on two counts: the killing of
sixunarmed protestersin Dhaka’s Chankharpul on Au-
gust Slast year, and the shooting of six student protesters
in Ashulia the same day.

Besides this, Hasina was sentenced to imprisonment
until natural death for making inflammatory remarks
and ordering the use of deadly weapons against protest-
ing students. She was also found guilty of ordering the
extermination of student protesters through the use of
helicopters, drones and lethal weapons.

The verdict has drawn reactions across Bangladesh’s
political spectrum and society, and carries major impli-
cations for the election expected in February 2026.

Hasina’s fate

Predictably, Hasina, who ruled the country with aniron
fist, called the ruling “biased and politically motivated”. “I
am not afraid to face my accusersin a proper tribunal
where evidence can be weighed and tested fairly,” she said.

While Hasina brought development to Bangladesh, her
long legacy was marked by corruption, nepotism and alle-
gations she silenced detractors..

The verdict seals her fate for the near term and fuels
anti-Hasina sentiment. It also means she cannot return
to Bangladesh in the foreseeable future, ruling her out of
the country’s political processes.

The ruling casts ashadow on the Awami League, which
sheled. Since her depar-
ture, she hasnot putin
place any leadership struc-
ture to steer the party. Her
critics say sheisunwilling
tohand over the partytoa
younger rung of leaders,
and isinstead hoping her
son Joy and daughter
Putul will take charge.

However, party leaders
believe this approach
erodes her remaining
goodwillamong the
Awami League cadres, who
feel abandoned. They also
believe the party’s best bet
istomount adomestic

campaign againstitsbanin
the February polls, arguing
thatevenifit must face anti-
incumbency sentiment should it contest, it could still re-
tain some vote share and eventually reclaim its position.
However, this strategic calculation appearslost on Hasina.

Bangladesh’s former PM
Sheikh Hasina. ReUTERS

How leaders have reacted

Meanwhile, the ruling appears to have come as a
major shot in the arm for Nobel laureate and chief
advisor of the interim government Muhammad Yunus.

Effectively the interim PM, Yunus, who came into of-
ficein August 2024, said the ruling provided “important,
though limited, justice for the thousands™ affected.

Having held on to office with the stated objective of
political, judicial, legal and constitutional reforms before
the election, Yunus has fashioned himself as the Nelson
Mandela of Bangladesh, aleader seeking to end violence.
However, the delay in announcing the election had led to
political parties and the Army growing impatient with
his interim government. With that now resolved with the
election announcement, the verdict casts Yunus as the
figure who delivered justice to Bangladesh.

Rivals also hope to benefit from the ruling, chief
among them the main opposition Bangladesh National-
ist Party, kept out of power for nearly two decades.

For months, the BNP — which said the ruling
“ensured justice” — had been pushing Yunus for early
elections, hopingtoride the anti-Hasina sentiment
sweeping the country. However, it remains to be seen
how party chief and former PM Khaleda Zia will arrange
for her son Tarique Rahman — who hasbeen in self-im-
posed exile in the United Kingdom since 2008 — and
anoint him the party’s prime ministerial candidate.

The conservative Jamaat-e-Islami, which swept the
Dhaka University Central Students’ Union (DUCSU) in
September, also hopes to use the verdict toits advantage,
urging India to return Hasina to Bangladesh. For Jamaat,
the best-case scenario will be to emerge as an influential
political force in the election and then either partner with
the BNP or become the main Opposition in Parliament.

For the student protesters wholed the anti-Hasina
movement, the verdict could provide a much-needed
boost. After their National Citizen Party’s drubbingin the
September university elections, the students hope the
ruling will help them regain lost ground among the youth.

India’s approach

Despite demands from Bangladesh to have Hasina
extradited, India hasnot capitulated. In its statement, the
Ministry of External Affairs did not condemn the verdict
but merely “noted” it.

New Delhi does not want to actively intervene in what it
sees as Dhaka’s “internal affair”. Although there hasbeen
no official response to the extradition request, legal provi-
sions allow denial on the grounds that it is “political” in na-
ture or by raising concerns about the fairness of the trial.

Itisunlikely that India will review its approach, given
that it views Hasina as a friend and partner, especially
considering her crackdown on radicalism and anti-India
activities. This calculation is also based on the
assessment that handing Hasina over would not change
the attitude of the current Bangladesh establishment or
political class towards India.

* ECONOMY

Labour codes: What changes
for workers and employers

AANCHAL MAGAZINE

OVER FIVE years after Parliament cleared
the four labour codes replacing 29 central
labour laws, the government has moved
ahead with their implementation. Effective
November 21, the fourlabour codes — Code
on Wages, Code on Social Security, Indus-
trial Relations Code, and Occupational
Safety, Health and Working Conditions
(OSH) Code —seekto ease regulations and
compliance norms for employers, and en-
sure uniformity in wage structure and so-
cial security protection for workers.

While these codes are seen as moving
the needle for domestic manufacturing
with easier compliances; decriminalisation
of offences by replacing criminal penalties
like imprisonment with civil penalties like
fines for first-time offences; and incentives
for economies of scale, trade unions have
flagged changesrelated to hire and fire, re-
trenchment, fixed-term employment, and
curtailment of the right to strike.

Code on Wages

B Amalgamates four wages and pay-
ment related labour laws. Defines wage,
employee, minimum wage to cover all em-
ployees irrespective of industry, sector,
wage or gender. Earlier, these rules were for
employeesin scheduled employment only
and those below the monthly wage of Rs
24,000. A National Floor Wage will now be
the baseline wage, to be followed by all
states.

B Wage includes basic pay, dearness
allowance and retaining allowance, and is
to be the basis for calculation of benefits
and social security contributions. Deduc-
tions are to not exceed 50 per cent of the
total pay. Overtime wage is fixed at at least
twice the normal wage for any work beyond
normal working hours.

B The government has said that work-
ing hours will be between 8-12 hours/day
and no employee shall be required to work
for more than 48 hours a week. If an em-
ployee works for less than six days a week,
or flexibility in working is provided in the
rules, working hours shall not exceed 12
hours in a day including the interval for
rest.

B Time limit set for wage payments: end
of the shift (for daily); before weekly holiday

e AGRICULTURE

FOURNEWLABOURCODES

1. Many labour laws enacted be-
fore and just after Independence
were “designed for an economy
very different from today” and are
hence obsolete.

WHY WORKERS NEED THEM

® Limited social protection,
specially for contractual and

unorganised workers

2.Since thisis asubjectonthe
concurrent list, states have come
out with their own laws, and the
absence of a central code “results
inafragmented approach, re-
stricts uniform social security
benefits to workers across the na-
tion, and increases compliance
confusion for employers.”

(for weekly); within 2 days of end of fort-
night (for fortnightly); within 7 days of next
month (for monthly); within 2 days (for res-
ignation or termination).

B Wage slips, electronic or physical,
have tobeissued by every employer toem-
ployees on or before payment of wages.
This will ensure documentary proof of em-
ployment, wages, allowances, deductions,
and net pay to workets.

Codeon Social Security

B Merges nine existing social security
laws to cover both organised and unorgan-
ised sectors. Defines gig and platform
workers legally for the first time. National
registration and a social security fund for
unorganised and gig workers is stipulated.

B Social security schemes to be funded
wholly or partly by central and state gov-
ernments or corporate social responsibility
contributions. Aggregators for gig workers
to contribute 1-2 per cent of annual turn-
over for social security, capped at 5 per cent
ofthe amount payable by the aggregator to
gig workers.

W Fixed-term employees, appointed for
shorter terms, to be at par with permanent
workers. They will be eligible for gratuity
after1year of continuous service. Earlier, it
was limited to permanent workers after 5
years of service.

B Employees’ Provident Fund Organ-
isation (EPFO) coverage extended to all es-
tablishments having 20 or more em-
ployees, regardless of the industry type.
There is pan-India ESIC (Employees’ State
Insurance Corporation) coverage, versus
certain notified areas currently. ESIC cover
to be mandatory even if a single person is
engaged in hazardous occupation, as

® | ack of formal recognition for
workers across segments
such as gigand platform
workers, leading toun-
fair treatment and no
social security

® Absence of uniform
standardsin wages

Key Point

These codes are
seen as moving
the needle for
domestic
manufacturing
with easier
compliances;
decriminalisatio
n of offences by
replacing
criminal
penalties like
imprisonment
with civil
penalties like
fines for first-
time offences;
and incentives
for economies of
scale

WHY EMPLOYERS NEED
THEM

® Multiple labour laws hamper
business efficiency

® Heavy compliance burdenis
discouraging FDlinflows

® Excessive regulatory and

compliance requirements

adversely impact busi-
nesses expansion and

formalisation of
work

SOURCE: LABOUR MINISTRY

against the minimum 10 workers norm at
present. Plantation owners can join ESIC
voluntarily now. Provision to add parents-
in-law to family definition of female em-
ployees, with income cap.

B Appointment of ‘inspector-cum-fa-
cilitators’. Governments to notify inspec-
tion scheme that may provide for web-
based inspection and calling of
information.

Industrial Relations Code

B Merges three industrial laws. Defines
worker as any person (except an appren-
tice) employed in any industry to do any
manual, unskilled, skilled, technical, oper-
ational, clerical or supervisory work for hire
or reward. Includes sales promotion em-
ployees, workingjournalists, and those em-
ployed in supervisory capacity drawing
wages less than Rs 18,000.

B Introduction of fixed-term employ-
ment: facilitates hiring for shorter tenures,
linked to the industry’s seasonality. Trade
unions have objected to this norm.

B Threshold for seeking prior govern-
ment approval for layoff, retrenchment and
closure in factories, mines and plantations
hiked to 300 workers from 100. While in-
dustry states that this gives flexibility in hir-
ing, unions have said that this provision
eases hiring and firing.

B Extends conditions for a legal strike
from public utility services to all industrial
establishments. At present, workers of pub-
lic utilities, like water, electricity, natural
gas, telephone and other essential services,
haveto give a strike notice within six weeks
before striking or within 14 days of giving
such notice. The Code states that workers
cannot strike without giving notice within

The codes make laws uniform and
increase social security. But trade
unions have flagged changes related
to hiring-firing and going on strikes

60 days before striking or within 14 days of
giving such notice. The definition of strike
has been amended to include mass casual
leave, wherein casual leave hasbeen taken
by more than 50 per cent of the workers on
agiven day.

B The government said this has been
done to discourage flash strikes. Trade
unions have said these norms will limit the
power to strike.

B Introduces ‘negotiating union or
council’ — a trade union with 51 per cent
membership of workers will be the ‘sole ne-
gotiating union’. If there is more than one
trade union in an establishment, then the
negotiating council will be formed with
representatives of unions having 20 per
cent of workers as members, granting one
seat for each 20 per cent of verified mem-
bership. Trade unions have said this limits
powers of small unions.

OSH Code

B Merges 13 central labour laws. The
government said it will streamline com-
pliances via single registration, common
licences and electronic filings. Threshold
for obtaining a factory licence increased
from 10 workers to 20 for manufacturing
aided with power; from 20 to 40 for units
without power.

B Contract labour norms to apply on
contractors employing 50 workers, versus
the 20 workers earlier. Core and non-core
activities (sanitation, cateringetc.) of an es-
tablishment have been defined and em-
ployers given flexibility to employ contract
labour even in the core activities, subject to
conditions.

B Permits women to work in night
shifts, before 6 am and beyond 7 pm, sub-
ject to their consent and provisions for
safety. The definition of inter-state migrant
worker hasbeen expanded toinclude those
employed by an employer directly as
against through contractors only at
present.

B Mandatory appointment letters to be
issued by employers to every employee.
Earlier, laws did not explicitly mandate
such letters, especially for casual workers.
The prescribed formatislikely to have em-
ployee details, designation, category,
wages, and details of social security.

B Every employer is required to provide
annual health examinations or tests free of
cost to employees. Every factory employ-
ing 500 or more workers, employers em-
ploying 250 or more construction workers
and employers employing 100 or more
mine workers will need to constitute a
safety committee consisting of employers’
and workers’ representatives.

How Tamil Nadu’s record paddy harvest turned into a storage crisis

Arun Janardhanan
Chennai, November 23

LAST WEEK, Tamil Nadu Chief Minister
MK Stalin wrote to Prime Minister Nar-
endra Modi, asking him to relax paddy pro-
curement norms and raise targets totackle
the crisis in the state.

Only a month ago, the state had cel-
ebrated a “record year” for paddy
procurement. Here is why the state’s
bumper harvest has triggered a rolling cri-
sis in the Cauvery delta, sparking a blame
game between the state and the Centre.

How did Tamil Nadu end up with so
much paddy?

From June 1, Tamil Nadu realised
around 161.6 tmc ft of Cauvery water at Bill-
gundala — about 103 tmc ft more than its
entitlement for that period. The Mettur
dam hovered near full level in August, with
water storage above 90 tmc ft, giving Cau-
very delta farmers a sense of security.

That assurance translated into acreage.
In the Kuruvai (short-term) season, the
delta, which normally covers around 4.4
lakh acres, crossed 6.09 lakh acres by Au-
gust 10 — about 40% higher than normal,
and 57% more than last year.

This expansion fed directly into pro-
curement numbers. By February 1, 2025,
nearly 8 lakh tonnes of paddy had been
procured statewide, of which about 6.21akh
tonnes was from Cauvery delta districts
alone, with Thanjavur leading, followed by
Tiruvarur, Mayiladuthurai, and Cuddalore.

By July 29, Tamil Nadu was on the verge
of breaking its all-time record: 44.49 lakh
tonnes of paddy had been procured, just
short of the 44.95 lakh tonnes logged in
2020-21. Officials estimated the final tally
for 2024-25 could touch 47 lakh tonnes.

Why did the system buckle?

While the Kuruvai numbers looked
spectacular, they came with a catch —
time.

Thedelta’s

conditions

® Experts have
pushed for paddy
types better
matchedto delta
conditions and flood
patterns.

@ They also note that
FAQ norms were
never designed with
the delta’s specific
climate in mind.

®The state argues
that inflexible FAQ
standards — de-
signed for North In-
dian kharif condi-
tions — penalise
farmers who harvest
under monsoon
skies.

Because of unusual rain earlier in the
year, many farmers shifted crops or sowed
late. Kuruvai harvests bunched up closer to
the onset of the Northeast monsoon rather
than finishing ahead of it.

Therefore, when the first heavy
monsoon showers arrived, much of the
paddy was either standing in fields or
stacked in or near district procurement
centres (DPCs). Though officials eventually
ramped up daily evacuation, farmers be-
lieve these interventions came late. Visuals
of germinated paddy bags, stockpiles under
tarpaulins, and farmers drying grain by the
roadside brought heat on the government.

‘Moisture content’ problem

Theimmediate flashpointisatechnical
phrase: Fair Average Quality (FAQ) norms,
particularly the 17% cap on moisture
content imposed for procurement under
Central rules.

The Cauvery delta’s Kuruvai harvest co-
incides with the Northeast monsoon.

2THINGS TO KNOW

Farmers say it is unrealistic
to dry paddy to 17% moisture in humid,
rainy conditions.

The state argues that inflexible FAQ
standards — designed for North Indian
kharif conditions — penalise farmers who
harvest under monsoon skies.

On the procurement side, Tamil Nadu
Civil Supplies Corporation unions flag
chronic gaps — overloaded godowns and
yards, shrinking open storage, and short-
ages of field officers and loadmen.

Meanwhile, farmer leaders allege cor-
ruption and “proxy tenders” in lorry
contracts, forcing small farmers to rely on
middlemen who use their documents to
sell to DPCs and take margins.

However, beyond logistics, agronomists
and farmers point to deeper shifts in the
paddy ecosystem. Traditional, flood-resis-
tant varieties in the older delta have given
way to high-yielding hybrids and short-
term varieties that mature later and are less
suited to local water and soil conditions.

Moss spores survive nine monthsinspace | Russia’s push to take Pokrovskin Ukraine

A HANDFUL of moss spores survived
nine months exposed to space, with
80% of them still able to reproduce
oncebackinalabon Earth, according
toanew study, which was published in
thejournaliSciencelast week.

Moss — the small plant usually
found in damp, shady spots —is
already known for its resilience on
Earth.Itisamongthe earliestland
plants and has colonised some of the
harshest environments on the planet.

In March 2022, the scientistslocked
20,000 moss spores outside the Inter-
national Space Station and left them
exposed to space for 283 days. In Janu-
ary 2023, the spores were brought back
to Earth. The scientists found that
more than 80% of them had survived,
and of those, allbut11% had
successfully germinatedin
thelab.

Accordingto the study, moss
spores were able to survive due to the
multiple layers of spore walls that en-
case the reproductive tissue, offering
“passive shielding against space

SCIENCE

Moss is found in damp, shady spots. wikiIMEDIA COMMONS

stresses”.

Tomomichi Fujita, thelead author
of the study, told The Guardian,
“While moss may notbe on
the menu, its resilience
offers insightsinto develop-
ing sustainable life-support systems
in space. Mosses could help with
oxygen generation, humidity control
or even soil formation.”
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VALERY GERASIMOV, the chief of
Russia's general staff, told President
Vladimir Putin last week that
Moscow’s forces controlled more than
75% of the city of Pokrovsk
and were advancing.
Pokrovskis aroad and rail
junctionin Ukraine’s eastern Donetsk
region with a pre-war population of
some 60,000 people. It was previously
animportantlogistics hub for the

GLOBAL

UKkrainian army, being situatedona
keyroad which the troops used to
supply other embattled outposts
alongthe frontline.

Ukraine’s only mine pro-
ducing cokingcoal —usedin
itsonce vast steel industry -
isaround 10 km west of Pokrovsk.

Russia wants to take the whole of
the Donbas region, which comprises
the Luhansk and Donetsk provinces.
Ukraine still controls about 10% of
Donbas —an area of about 5,000
square kmin mostly northern
Donetsk.

Capturing Pokrovsk and Kostianty-
nivkatoits northeast, which Russian
forces are also trying to envelop,
would give Moscow a platform to drive
north towards the two biggest remain-
ing Ukrainian-controlled cities in Do-
netsk — Kramatorsk and Sloviansk.

It would also leave Ukraine's Dni-
propetrovsk region to the west, where
Russian forces say they have already
established a foothold, more vulner-
able to Russian advances. REUTERS
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Reforms code

Implementation of labour codes, a watershed

n Friday, the Centre issued four gazette

notifications for the four respective labour

code laws passed in 2019 and 2020, these
being: Code on Wages, Industrial Relations Code,
Code on Social Security and Code on Occupational
Safety and Health. These laws will finally come into
effect after all these years. But rules regarding
administrative and procedural issues remain to be
finalised for these codes to be implemented in right
earnest; it is hoped that these are readied sooner than
later.

The Centre can justifiably claim the
unification of 29 labour laws tobe a
landmark ease of doing business move. Over
1,400 rules have been scrunched into 365,
with the compliance formalities in terms of
registration, and filling up forms and
registers too coming down sharply.
Significantly, the codes make an attempt to
expand the social security net — bridging the
gap between a ‘labour aristocracy’ and the
rest. To this end, this government can rightly
claim credit for the net increase in numbers
under the Employees’ Provident Fund
Scheme. A notable reform move is the
creation of a category of ‘fixed term
employees’, apart from regular and contract
workers. The FTEs will receive benefits
equal to permanent workers after a year of
being in the job, except for retrenchment
compensation — bridging the gap between
permanent workers and the rest.

All forms of work will be covered under
minimum wage laws, and all workers shall
receive mandatory employment letters.
Women can work at night with the requisite
safety measures in place, and without wage
discrimination. Significantly, the estimated
10 million gig and platform workers will get
social security coverage, from contributions
by aggregators. The coverage of Employees’
State Insurance Corporation has been
expanded to cover all establishments with
over 10 employees and not just some notified
areas and hazardous industries. So, the codes
do not view ‘labour reforms’ as arace to the
bottom. Employers have much to cheer, as
self-certification for compliance becomes
the norm, and the labour inspector cum
facilitator’, as the term suggests, exercises
powers with due restraint.

But the codes have erred as well. As the
Parliamentary Standing Committee on the
IR code (April 2020) has observed, the code
uses ‘workers’ and ‘employees’
interchangeably, creating confusion when
they mean the same. This could impact
rights’ enforcement. Despite efforts at
extending social security cover, units
employing less than 10 workers on paper will
be exempt. The status quo of fragmented
production may continue undisturbed, as a
maze of contractors evade accountability.
Finally, labour flexibility cannot be pushed in
the absence of a social safety net in the form
of medical cover and provident fund
benefits. The codes have sought to strike a
balance. But as the House Panel has said, the
governance machinery should step up its act.
Itis for the rules, if not enabling legal
provisions, to improve implementation.

OTHER VOICES.
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Covid-19 inquiry: the UK did too little, too late

All four of the UK’s governments are criticised in the latest report from the
public inquiry into the coronavirus pandemic of 2020-22. The Northern
Ireland Executive’s response is judged to have been marred by political
divisions. In Scotland, Nicola Sturgeon did not involve cabinet colleagues
enough in decision-making. In Wales, Mark Drakeford’s government mirrored
some of the errors made in London, particularly when it delayed the
introduction of new restrictions in the autumn of 2020. But rightly, given its
responsibilities, size and resources, as well as its record, the UK administration
led by Boris Johnson comes in for the biggest share of blame. Some of
Heather Hallett’s findings regarding the political governance of the crisis are
already familiar. wonbon, Novemeer 21)

The&Moscow Times

Trump’s peace plan favours Russia

The Ukraine war peace plan proposed by the Trump administration has,
unsurprisingly, triggered a storm of reactions across the press, social media
and among experts. It clearly contains a major tilt in Russia’s favour. However, it
would be inaccurate to say that it merely fulfils Russia’s maximalist demands.
The 28-point draft imposes numerous restrictions on Ukraine and places a
heavy burden of obligations on it, effectively punishing the victim for resisting
the aggressor. Although the first point states that Ukraine’s sovereignty must
be preserved and confirmed, the subsequent provisions significantly
undermine that sovereignty. Ukraine is prohibited from maintaining an army
larger than 600,000 troops Ukraine is also barred from joining NATO, and
NATO is barred from accepting it as a member. (oscow, Novemser 21)
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TCA SRINIVASA RAGHAVAN

wo weeks back Donald

Trump, the mercurial

President of the United

States of America, declared

that there was now only G2
— America and China. Since then there
hasbeen alot of quiet heartburn in
India.

But how did we get left so far behind,
is a question no one any longer asks.
China’s dominant position in the world
economy is attributed to its large scale
industrial manufacturing policy. India’s
pygmy stature in manufacturing is
attributed the opposite, that is, to the
absence of scale and, indeed, its active
policy of discouraging it.

This diagnosis is now regarded as an
unalterable truth. But truth has many
dimensions and it is useful to consider
themaswell.

That requires an understanding of the
political aspects of what happensin an
economy. Very broadly it’s what you
choose as your first priority: labour or
capital. China chose capital. We have
chosen labour. That’s all there is to it.
I’m grating on about scale or its absence
without reference to other factors s,
well, idiotic.

This is not to say that scale should be
disregarded. Of course not. But it’s not
the only game in town.

Two things are required for achieving
scale. A vast amount of capital and a vast
market. After 1996 China got the
required capital from the West and its
market there, too.

India forswore both. The
consequences for manufacturing are
there for all to see.

A FALSE COMPARISON

But does that mean China got it right
and India didn’t? This is where we need
to be careful about what we say about
the comparison.

That involves recognising that
constraints are crucial in economics and
mustn’t be ignored. Any answer which
does that runs the risks of
mono-causation or, in plain language,
being nonsense.

Can a country pursue gigantic scale
manufacturing if it also simultaneously
upholds labour rights in the way India
does? Will a company employ 5,000
people in a single facility knowing that
disruptions can be engineered by any
two-bit labour leader?

Canan Indian company send away

VIS

hundreds of workers each month merely
because they have crossed a certain age,
usually around 30-35? Are spectacles
reason enough to sack a worker?

This is the main difference between
India and China. We have the Trade
Unions Act and the Industrial Disputes
Act. China doesn’t.

The concept of fairness, which forms
the basis of these Acts, is completely
alien to China in the context of the
individual. There, group rights take
precedence except when it comes to
labour.

Chinese governments also don’t have

We have the Trade
Unions Act and the
Industrial Disputes Act.
China doesn’t. The concept
of fairness, which forms
the basis of these Acts, is
completely alien to China
in the context of the
individual

to worry about political competition via
elections. We do. Chinaisn’t distracted
by distributional politics. We are always
distracted.

Chinese governments don’t have to
worry about rationing capital. We do.
China can focus solely on growth and
technology development. We can’t. And
so on. You get the point.

All this makes China an extremely
attractive destination for capital,
especially foreign. This in turn means
China can pursue scale without
hindrance. That is, China can aim for
unconstrained optima. We can’t.

But scale needs markets and, given
how small the Chinese domestic
markets are in relation to scale, exports
are the only way out. And because in
order to achieve market dominance
China can keep its costs down by one
means or another, it has got to where it
has.

China also targets foreign markets at
the expense of domestic ones. We do the
opposite. It is competitive politics and
the emphasis on rights — absence and
presence, respectively — that leads to
these opposite approaches.
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Indiaso far
chind China?

Unlike India, China prioritised capital over labour. It got the required capital from
the West and its market there, too. India forswore both

THE INDIAN APPROACH

But here’s a question that must be asked:
Is India really a manufacturing pygmy?
It may not have scale and it may not have
an overwhelming presence in the
international product markets or
sophisticated technology or quality but
does that mean it doesn’t add a huge
amount of value?

The answer perhaps lies in the
tradeables and non-tradeables
difference. It would be useful if some
institution like the NITI Aayog studied
the proportion of the two in India. I
think we make a lot of non-tradeables
for the domestic market which generate
alot of employment in the informal
sector about which, by definition, we
know next to nothing. They also keep
inflation in wage goods down.

Until we get a fix on the tradeables
and non-tradeables aspect of Indian
manufacturing we will be chasing the
wrong targets. It is true India needs
scale and production of tradeables. But
as the latest Labour Codes published by
the Central government once again
show, the interests of labour will always
come before that of capital.

COP30, and the climate finance letdown

The Global South is disillusioned, with most urgent finance decisions deferred to the next negotiating cycle

—
Aditya Sinha

Belém, Brazil ended with a deep

sense of disillusionment across
the Global South. The Mutirdo political
decision, framed as the heart of COP30’s
“implementation agenda,” ultimately
delivered a familiar pattern of diluted
ambition: lofty rhetoric from developed
countries but limited binding
commitments, vague pathways without
timelines, and symbolic frameworks
without adequate financial substance.
Even UN Secretary-General Anténio
Guterres conceded that COP30 “has not
delivered everything that is needed,”
stressing that the gap between decisions
and scientific urgency remains
“dangerously wide.”

The crisis of trust underpinning this
disappointment is rooted in a decade of
unmet promises. Developed countries’
flagship pledge (mobilising $100 billion
in climate finance annually by 2020) was
delivered only in 2022, two years late,
undermining confidence in subsequent
commitments. Against this backdrop,
the new finance goal established at
COP29in Baku, i.e., the New Collective
Quantified Goal (NCQG) of $300 billion
per year by 2035, was already seen as
modest, especially when developing
countries had formally called for at least
$1.3 trillion annually in the 2030s. This
figure aligns with broader assessments.
Global climate investment needs are
estimated at $7.4 trillion per year by
2030, with $2-3 trillion annually
required in developing countries alone
for mitigation, adaptation, and
associated financing costs.

Yet COP30 offered only a voluntary

T he UNFCCC COP30 summit in

“Baku-to-Belém Roadmap” that
envisages exploring mobilisation of $1.3
trillion by 2035, with no interim
milestones or mandatory pathways. This
means, first, that climate finance flows
are likely to remain close to the
historical average, roughly $100-115
billion, through most of this decade.
Second, that the NCQG remains vastly
disconnected from scientific
benchmarks. Further, Article 9.1 of the
Paris Agreement, which explicitly
obligates developed countries to provide
financial resources, is increasingly
treated as aspirational rather than
binding.

ADAPTATION FINANCE

Disconnect between urgency and
outcome is even more evident in
adaptation finance. Developing nations
approached COP30 united behind the
demand for a substantial increase in
adaptation funding by 2025 or 2030,
citing mounting evidence of a widening
adaptation gap. UNEP estimates that
adaptation costs for developing
countries could reach $215-387 billion
annually by 2030, rising to $315-565
billion by 2050, with a mid-point
estimate of $350 billion by 2035. Yet
adaptation finance today stands at
roughly $40 billion, representing less
than one-fifth of even the lower-bound
requirement.

In this context, COP30’s political
decision to “triple adaptation finance by
2035” fell flat. The pledge provides no
baseline year, no agreed definition of
what constitutes “adaptation finance,”
no enforcement mechanism, and no
interim benchmarks, making
monitoring effectively impossible. This
means, first, that the promise is

QUALITY OF FINANCE. Another
problem area REUTERS

structurally unverifiable; and second,
that developed countries have avoided
accountability for the Glasgow COP26
mandate to double adaptation finance by
2025, which has already been missed.

The quality of finance compounds the
problem. While adaptation requires
grant-based support for resilience, over
60 per cent of climate finance to
developing countries currently takes the
form of loans, increasing debt burdens.
One could argue that asking heavily
indebted countries (several of which
now spend more on debt servicing than
on health or education) to
“climate-proof” their economies
through loans is fundamentally unjust.
It shifts responsibility downward
precisely when historical emitters
should be stepping up.

LOSS AND DAMAGE FINANCE

The picture is equally troubling for loss
and damage finance. COP30 was the first
full COP after operationalising the Loss
and Damage Fund (LDF). On the
institutional side, there was some
progress. The Belém decision
operationalised the Fund in “start-up

mode” with a $250 million
Barbados-IMF-World Bank (BIM)
modality, and strengthened governance
through a review of the Warsaw
International Mechanism and enhanced
coordination via the Santiago Network.
But the key issue, actual money, remains
unresolved. As of COP30’s close, total
pledges to the LDF amount to $788.8
million, of which only $583 million has
been legally deposited. The Fund
currently holds approximately $407
million.

More concerning is that COP30
secured no new large-scale pledges from
developed countries, no replenishment
cycle, no interim targets, and no
obligation to scale the Fund towards
scientific need. This means, first, that
the LDF could effectively run dry by
2027 once early projects draw down the
modest start-up capital. Second, that the
Fund risks becoming another
“architecture without resources.”

The Belém package revealed two
uncomfortable truths. First, that the
most urgent finance decisions were
deferred to the next negotiating cycle.
Second, that climate impacts will
continue accelerating regardless of
diplomatic timelines. Rebuilding trust
now requires action in 2025. Developed
countries must, first, meet existing
pledges immediately, including
Glasgow’s adaptation target and LDF
contributions. They should also commit
to dramatically scaling up predictable,
grant-based finance for adaptation, loss
and damage, and clean development.
Otherwise, COPs will continue as
high-profile negotiations with
low-impact outcomes.

Sinha writes on macroeconomic and geopolitical issues
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Clear message

The five-day visit of the Afghan
Commerce Minister Alhaj Nooruddin
Azizi to India has generated a lot of
interest as it indicates New Delhi’s
readiness to do more business with

the Taliban regime. Not surprisingly
there wasafullhouseatan
interaction organised by an Indian
chamber with Azizi and his business
delegation.

The Afghan Minister gave an
impressive speech, talking in his local
language, promptly translated into
perfect English by his senior adviser.
He talked about the scope and
opportunities in his country for
Indian businesses with the audience
listening attentively to both him and
the translator.

And then it was question-answer
time. When a journalist asked the

Minister about the country’s
economic prospects, the Minister
suddenly switched languages and
started raging about the US blocking
$9 billion of Afghanistan’s funds and
Pakistan blocking its routes. The
audience’s jaw dropped as the
Minister was speaking in Hindustani!
Although Azizi was clearly puttingin
effort to speakin the Indian language
he obviously thought it was worthiit.
The Minister did not want his
important views on the USand
Pakistan to be lost in translation!
Battlelines drawn

While all eyes are on whether DK

Shivakumar will succeed in toppling
Siddaramiah for the top chairin
Karnataka, two other developments
have gone under the radar. JDS, the
regional party which is celebrating
25 years of its existence, is struggling
to find a State president outside of
its first family of Deve Gowda and his
progeny.

BJPislockedin aninternecine battle
for the State leadership as Vijayendra
Yeddyurappa’s term has come to an
end. In spite of governance paralysis
and internal feuds, if Congress is
sitting pretty it is not just because of
its brute majority in the Assembly

but the opposition’s own plight.
Basmatiirony

Recently, Kenya’s court of appeal
struck down an appeal by India
seeking protection for its basmati
rice. Alittle bird says the court’s
ruling could have been influenced by
the long-grained rice being grown in
that country. A family that moved to
Kenya from Pakistan took the
basmati paddy with it and began
cultivation in Kenya. Basmati
cultivation is on the rise in Kenyaand,
ironically, it is now trying to tackle
“fake basmati”.
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The Council of BJP

Nitish Kumar and the JD(U) are no
longer in command in Bihar

he composition of the newly sworn-in
T Council of Ministers in Bihar, and the dis-

tribution of portfolios, reflect the ongo-
ing realignment of power between the BJP and
the JD(U). JD(U) supremo Nitish Kumar retains
the post of Chief Minister, even though his party
finished second to the BJP in the Assembly elec-
tion. However, for the first time in his nearly 20
years as Chief Minister, he is not in charge of the
Home Department. Samrat Choudhary, one of
the two BJP Deputy Chief Ministers, now controls
this administratively powerful ministry. Vijay Ku-
mar Sinha, the other Deputy Chief Minister, has
been assigned revenue, land reforms, mines and
geology, further consolidating the BJP’s control
over critical administrative levers. The BJP holds
14 of the 26 ministerial berths and controls key
departments including health, law, road con-
struction, urban development, and agriculture.
The BJP has effectively taken a decisive step in
formally inverting the hierarchy of its alliance
with the JD(U) in its favour. While the BJP was the
larger party even in 2020, Nitish Kumar retained
crucial ministries. The social justice plank and
the composition of the previous Assembly gave
the JD(U) room to keep an alliance with the RJD
open. But the overwhelming sweep of the Nation-
al Democratic Alliance this time has not only
placed the BJP firmly on top but has also made
any exploration of alternatives by the JD(U) diffi-
cult, if not impossible.

Nitish Kumar is battling ill-health; while he re-
mains indispensable for the BJP, the party is also
carefully planning its long-term path. It has built
a wide and deep caste coalition, seeking to reach
communities that have traditionally viewed the
JD(U) as their platform. The induction of Ram Kri-
pal Yadav, a former Lalu Yadav loyalist who
joined the BJP, signals that Yadavs too can have a
place in the party. Through clever social engi-
neering and administrative manoeuvring, the BJP
has now positioned itself at the pole position of
Bihar politics. But the real challenge ahead is
good governance. The BJP may claim that its re-
peat victory is a popular endorsement of its pre-
vious government, but the State remains behind
on many development indicators. The true test
for the new Council will be whether it can pull Bi-
har forward. Bihar is home to nearly a tenth of In-
dia’s population, and the State’s development
can positively influence the entire country. The
Council should confront the substantial gover-
nance deficit honestly and work to address it with
active support from the Centre.

Difficult choices

Ukraine and its allies must seek to build
on Trump’s proposals

T he Trump administration’s draft peace

proposal for Ukraine has triggered pred-
ictable unease in Kyiv. President Volody-
myr Zelenskyy has warned that Ukraine now fac-
es a “very difficult choice”, risking the loss of its
dignity or a key partner. U.S. President Donald
Trump has urged him to accept the proposal by
Thanksgiving (November 27). Ukraine’s appre-
hensions are understandable. According to the
leaked draft of Mr. Trump’s 28-point plan, Kyiv
would be required to cede territory in Donetsk
and recognise Crimea, Donetsk and Luhansk as
de facto Russian. In the other two oblasts an-
nexed by Russia (Kherson and Zaporizhzhia), the
conflict would be frozen along the line of contact,
effectively allowing Moscow to retain the areas it
has seized. Russia would withdraw from the terri-
tories it has captured outside the five oblasts and
pledge not to attack neighbouring countries
again. The plan also demands Ukraine cap its
armed forces at 6,00,000 personnel and formal-
ly renounce its bid to join NATO. The bloc’s east-
ward expansion would be halted, sanctions on
Russia lifted, while Ukraine would receive “relia-
ble security guarantees”. The plan does not elab-
orate on these guarantees, but U.S. media said
that the Trump administration has circulated a
separate three-point plan, promising NATO-style
security assurances to Kyiv. Russian President
Vladimir Putin has positively responded to the
proposal, but Ukraine and its European partners
are scrambling to craft an alternative proposal to
achieve what they call “peace with dignity”.
Several elements of the Trump plan mirror
Russia’s long-standing demands, including the
halt of NATO’s eastward expansion. On the other
hand, the proposal that Ukraine cede territory is
not going to be easy for any Ukrainian leader to
implement. This makes it enormously difficult
for any mediator to craft a peace blueprint that
provides genuine common ground for the war-
ring parties. Any meaningful push for peace must
take into account at least three dimensions. First,
the reality on the battlefield; second, Ukraine’s
need for credible and lasting security assurances;
and third, the creation of a new security frame-
work in Europe. The military balance currently
favours Russia, which now controls over 20% of
pre-2014 Ukraine. Mr. Zelenskyy’s regime, on the
other hand, is grappling with corruption scan-
dals. The tragedy of Ukraine is that it is trapped in
the great power rivalry between the West and
Russia. Trust has evaporated, and the post-Cold
War European security order lies in tatters. A
peace deal must address this lack of trust and
seek to build a new security equilibrium in the re-
gion, addressing Europe’s fears and Russia’s con-
cerns. None of these goals can be achieved
through an open-ended war. Mr. Trump’s plan,
though imperfect, at least offers a structured fra-
mework for dialogue, involving the U.S., Europe,
NATO, Ukraine and Russia.

CM
K

The letter has won but the spirit has not lost

he Republic of India has had 15

Presidents over 16 presidencies, its

inaugural President, Dr. Rajendra

Prasad having served two terms. Of the
number of Governors appointed since 1947, the
figure is too large to be counted.

The holders of these two high offices can do
great good, sometimes not a little harm and very
or most often, prefer an almost Advaitic
selflessness that leaves no mark whatever — a
self-protecting mechanism. It is better to be not
remembered at all than remembered negatively. I
have often wondered why these high
functionaries, when they are males as they
invariably are, carry pens in the pockets of their
coats. The pen is almost a piece of their essential
‘getting ready’-ness. It makes them seem
ever-ready to sign the paper put up to them,
wherever they are.

The master cartoonist, Abu Abraham,
immortalised the 1975 moment when the then
President signed the proclamation of the national
emergency by a searing cartoon that showed him
signing the paper when it was brought to him
(this time with the stylus) at a very odd moment.
Signatures can be affixed all too easily, when what
is required is saying, ‘No, very sorry, but no.” The
reason may be plain gratitude for being where the
Excellency wants to be.

Equally, when a signature is declined not out
of genuine reservations but out of bias, an Abu
Abraham or an R.K. Laxman is needed to depict
the scene. Assents when given in fear or refused
out of bias are infractions of Constitutional
responsibility.

Reflections from the past
As one who knows that sometimes a signature
(and more) can be affixed by a President on his
own, without ‘aid or advice’ and without a care
on whether what he was doing would ‘go down
well or not’, I must recall here President R.
Venkataraman (his years in office: 1987-92) and
President K. R. Narayanan (years in office:
1997-2002). The pen was used by RV, confidently.
It was used by KRN, independently. No cabinet as
much as whispered disquiet. Morality was not
coy with them, nor fairness halting.

The Prime Ministers RV’s term coincided with
— Rajiv Gandhi, V.P. Singh and Chandra Shekhar
— were all strong-willed men but they were
first-time incumbents of their pivotal office while
RV’s experience of political and constitutional
office was infinitely bigger. It was natural that
they deferred to him when on Bills or other
recommendations he had a view contrary to the
cabinet’s; he put it across to them in one-on-one
confidential discussions, that being his way. The
fourth Prime Minister who overlapped with RV,
P.V. Narasimha Rao, thought-partnered him more
than he did his own cabinet colleagues. There
was no scope for friction.

In 1997, the Union Cabinet headed by Prime

Gopalkrishna
Gandhi

was Secretary to the
President, and a
Governor of West
Bengal and Bihar

In the 16th
Presidential
Reference, the
top court has
upheld the
letter and the
spirit of the
Constitution

Minister I.K. Gujral recommended to KRN the
dismissal of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
government in Uttar Pradesh headed by Kalyan
Singh. KRN’s world view and that of the BJP did
not match. But he was the President of India, not
just a resident of Rashtrapati Bhavan, answerable
to the values of the Constitution. He did not agree
with the recommendation of dismissal and sent it
back for reconsideration. The recommendation
did not come back.

By 1998, the BJP was in power at the Centre
and the newly appointed Governor of Bihar
recommended that the government of Rabri Devi
be dismissed and President’s Rule imposed under
Article 356 of the Constitution of India. The
Governor had sent what was claimed to be a
fool-proof case showing financial
mismanagement and poor law and order
markers. KRN demurred, and sent the
recommendation back. Prime Minister A.B.
Vajpayee’s cabinet did not repeat the
recommendation. KRN’s action in returning these
recommendations had no politics to it. Zero. It
had only fairness, Constitutional fairness. It had
only morality, Constitutional morality. Fairness
and morality are unmistakable. As are their
opposites.

RV and KRN could be frank with the
government when frankness was called for and
they were not misunderstood for the government
knew that the frankness came from a desire to
caution and correct, not to criticise.

‘Alert and alive’

Presidents and Governors are meant to be men
and women with minds that are alert and alive to
the letter of the Constitution and to its spirit in an
evolving nation. They should see that
recommendations made to them adhere to the
letter, knowing that the letter can be used
sometimes to subvert the spirit — an irony that
the framers of the Constitution could not have
anticipated. Would Babasaheb Ambedkar have
thought that could have happened? The
Constitution of India has been made by honest
intentions for honest actuation.

No file was held by RV and KRN for more than
a few days. They did not have to be
detective-Presidents. No delay was orchestrated
during which confabulations could be held, and
opinions sought in huddles, and given in
whispers. No pocket was deepened for a
pocket-veto to be exercised.

But their sense of Constitutional morality and
fairness did not make them look out for flaws or
faults or fallibilities as a full-time occupation,
24X7.

The President and Governors are neither
robots, nor are they ring-masters. They are not
inert rubber stamps that are pressed gently or
not-so-gently onto any parchment that the
government of the day places before them; they
would make laughing stocks of themselves if they

were that. Nor are they pens that can choose any
colour of ink or any vocabulary of their choice
when expressing a Constitutional view.

Conservative and realistic

The ‘answers’ of the five-judge Bench headed by
the Chief Justice of India (CJI) B.R. Gavai, and
including CJI-designate Surya Kant, to President
Droupadi Murmu’s 16th Presidential Reference is
imbued with this verity. The Bench has said that
Governors cannot have a date-line fixed by the
Supreme Court of India for their study of Bills —
upholding the letter of the Constitution. The
Bench has also said unambiguously that ‘evasive
inaction’ is not ‘on’ either — upholding the spirit
of the Constitution.

In saying the former, the Bench has been
conservative. In saying the latter, it has been
realistic. The Bench has made it clear that it
knows that action and inaction by Governors may
not be because they are studious and industrious
but because they may be politically
predispositioned. The answers of the judges have
said that no calendar can be hung on a
Governor’s wall that says “This is your deadline’.

Their answers have also placed a clock on their
desk that ticks loud and clear and has an informal
alarm that can ring if the ‘study’ has prolonged
beyond normal study hours, leaving it open for
the delay to be raised in court.

The Constitution of India , especially in
matters concerning Centre-State relations — or to
put it differently, on matters affecting India’s
federal polity — takes two to work it, but just one,
on either side, to wreck it. Ultimately, the
working of a Constitutional arrangement depends
on the two — legislature and the
Governor/President — playing their roles with
respect for the Constitution and for each other.

It is remarkable that the five judges
unequivocally declined to school either side, or to
assume the role of tutor. They have given neither
side victory or defeat. The letter of the law has
won, but the spirit of the law has not been
defeated. In what is an opinion, not an order (for
they were not handling an appeal), they have said
what is exactly right: the Supreme Court should
not, will not, say how a President or Governor
should or should not act. That would amount to
‘clutching at a jurisdiction’ (a favourite phrase of
RV’s) which is not their’s.

Has the Bench done an exercise in balancing?
It has not. It has done an exercise for balance
between the power to do right and the right way
to doiit.

The Indian polity needs to be run not by
power games played by adroit players. It needs to
be governed by men and women who, when in
high office, rise above their limitations. Some
incumbents make their offices great, some offices
make their incumbents great. The tragedy, as the
judges have seen, is that the opposite is equally
true.

Safe processing matters more than zesty flavours

food landscape. In recent years, a string of

high-profile food adulteration cases has
shaken consumer confidence. As a result, many
are now more cautious about their everyday food
choices. Street food, once a beloved symbol of
India’s rich culinary culture, is facing growing
scrutiny that is related to safety and hygiene.

In July 2024, raids on 58 pani puri stalls in
Chennai revealed alarming practices. Officials
found vendors using contaminated water and
dipping their hands into chutneys. These cases
are not isolated instances but highlight a
troubling gap in food safety across India’s
informal food sector. While street food brings
tradition and community to life, its hygiene
standards often remain unchecked.

Food safety and standards for both packaged
and unpackaged foods fall under the purview of
the Food Safety and Standards Authority of India
(FSSAI). However, the vast number of
unpackaged food vendors makes it more
challenging for the regulator to enforce safety
standards consistently. In contrast, packaged
foods allow for stricter enforcement of
traceability, transparency, and reliability
standards, due to clearer labelling and
standardised processing protocols.

T here is a shadow — of doubt — over India’s

Packaged foods, safety and trust

India’s packaged food industry is often associated
with convenience. But it also reflects a structured
system of food production shaped by science,
regulation, and evolving consumer expectations.
Compared to the informal food sector, the
organised packaged food industry operates
within a framework of clearer oversight.
Regulatory guidelines set by the FSSAI span the
entire production cycle — from sourcing raw
materials to packaging the final product.

Modern processing techniques further
reinforce this reliability and shelf-life amidst
variable weather conditions. Methods such as
pasteurisation, vacuum sealing and aseptic
packaging are widely adopted across the industry.
These techniques help reduce microbial risks

Arpita Mukherjee

is Professor, Indian
Council for Research
on International
Economic Relations

There is a
troubling gap
when it boils
down to
ensuring
uniform food
safety across
India’s informal
food sector

while aiming to retain flavour and nutritional
value. They also support broader distribution and
storage needs, particularly in urban and working
populations.

Transparency is another area where packaged
foods provide clarity. From listing allergens and
ingredients to providing manufacturing and
expiry dates, packaged foods offer consumers,
especially parents, elderly individuals, and
health-conscious individuals, the tools to make
informed dietary decisions.

Importantly, the industry is responding to
growing consumer priorities around processed
foods. Driven by market demand and growing
health awareness, companies are evolving their
product portfolios by introducing a wider range
of offerings that cater to health-conscious
consumers, thereby expanding the choices
available to them. Simultaneously, there is a surge
in fortifying foods with vital micronutrients to
combat widespread nutritional deficiencies.
These shifts mark a responsible and
forward-looking approach that aligns commercial
interests with consumer well-being.

A part of culinary landscape, but with risks
Street food remains a vibrant and integral part of
India’s culinary landscape. It reflects cultural
heritage, supports millions of livelihoods, and
continues to be a popular choice for both locals
and tourists. However, beneath this rich and
flavourful surface lies a series of systemic risks
that cannot be ignored.

A recent analysis by the Observer Research
Foundation paints a grim picture, estimating that
India records a staggering 100 million cases of
food-borne illnesses annually, leading to
approximately 1,20,000 deaths. A significant
portion of these illnesses is linked to
contaminated food from informal sources,
including street vendors, small eateries and
roadside stalls. These are not just statistics. They
represent a significant public health burden that
disproportionately affects the most vulnerable
sections of society.

The quality of street food often deteriorates

due to incorrect cooking practices. The reuse of
cooking oil, for instance, is a common practice
that not only diminishes the nutritional value of
the food but can also lead to the formation of
harmful trans fats and other toxic compounds.
Similarly, the incentive to use cheaper,
adulterated ingredients is high. These practices
frequently trigger localised outbreaks of food
poisoning and other gastrointestinal illnesses,
which often go unreported, further masking the
true scale of the problem.

The FSSAI has introduced initiatives to train,
certify, and integrate these vendors into the
regulatory framework. In collaboration with the
Brihanmumbai Municipal Corporation (BMC) it
launched a food safety training programme for
street food vendors in Mumbai. The training
modules include personal hygiene, safe food
handling, storage protocols to prevent
contamination and proper waste disposal. At the
same time, the unorganised nature and sheer
scale of the sector make this a gradual and
ongoing effort.

Foster a commitment to safety

While packaged foods go beyond convenience
and reflect a science-led, structured approach to
addressing food safety concerns, it is important
to ensure that street foods are safe and hygienic
through training and rating of street vendors
under national-level campaigns such as the Eat
Right India movement or the Clean Street Food
Hub (CSFH).

As India progresses on its path of
modernisation and urbanisation, ensuring access
to safe and hygienic food must become a top
priority for all stakeholders involved. While the
romance and tradition of street food remain
integral to India’s cultural fabric, the associated
health risks cannot be overlooked especially
when public health is a national priority. The
future of food in India must be shaped not by
sentiment, but by an unwavering commitment to
safety.

The views expressed are personal

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Managing Dhaka

The crisis surrounding
Sheikh Hasina’s conviction
and her presence in India
has complicated one of New
Delhi’s most important
neighbourhood equations.
Extradition is impossible,
yet indefinite refuge risks

becoming a diplomatic
burden. Bangladesh’s
interim government is
already recalibrating foreign
policy, slowing India-backed
projects and signalling
openness to Beijing and
Islamabad. In this fluid
landscape, India must

ensure that the “Hasina
question” does not eclipse
broader national interests.
The real lesson is India’s
overdependence on a single
leader. Long-term stability
in bilateral ties requires
political diversification,
discreet engagement with

all stakeholders in Dhaka,
and restraint from public
messaging. Bangladesh’s
political turbulence will
pass, but the underlying
interdependence will
endure.

Gopalaswamy J.,
Chennai

Toxic air, strange apathy
Delhi’s air quality has
crossed from seasonal
discomfort into a full-blown
public health emergency.
Yet, our response remains
strangely casual. What
worries me the most is our
growing tolerance for

poison in the air. It is time
we treat clean air as a right
that demands
accountability.

Harshita Singla,
Jalandhar. Punjab

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.
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The future of health lies in harmony

s the world grapples

with rising lifestyle

diseases, environmental

degradation, and social
fragmentation, there is a growing
realisation that restoring the
balance between people and the
planet, progress and
sustainability, innovation and
intuition is a necessity.

Health, in its truest sense, has
always been a reflection of
harmony — within the human
body and between humanity and
nature. This is the principle that is
at the heart of traditional
medicine systems worldwide,
which view health not merely as
the absence of illness but as the
presence of equilibrium. The
science of well-being, therefore, is
not new. It is the rediscovery of a
traditional understanding, now
being reaffirmed through
evidence-based research.

The World Health Organisation
(WHO) reports that around 90% of
WHO member-states have
reported on the use of traditional
medicine. For billions of people, it
remains the first line of care,
particularly in low- and
middle-income nations where
accessibility and affordability are
paramount.

Its value, however, extends well
beyond health care. Traditional
medicine supports biodiversity,
nutrition, food security and
livelihoods, embodying the
holistic concept of integrative
health. Market analysts estimate
India’s AYUSH sector at $43.4
billion — a figure that tells a larger
story. This surge is driven not only
by consumer preference but also
by a paradigm shift: health-care
systems are evolving from reactive
treatment models to proactive,
preventive, and personalised
ones. this global shift represents a
shared realisation — that
well-being cannot be achieved
through fragmented approaches.
It demands an ecosystem of
balance — between mind and
body, human and environment,
science and spirit. It is a fact that
India has emerged as a hub of
innovative research and
development initiatives,

Prataprao Jadhav

Union Minister of
State (Independent
Charge) for AYUSH
and Minister of State
for Health and Family
Welfare, Government
of India

The Second
WHO Global
Summit on
Traditional
Medicine will
strengthen
recognition of
traditional
medicine as a
scientific and
social asset

transforming the global traditional
medicine sector.

To support this transformation,
WHO’s Global Traditional
Medicine Centre (GTMC) serves as
a knowledge hub for
evidence-based collaboration and
innovation. With its strategic focus
on evidence and learning, data
and analytics, sustainability and
equity, the GTMC aims to optimise
the contribution of traditional
medicine to global health and
sustainable development. It also
upholds a guiding principle often
overlooked in the age of
globalisation — a respect for local
heritages, resources, and rights.

Established in Jamnagar,
Gujarat, with the foundational
support of the Government of
India, the GTMC is an expression
of shared global leadership. It
reflects WHO’s vision that
harnessing the potential of
traditional medicine, when
grounded in evidence, innovation,
and sustainability, can be a
game-changer for health.

India’s commitment to this
vision stems from the belief that
knowledge must serve humanity
collectively. The establishment of
the Centre in India is a testament
to this spirit.

Under the Prime Minister’s
emphasis on evidence-based
research in the field, there have
been initiatives such as a
dedicated AYUSH department at
the Bureau of Indian Standards
(BIS), development of global
standards in AYUSH Systems
through ISO/TC 249/SC 2
subcommittee, paving the way for
wider global acceptance of India’s
traditional medicine.

The growing recognition of
traditional medicine as a scientific
and social asset took a decisive
step in August 2023, when the first
WHO Global Summit on
Traditional Medicine was held in
Gandhinagar, Gujarat, alongside
the G-20 Health Ministerial
Meeting. The gathering of
Ministers, scientists, practitioners
and communities from around the
world mobilised political
commitment, fostered data-driven
action, and laid the groundwork

for evidence-based integration of
traditional medicine into national
health systems. The Gujarat
Declaration, adopted at the
Summit called for the protection
of biodiversity, fair
benefit-sharing, digital innovation,
and equitable access to traditional
health knowledge.

The global community is now
ready to take the next step — to
deepen scientific understanding,
encourage innovation, and align
traditional medicine’s potential
with modern global health
priorities. Thus, WHO and the
Government of India have signed a
Memorandum of Understanding
to co-host the Second WHO Global
Summit on Traditional Medicine
(New Delhi, December 17-19,
2025), marking a new chapter in
global collaboration for health and
sustainability. With its theme,
“Restoring balance: The science
and practice of health and
well-being”, it will mobilise
multi-stakeholder action in
support of WHO’s new 10-year
Global Traditional Medicine
Strategy (2025-34), adopted at the
78th World Health Assembly
earlier this year.

These initiatives are designed
not only to celebrate traditional
medicine’s heritage but also to
propel it into the future — where it
stands validated by science,
empowered by technology, and
guided by ethics. As the birthplace
of Ayurveda, Yoga, Unani, Siddha
and Sowa-Rigpa, India’s
contribution lies in demonstrating
how traditional knowledge can
coexist with modern science.

Its approach is rooted in
integration — uniting tradition
with technology, research with
community participation, and
well-being with sustainability. As
the world gathers once again
under a shared commitment to
restore balance, India’s message is
simple yet profound: health must
heal, not harm; progress must
sustain, not consume; and science
must serve, not separate.

The summit is more than an
event — it is a global convergence
to reaffirm that the future of
health lies in harmony.

Calm returns to Sabarimala

For the government, the corrective actions have given it political oxygen

STATE OF PLAY

Hiran Unnikrishnan
hiran.u@thehindu.co.in

week after the Sabari-
A mala Ayyappa temple

opened for the annual
pilgrimage, there is an un-
usual calm at the hill shrine in
Pathanamthitta Nearly six
lakh devotees have completed
the trek through the Periyar
Tiger Reserve.

The tranquil scene of mist,
rain-washed forest trails and
an unhurried flow of pilgrims
is in sharp contrast to the
chaos of the first few days of
the season. It began even be-
fore the temple opened, trig-
gered by a High Court-moni-
tored probe into alleged
misappropriation of gold in-
volving Travancore Devas-
wom Board (TDB) officials.
There was a flurry of reviews,
security checks and confident
claims about the arrange-
ments followed.

As the crowds began to
build, every system buckled
under the pressure. Cleanli-
ness and hygiene faded away,
there were food and water
shortages and queues froze.
Images of exhausted pilgrims
fainting along the trekking
route poured in. Many by-
passed barricades and used
multiple points to make their
way to the Sannidhanam.
Even distant transit hubs such
as Erumely and Pandalam
were overwhelmed.

For a shrine known for its
precise crowd management,
Sabarimala was now close to
facing a stampede-like situa-
tion. The TDB president, K
Jayakumar, a former bureau-
crat, who took over the reins
of a scandal-hit TDB just days
before the season began,
called the situation ‘danger-
ous’ and ‘unacceptable under
any circumstances’.

The TDB and the police

came up with explanations
such as the heavy inflow
through forest routes, poor
handover by the outgoing ad-
ministration and a surge in
footfalls. Reports of devotees

abandoning their journey
made it clear that the situation
was in danger of getting out of
control. Efforts to divert the
swelling crowds at the Sannid-
hanam through alternative
gates prevented many from
accessing the 18 holy steps,
which is a core ritual of the pil-
grimage. Extending darshan
hours made little difference,
as the surge of pilgrims conti-
nued at the steps — around 45
pilgrims per minute. The
death of a 59-year-old pilgrim
from Koyilandy in Kozhikode
at Appachimedu, heightened
tensions. The absence of cen-
tral forces only added to the
pressure.

There was also the politics.
The Congress accused the CPI
(M)-led government of gross
negligence. The BJP amplified
the attack. Right-wing social
media lit up with allegations
that the State was ‘humiliat-
ing’ Ayyappa devotees. And
the Karnataka government
formally sought Kerala’s coop-
eration to ensure the safety
and smooth movement of pil-
grims from the State. The De-
vaswom Bench of the High
Court stepped in once again,
demanding urgent corrective
action by the authorities.

While reviewing the Sabari-
mala Special Commissioner’s
report, which stated that over
two lakh pilgrims had visited

the temple in just 48 hours,
the High Court noted that wo-
men and children could not
face danger. Then came the
most pointed question: why
were preparations for the
Mandalam-Makaravilakku sea-
son not initiated six months
earlier?

The course correction was
swift, with a clampdown on
the crowd inflow. Though vir-
tual-queue  bookings re-
mained unchanged, spot
bookings were slashed from
20,000 to 5,000 a day. The ef-
fect was immediate. Footfalls
from neighbouring States
dropped sharply, perhaps af-
fected by reports of the chaos.

But order returned. The
forest trails became quieter.
Pilgrims walked on with a
sense of fulfilment. For a go-
vernment heading into back-
to-back elections, this return
to normal was nothing short
of political oxygen.

Even under the Model Code
of Conduct, Devaswom Minis-
ter V.N. Vasavan sought spe-
cial permission from the High
Court to convene a review
meeting — an indication of
how critical the situation had
become. A new consultative
committee — the police coor-
dinator, the TDB Executive Of-
ficer and the Special Commis-
sioner — is in place. The
movement rate up the holy
steps has risen to over 70 pil-
grims a minute, with plans to
push it to 85. A 140-member
Rapid Action Force team is to
support crowd management.
The relief in the corridors of
power is unmistakable. If Ker-
ala’s political establishment
has learned anything over the
years, it is this: a crisis at Saba-
rimala never remains con-
fined to Sabarimala. It spills in-
to public discourse, onto
political platforms and, even-
tually, to the ballot box. And
with election season looming,
that is a risk no government
can afford to take.

Did SIR process decide the Bihar result? Data says no’

The NDAs advantage over the MGB remained mostly intact, despite a decrease in electorate numbers following the Special Intensive Revision exercise

DATA POINT

Srinivasan Ramani

he Special Intensive Revi-
T sion (SIR) of electoral rolls

became one of the most
contentious issues in the Bihar
2025 Assembly election. The Bha-
ratiya Janata Party (BJP) and allies
welcomed the process as neces-
sary to remove “infiltrators” from
voter lists, while the Congress and
Rashtriya Janata Dal decried it as
systematic disenfranchisement —
part of what they termed as “vote
chori”(vote theft), alleging collu-
sion between the Election Com-
mission of India and the ruling BJP
to manipulate electoral rolls in the
latter’s favour. The controversy
was not confined to campaign rhe-
toric. The SIR process required
many interventions by the Su-
preme Court. The scale of the revi-
sion was unprecedented: approxi-
mately 68 lakh electors were
deleted, while 24 lakh were added,
resulting in a net deletion of
around 44 lakh voters between Ja-
nuary 2025 and October 2025.

A critical question emerges: did
the SIR process actually influence
the election outcome? A data-dri-
ven analysis comparing changes in
vote share patterns with the extent
of electoral roll deletions across
Assembly constituencies suggests
that it did not play a determining
role in the NDA'’s victory.

The electoral outcome itself
showed remarkable continuity
with the 2024 general election.
The NDA secured close to 46.6% of
the vote share in the Assembly
polls, a marginal drop of around
1.4 percentage points from the par-
liamentary elections held in May
2024. The Mahagatbandan’s vote
share declined more sharply, by
approximately 2.2 percentage
points from 39.2% to 37%. While
these shifts favoured the NDA, the
pattern suggests the alliance re-
tained rather than expanded its ex-
isting advantage over the Opposi-
tion. To examine whether the SIR

CM
K

process contributed to these pat-
terns, we analysed two key varia-
bles across Bihar’s Assembly con-
stituencies: the change in the vote
share difference between the NDA
and MGB from the 2024 general
election to the 2025 Assembly
elections, and the decrease in elec-
torate numbers following the SIR
as a percentage of the original elec-
toral roll.

Map 1 illustrates the changes in
vote share difference between the
two elections at the Assembly con-
stituency level. The darker red
shading indicates constituencies
where the NDA increased its ad-
vantage over the MGB, while the
darker blue shading shows the op-
posite. Map 2 depicts the decrease
in the electorate across constituen-
cies, with the darker red indicating
larger percentage reductions in vo-
ter numbers following the SIR pro-
cess. Chart 3 plots these two varia-
bles against each other for every
Assembly constituency in Bihar. If
the SIR process had systematically
benefited the NDA by removing
Opposition voters, we would ex-
pect to see a clear pattern: consti-
tuencies with higher deletions
showing greater increases in the
NDA’s vote share advantage. The
scatter plot, however, tells a diffe-
rent story.

The correlation coefficient bet-
ween these variables is 0.192, indi-
cating an extremely weak positive
relationship. To understand what
this means, consider that correla-
tion coefficients range from -1 (re-
presenting a perfect negative cor-
relation), to +1 (representing a
perfect positive correlation), with
O (indicating no relationship what-
soever). At 0.192, the data reveal
virtually no meaningful connec-
tion between the extent of electo-
ral roll deletions in a constituency
and the change in the NDA’s advan-
tage over the MGB. This is further
confirmed by the R? value of 0.037
visible in the chart’s trendline,
which indicates that only 3.7% of
the variation in the NDA’s electoral
performance can be explained by
changes in the electoral roll. In

practical terms, Assembly consti-
tuencies that experienced large-
scale deletions were no more likely
to see an increase in the NDA’s vote
share advantage than constituen-
cies with minimal deletions. Simi-
larly, constituencies with smaller
reductions in the electorate
showed no distinct pattern in vot-
ing behaviour compared to those
with larger reductions.

The scatter plot itself is reveal-
ing. Points are dispersed widely
across both axes with no clear up-
ward or downward trend. The
near-flat trendline and the cluster-
ing of points across the entire
spectrum suggest that the SIR’s im-
pact, if any, was not a determining
factor in electoral outcomes. Had
the revision systematically disen-
franchised Opposition voters to
the NDA’s benefit, the data would
show constituencies with higher
deletion rates trending toward
greater NDA advantage — a pattern
conspicuously absent from the
analysis.

The conclusion is straightfor-
ward. There was no major in-
crease in NDA vote shares relative
to the decrease in the electorate
across Bihar. The NDA’s advantag-
es from the 2024 general election
remained largely intact, and the
coalition’s victory appears to have
been based on the same factors
that gave it an edge in the parlia-
mentary polls rather than being a
product of the SIR process.

This is not to diminish the con-
cerns about the SIR process. After
all, data revealed that there was a
disproportionate decrease in the
number of women in the electo-
rate following the SIR, leading to
the gender ratio dropping from
907 in the January rolls to a
meagre 892 in the final rolls re-
leased in September. And yet, wo-
men turned out in much larger
numbers when compared to men
(four lakh more despite being forty
lakh fewer in the rolls). However,
the data also suggest that the SIR,
despite being a political flashpoint,
did not alone determine the out-
come of Bihar’s election.

In both phases: Women
voters were a force to
reckon with in the Bihar
Assembly election.

The data were sourced from the Election
Commission of India’s Bihar 2025 Assembly
election results and constituency-wise
elector information
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DECREASE IN ELECTORATE DUE TO SIR (IN %)

VOTE SHARE DIFFERENCES WERE CALCULATED AFTER DISREGARDING NOTA
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FIFTY YEARS AGO NOVEMBER 24, 1975

Cochin-Bombay Train from
Jan. 26

FROM OUR CORRESPONDENT

COCHIN, Nowv. 23

The Railways will introduce a weekly Jayanthi
Janata express train between Cochin and
Bombay from Jan.26 next (Republic Day).

The frequency of the present tri-weeekly
Jayanthi Janatha Express between
Mangalore-Cochin and New Delhi will be
increased to five days a week from Jan 26, 1976.
The Bombay-Madras Mail and the
Bangalore-Cochin Island Express will be
dieselised from the next Republic Day.

An announcement to this effect was made here
to-day by Mr. Mohamed Shafi Qureshi, Union
Minister of State for Railways while inaugurating
the 155.33-km long broad gauge link from
Ernakulam to Quilon. Mr. Qureshi said this line
represented an important railway link in India
for it would eventually connect Cape Comorin in
the South with Kashmir in the North. He
expressed the hope that the opening of this
broad gauge line would bring in more and more
industrial and economic prosperity to Kerala.
Preliminary work on the Rs. 13.59 crore
conversion project inaugurated on Dec.28,1971,
by the former Railway Minister, Mr. K.
Hanumanthaiya began early in 1972. The
Ernakulam-Quilon section has now been thrown
open to traffic and the conversion of
64.81-km.long Quilon Trivandrum section is
expected to be completed by June 1976. Mr.
Qureshi said Kerala possessed vast potentialities
for further economic growth.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO NOVEMBER 24, 1925
Improving the Breed of
Indian Horses

The efforts which are being made to improve the
breed of Indian horses are of importance to
large numbers of Indian agriculturists. It is
expected that for 1930 it will be possible to
supply Indian bred remounts for the Army at
low prices than the horses can be purchased
from Australia and that by the year, enough
remounts will be available in India to meet the
annual requirements for the Cavalry. This would
effect saving in Indian revenues while the money
expended on horses would be kept in the
country. Advices from Australia meanwhile
show that light-horse breeding in the
Commonwealth is diminishing rapidly, which is
an additional reason why efforts should be made
to make the Cavalry from animals bred in India
itself. — “The Pioneer.”

A ND-NDE
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Number of persons Villages being built Number of lives Number of rare
sentenced to deathin  under Vibrant Villages claimed by earthquake species of turtles
Yemen’s Houthi court  Programme in J&K in Bangladesh recovered in UP.

A Houthi-controlled court in
17 Yemen'’s capital convicted 17

people of spying for foreign
governments and sentenced them to
death. The people convicted were part of
“espionage cells within a spy network
affiliated with the American, Israeli and

Saudi intelligence,” said the court. pmi

A comprehensive
124 roadmap has been

prepared for the focused
development of 124 strategic villages
across 43 border blocks in eight districts
under the second phase of the Vibrant
Villages Programme in Jammu and

Kashmir, officials said on Sunday. em

Three jolts after a relatively
10 major earthquake claimed at

least 10 lives within a span of
32 hours. The quake caused damage to
buildings mostly in central parts of the
country, including the capital Dhaka, while
a tremor rocked the country at around the
same time on Saturday morning. e

Two suspected wildlife
74 traffickers have been arrested

and 74 rare species of turtles
recovered from their possession in the
Dumila border area. During the
interrogation, the accused told the police
that they were taking the turtles to

Uttarakhand to supply to local buyers. e

Foreigners arrested by
the Myanmar junta in
scam hub raids

Sprawling fraud
l 90 factories have
, mushroomed in

war-torn Myanmar’s border regions,
housing scammers who target internet
users with romance and business cons
worth billions of dollars annually. arp
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How can State PSCs be reformed?

How did the Montagu Chelmsford report lead to the establishment of present-day Public Service Commissions? What is the role of the Ministry of

Personnel, Public Grievances and Pensions? Is a periodical review of the examination syllabi necessary?

EXPLAINER

Gopalakrishna. V

The story so far:
he 2025 national conference of
chairpersons of the State Public
Service Commissions (PSCs) is
being hosted by the Telangana
State Public Service Commission on
December 19 and 20. Every year,
whenever State PSCs conduct
examinations for recruitment, they are
mired in one controversy or the other.
Aspirants often have to seek judicial
recourse, due to which the entire process
is derailed, leading to a ‘trust deficit’. This
is an outcome of systemic lapses, both
structural and procedural, which exist in
almost all State PSCs. This conference
would be an apt occasion to discuss such
issues and more.

What is the history of PSCs?

The PSCs in India are a product of India’s
struggle for Independence. The entry of
Indians into the civil services on the sole
criterion of merit was embedded in the
demand for ‘self-rule’. The Montagu
Chelmsford report accepted the demand
and proposed a permanent office free
from political influence to regulate service
matters. The first Public Service
Commission for the Union was formed in
1926. Later the Government of India Act,
1935 provided for the establishment of
one PSC for each province. These
provisions were continued by the framers
of the Constitution, and so today we have
a Union Public Service Commission
(UPSC) and PSCs in each State to
primarily serve the needs of recruitment.

How are these commissions
structured?

The UPSC functions in a relatively
politically sterile environment. The
members are appointed based on merit
and rich prior experience in public
affairs. Moreover, representation of
members from of all zones of the country
is ensured. While the Constitution does
not mention minimum age or
qualifications, most of the appointed
members are at least above the age of 55,
and enjoy a reputation of being apolitical.
On the other hand, State PSCs operate in
a politically osmotic environment and the
proverbial ‘spoils system’ is visible in the
appointment process. The conventional
requirements of minimum age,
qualifications and public experience are
given a short shrift.

The Union government has vast
manpower needs. This is matched by
financial resources to meet the retirement
obligations of the superannuated and the
remunerative needs of fresh entrants. It
has also created a dedicated ministry, the
Ministry of Personnel, Public Grievances
and Pensions in 1985, to formulate all
policies in the field of personnel
management. This ensures regular
declaration of vacancies by the
government enabling the UPSC to notify,
conduct and declare the results of the
examinations conducted by it with
regularity and precision.

In contrast, the manpower needs of the
States are limited and not planned. Often,
they lack the financial resources to meet
the retirement and recruitment
obligations of their employees leading to
extension of the superannuation age and
postponement of recruitment. Most State
governments do not have a dedicated
Ministry of Personnel. And therefore,
vacancies are not notified regularly by the
government which effectively means that
State PSCs are not required to conduct

it »

the examinations regularly.

How do they work?

The UPSC undertakes a periodical
exercise of establishing committees
comprising not only of academicians but
also civil servants, social activists etc. to
recommend changes in the syllabi and
achieve a balance between academics and
contemporary developments. They are
able to tap the best talent from across the
country to formulate question papers and
also evaluate them. A time tested method
of ‘inter-se’ moderation of scores is
followed at different levels of the
examination to minimise subjectivity. The
UPSC ably balances conflicting interests of
transparency and confidentiality by being
quick to respond to any lapses and
making systemic changes so that aspirants
do not often have to seek judicial recourse
for grievances.

On the other hand, State PSCs do not
appoint committees regularly to redraft
the syllabus; are constrained to tap
academic resources from within the State;
and are not able to achieve satisfactory
‘inter-se” moderation in evaluation. They
also have the daunting task of making
complex calculations to accurately
incorporate not only vertical reservations
but also horizontal reservations. Meeting
the demands of regional quotas in the
form of zonal reservations adds to this
complexity. All these lead to continuous
litigation in one form or the other
delaying the recruitment process.

These are some of the main reasons
limiting the efficient functioning of State
PSCs and their declining credibility. Often
aggrieved students comment that they
have lost faith in State Commissions and
would like the UPSC to conduct the
examinations. Time bound structural and
procedural reforms are required to
restore faith in State PSCs.
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What can be done?

First, manpower planning should be
systematised and a separate ministry
should be created for personnel
management. This Ministry should clearly
layout a five-year road map for
recruitment so that State PSCs are able to
notify and conduct the examination
process.

Along the lines of the 41st amendment
of the Constitution (1976), which raised
the maximum age limit of the members of
State PSCs from 60 to 62 years in order to
attract meritorious and experienced civil
servants, there is a need for another
amendment. The minimum age for
appointment as a member should be
fixed at 55 and the maximum age at 65.
The stipulation of minimum age will
enable appointment of experienced
individuals while increasing the
maximum age will enable State PSCs to
benefit from the experience of senior civil
servants who have retired at 60 for a
longer period than under the existing
provisions.

This amendment could also specify the
necessary qualifications that members
need in order to be appointed. For
example, in order to be an ‘official’
member, experience as Secretary to a
State government or a post equivalent to
this rank should be stipulated while for
‘non-official’ members 10 years of
practice in a recognised profession like
law, medicine, or engineering should be
stipulated. A mandatory pre-consultation
with the leader of the Opposition before
appointment may be considered for
non-official members. Thus, a State wide
panel of eminent people — those with
high standing, integrity, merit and
independence — should be constituted
and periodically updated.

Secondly, the syllabus should be
revised periodically, keeping in view the
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The entry of Indians into the
civil services on the sole
criterion of merit was
embedded in the demand for
‘self-rule’.
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The manpower needs of the
States are limited and not
planned. Often, they lack the
financial resources to meet the
retirement and recruitment
obligations of their employees
leading to extension of the
superannuation age and
postponement of recruitment.

GROUP-2

-

v

State PSCs do not appoint
committees regularly to redraft
the syllabus; are constrained to
tap academic resources from
within the State; and are not
able to achieve satisfactory
‘inter-se’ moderation in
evaluation.

A revamp: Applicants of Telangana State Public Service Commission Group 2 exam stage a protest to postpone the exam, in Hyderabad in 2023. NAGARA GOPAL

changing academic scenario and the
syllabi for examinations as stipulated by
the UPSC. Every proposal for revision
should be placed in the public domain
and changes can be made after public
consultation. Knowledge on State specific
areas like regional history, regional
economy and regional geography, in
which the availability of faculty is limited,
should be tested in the objective type
format so that there would be no scope
for complaint on the grounds of
asymmetry of information and value
laden correction. Thus, while the
preliminary examination may continue in
the objective format, the main
examination should be a mixture of
objective and subjective papers. The
process of translation of the questions
from English to the regional language
should not only involve technology for
secrecy but also the human element so
that the right meaning is conveyed. Care
should be taken to regularly change the
pattern of questions so that the role of
Al-chat bots, as a source of information
for formulating answers, is effectively
countered.

Finally, the Secretary of the State PSCs
should be a senior officer with prior
experience as either Commissioner of
School Education or Secretary of the
Board of Intermediate education to
enable effective supervision of the
examination branch of the Commission.
Transparency and confidentiality should
be balanced on the lines of the UPSC.

If these changes are effected, one
would have vibrant Public Service
Commissions at the State level on par
with the Union Public Service
Commission.

The writer is the Founder Director of
Brain Tree IAS Hyderabad and has been
engaged in teaching public administration
for the last 35 years.
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In shambles: Smoke rises following the Israeli military bombardment of Nuseirat, as seen from central Gaza strip, on November 21. Ap

Why did Wikipedia lock the page
titled ‘Gaza Genocide™?

Wikipedia’s co-founder criticised the use of the word ‘genocide’ to refer to Israel’s actions in Gaza, further igniting a debate about political neutrality

on Wikipedia. Protections on the locked-down page was enhanced by editors on July 2024 and May 2025, to prevent un-vetted edits

Sahana Venugopal

The story so far:

arlier in November, the page
titled ‘Gaza Genocide’, hosted
on Wikipedia, was locked. A
small lock icon at the top right
corner of the page restricted users from
making edits to the page’s contents. The
locked-down page made waves when
Wikipedia co-founder Jimmy Wales
posted a statement disagreeing on how
the term ‘genocide’ was applied to Gaza.
He claimed, in his personal capacity, that
the page failed to meet Wikipedia’s high
standards and needed immediate
attention. While the page exists on the
platform in its locked-down form, debates
continue across the world on how to
classify the conflict.

Why was Wikipedia’s Gaza genocide
page locked?

The ‘Gaza Genocide’ page begins by
stating: “The Gaza genocide is the
ongoing, intentional, and systematic
destruction of the Palestinian people in
the Gaza Strip carried out by Israel during
the Gaza war. It encompasses mass
killings, deliberate starvation, infliction of
serious bodily and mental harm, and
preventing births.”

While multiple organisations and
academics have described Israel’s actions
in Gaza as a genocide targeting civilians,
pro-Israel supporters have pushed back
against the use of the word as they claim
that the militant organisation Hamas is

using Palestinian civilians as human
shields and that Israel has the right to
self-defence following the gruesome
October 7 killings.

Protections on the locked-down page
was enhanced by editors (both humans
and bots) on July 2024 and May 2025, to
prevent un-vetted edits. More recently, it
was locked on October 28 and November
4, so only verified editors with accounts
older than 30 days and over 500 edits can
access the page to make updates.

This is not the first time that Wikipedia
has locked a page on a contentious topic.
Thousands of such articles covering
significant world events, key definitions,
or celebrity figures have been temporarily
locked in the past to prevent partisan
edits by un-vetted editors as well as acts of
Wikipedia “vandalism” that range from
funny to hateful.

Not surprisingly, there have been
hundreds of edits made to the ‘Gaza
Genocide’ page on Wikipedia in recent
days and weeks. Many of these are simple
formatting and punctuation edits while
more controversial changes deal with
how to include and interpret sources, or
even revise other contributors’ edits.

What did Wikipedia’s co-founder say?
Mr. Wales posted a personal statement in
a talk page that discussed the nature of
edits made to the ‘Gaza Genocide’ page as
well as the reasoning behind the use of
the term ‘genocide.” There, he criticised
how Israel’s actions were being classified
as a “genocide” and instead urged a

correction to present this as a contested
allegation.

Citing neutrality as the basis for his
opinion, Mr. Wales said the article “fails to
meet our high standards and needs
immediate attention.”

Furthermore, Mr. Wales said he was
leading a group that was looking into
issues of neutrality in Wikipedia across
articles and topic areas, including
“Zionism.” He also claimed that much
more work was needed, though he
clarified that he was only speaking in a
personal capacity.

“I assume good faith of everyone who
has worked on this Gaza “genocide”
article. At present, the lede and the
overall presentation state, in Wikipedia’s
voice, that Israel is committing genocide,
although that claim is highly contested,”
Mr. Wales stated, later noting, “A neutral
approach would begin with a formulation
such as: “Multiple governments, NGOs,
and legal bodies have described or
rejected the characterisation of Israel’s
actions in Gaza as genocide.”

Though Mr. Wales’ opinion is not a
definitive decision or judgment, it has
ignited debate across the Wikipedia
editors community as they re-examine
how they are collectively working to
document Israel’s violence against
Palestinians.

Has a genocide in Gaza been
confirmed?

A UN Independent International
Commission of Inquiry reported on

September 16 that Israel committed
genocide against Palestinians in the Gaza
Strip. The investigation covers events
since October 7, 2023, when Hamas
attacked Israeli civilians, and Israel’s
military actions since then.

The Commission reported that Israel
carried out four of the five genocidal acts
as defined by the 1948 Convention on the
Prevention and Punishment of the Crime
of Genocide, including “killing, causing
serious bodily or mental harm,
deliberately inflicting conditions of life
calculated to bring about the destruction
of the Palestinians in whole or in part,
and imposing measures intended to
prevent births.”

The International Association of
Genocide Scholars (IAGS) also published a
resolution in August 2025 stating that
Israel carried out war crimes and
genocide, noting that its actions “have not
only been directed against the Hamas
group responsible for these, but have also
targeted the entire Gazan population”.

The Human Rights Watch stated in
December 2024 that “Israeli authorities
are responsible for the crime against
humanity of extermination and for acts of
genocide” by throttling Palestinian
civilians’ access to water.

According to the Palestinian Ministry of
Health, 67,173 people have been killed as
of October 7 this year, two years after
Israel’s offensive on Hamas began. This
figure includes 20,179 children, who
account for about 30% of the total,
reported Reuters.
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A quiz to celebrate 100 years of the musical genius Salil Chowdhury

V.V. Ramanan

A
QUESTION 1

Where did Salilda go underground after arrest warrants were issued
for his support to the peasant movement in the 1940s?

A

Questions and Answers to the November 21 edition of the daily
quiz: 1. This player has the highest partnerships from the 2nd to 6th
wicket in the history of the Ashes. Ans: Sir Donald Bradman

2. The only bowler in Ashes history to pick more than 40 wickets in a
series twice. Ans: Terry Alderman (Australia), 42 wickets in the
1981 series and 41 in 1989

QUESTION 2

Which composition rendered beautifully by Talat Mahmood and Lata
Mangeshkar was inspired by Mozart’s 40th Symphony?

A

QUESTION 3

Salida became a household name in Kerala for his superb work in
which award-winning film by Ramu Kariat based on a Thakazhi
Sivasankara Pillai’s novel?

A

QUESTION 4

Can you name the song in Half Ticket set to tune by Salilda where
actor-singer Kishore Kumar croons in both male and female ‘voices’?
A

QUESTION 5

Admiring Salilda’s versatility, which popular filmmaker once
remarked ‘He can play almost any instrument he lays his hands on,
from the tabla to the sarod, from the piano to the piccolo’?

it »

A

Visual question:

Name this Bimal Roy classic which is based on a story
written by Salil Chowdhury.

3. This wicketkeeper holds the record for effecting most dismissals in
a single Ashes series. Ans: Brad Haddin (Australia); 29 in the 2013
series

4. This neutral Umpire holds the record for having officiated in most
Ashes Tests. Ans: Aleem Dar (Pakistan), 23 Tests

5. This English batsman scored 905 runs in 1928-29 Ashes series. Ans:
Wally Hammond

6. This player holds the record for having scored the highest
individual score in an innings in Ashes history. Ans: Sir Len Hutton
(364)

7. This ground has hosted the most Test matches in Ashes history.
Ans: Sydney Crickey Ground (SCG)

8. This player holds the record of being the only player to have scored
more than 1,000 runs and taken more than 150 wickets in Ashes
history. Ans: Stuart Broad — 1019 runs and 153 wickets

Visual: Name this player. Ans: Peter Siddle (Australia)

Early Birds: Piyali Tuli| Arun Kumar Singh| Suchit Narottam| Arjun

Debnath| Sukdev Shet

KNOW YOUR ENGLISH

I climbed up
and reached
the pinnacle

Stop name-dropping when you
are trying to make new friends. It
will not help

S. Upendran

What is the difference in meaning
between ‘to drop names’ and
‘name-dropping’? (D. Aditya,
Secunderabad)
In terms of meaning, there is no
difference between the two. When you
drop a name during the course of your
conversation with someone, what you are
doing is mentioning the name of some
well-known individual. You talk about this
individual as if you have known him for
some time, and that he is a good friend of
yours. This may, however, not be true.
You may have seen the individual, but
never actually talked to him; but during
the conversation with your friend, you
give the impression that the two of you
are very close. People often resort to
‘name-dropping’ because they want to
impress those around them — and in the
process, hope to get preferential
treatment. But this act of dropping names
does not go down well with everyone —
hence, the expression is often used to
show disapproval.

I find her constant name-dropping
highly irritating.

A person who frequently drops names
is referred to as a ‘name-dropper’.

Is it okay to say ‘hang a right/left’? (G.
Vasanthi, Kodaikanal)
The expression ‘hang a right/left’ is much
more common in American English than
British; it is seldom heard in our country.
It is normally used when you are giving
directions to someone who is driving.
When you tell someone to ‘hang a right’,
you are asking the person to turn right.
‘Hang a right’ and ‘hang a left’ have the
same meaning as ‘make a right’ and ‘take
a left’. ‘Hang a right/left’ have been part
of American English since the 1900s.
Once you cross the railway station,
hang a left.

How is the word ‘pinnacle’
pronounced? What does it mean? (J.
Kavitha, Kochi)
The word consists of three syllables; the
vowels in the first two syllables sound like
the i’ in ‘pin’, ‘din’ and ‘tin’. The final
‘cle’ is like the ‘cle’ in ‘uncle’ and ‘cycle’;
the word is pronounced ‘PIN-i-kel’, with
the stress on the first syllable. It comes
from the Latin ‘pinnaculum’ meaning
‘peak’, and it was originally used to refer
to the top of a relatively high/tall
mountain.With the passage of time, the
word began to be applied to other objects
which were relatively tall — for example,
the highest point of a rather tall building
can be referred to as ‘pinnacle’.
Nowadays, the word is used in everyday
contexts to talk about the achievements of
an individual — the highlight of our
career, the greatest success that we have
achieved can be referred as our pinnacle.
It is always ‘pinnacle’ and not ‘pinnacles’.

In Mala’s opinion, getting a PhD from
Harvard was the pinnacle of her academic
achievement.

upendrankye@gmail.com

Word of the day

Fructify:
become productive or fruitful; make productive
or fruitful; produce fruit

Synonym: set

Usa gE: The treaty, if fructified, will be a
disaster.

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /finktifar/

Yy

For feedback and suggestions for
Text & Context, please write to
letters@thehindu.co.in
with the subject ‘Text & Context’
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Labour codes could act
as an economic catalyst

If enforced as envisioned, the four codes can yield a more secure workforce and strengthen

India’s economy. Employers should not just comply but also focus on their collective interest

tis welcome that the government has noti-
fied the four labour codes that have been
ready since 2020 (the code on wages was
framed in 2019). For these laws to become
operational, state governments have to
notify the rules that will give them teeth.
A major gain for the Indian economy from
Friday’s move is at the normative level; for
example, EU officials who must ascertain our
labour standards for commercial engagement
now have to deal with fewer central laws,
instead of 44. While 29 have been subsumed in
the four notified codes—on wages, industrial
relations, social security and occupational
safety and health—several others remain, such
as alaw against sexual harassment at the work-
place, aban on child labour and legislation on
emigrant workers. At the level of states, over
100 labour laws remain on the books. Those
that are in conflict with or have been rendered
redundant by the four central codes need to be
repealed. Central trade unions have opposed
the new codes; while the Bharatiya Mazdoor
Sangh has stayed away from formal protests, it
has voiced misgivings too. Although it might
be hard to get trade unions fully on board, the
Centre could make a gesture of conciliation by
convening a meeting of the Indian Labour
Conference, which last met in 2015.

A significant reform is that the codes address
afast-enlarging class of jobs: gig work. Such
platforms maintain that they are willing to set
aside funds for the social security of their gig
workers, provided a legal framework is availa-
ble. We have one all but ready now, even ifit is
only at the front end. Back-end complements
must not lag. If all gig employees wish to save
forretirement by opening provident fund (PF)
accounts, can the PF organization handle the

load? Can the Employees’ State Insurance
(ESI) network of hospitals serve the millions
more who may gain health coverage as swathes
of informal work turns formal? Has the Centre
worked out how to get more healthcare pro-
viders enrolled as ESI contractors? That said,
the very widening of a safety net across India’s
workforce is a good sign. Since upward mobility
works in support of the economy, closing the
split between formal and informal jobs should
pay off. Employers, of course, need to do their
bit. E-commerce and other gig platforms, for
instance, could hike their delivery charges

to fund social security payments for workers.
And now that patriarchal curbs on work done
by women are to be dropped, a major relief,
employers must offer enabling amenities

and security.

For asingle enterprise, wage bills are a cost,
but for the economy as a whole, better placed
workers result in greater overall demand for
what it produces. So the rationality of savings
on labour, if pursued by all employers, works
against GDP growth. Yet, the appeal of labour
asa cost that’s more variable (or adaptable)
than fixed is hard to deny, especially with Al
tools offering to reset business operations. New
norms may give our labour market added flexi-
bility, but since they formalize much of what’s
already in practice, their scope for a cost-effi-
ciency boost seems limited. Productivity would
have to be raised through investment in skills
and management ideas, with private-sector
innovation and its profit motive driving job
generation. Broadly, though, India’s labour
reforms are a cue for employers to focus on
their collective interest—which is to have a
well-backed workforce that can spend more
freely and reach for better lives.

LIVEMINT.COM

Four labour codes: A new social
compact for a competitive India

Worker security, enterprise agility and investor confidence should deliver faster and fairer growth

are, respectively, president-designate,
Confederation of Indian Industry (Cll) and
CEQ, Tata Chemicals; and director general, Cll.

ndia’s long-awaited labour reforms

mark a defining moment for our eco-

nomic and social trajectory. The con-
solidation of 29 Central labour laws into
four Labour Codes represents one of the
most forward-looking and inclusive
transformations undertaken since Inde-
pendence. Apart from decades of eco-
nomic learnings, extensive dialogue
with workers, industry and state govern-
ments went into these. Theyreflect a
recognition that the world of work has
changed and India’s labour framework
must evolve to match the dynamism of a
rapidly modernizing economy.

Indiais at an inflection point. To
become a $5 trillion economy by
2028-29, we need a robust workforce,
for which the legal framework must
deliver security, opportunity and flexi-
bility for both workers and enterprises.
The four Labour Codes—on Wages,
Industrial Relations, Social Security and
Occupational Safety, Health and Work-
ing Conditions—aim to do that by laying
a foundation for a more secure work-
force and a more competitive industry.

By consolidating 29 fragmented and
often overlapping laws, India has
replaced complexity with clarity. The
new framework streamlines compliance,
digitizes processes and enables transpar-
ent, predictable industrial relations. For
enterprises, particularly MSMEs that are
engines of employment generation, this
reform reduces administrative friction

and allows businesses to scale, invest and
innovate more confidently. For workers,
it guarantees uniform wage floors,
timely wage payment, stronger social
security and defined protections that
safeguard dignity and well-being. The
Codesreaffirm a core principle that CII
haslong emphasized: that when workers
thrive, productivity rises and growth
becomes more sustainable for all.

The new labour architecture comes at
apivotal moment. India is emerging asa
global hub for manufacturing, services,
technology and digital innovation.
Investors look for stability, transparency
and aresponsive regulatory environ-
ment. The Labour Codes deliver pre-
cisely that. A unified wage system, sim-
pler hiring frameworks, clearer dispute
resolution mechanisms and strength-
ened safety norms build confidence
across sectors such as IT/ITeS, textiles
and apparel, electronics, logistics, ports,
mining and exports. The assurance of
stability not only enhances competitive-
ness, but incentivizes long-term invest-
ments that expand employment and
support value creation.

A defining strength of the Labour
Codesis their deep inclusivity. For the
first time, India extends social security
protections to gig and platform workers,
securing a fast-growing workforce that
powers digital commerce, mobility and
on-demand services. The Codes also
advance gender equity by strengthening
safeguards for women working across
sectors, enabling night work with safety
provisions, encoding maternity benefits
and ensuring equal wages—steps that
encourage greater female participation
in India’s labour force. Youth entering
the workforce benefit from clearer path-
ways to apprenticeships, training and
employment in high-growth sectors.
Meanwhile, MSMEs gain from simplified
compliance and flexibility, enabling
them to grow sustainably and formalize
more jobs.

Importantly, the Labour Codes bring
long-needed protections to traditional
and vulnerable categories of workers,

may strike

10 DEARS GO

including beedi and cigar workers, plan-
tation labour, mining and hazardous-
industry workers, dock workers, textile
and garment employees and profession-
als across audio-visual, broadcasting and
digital media. The emphasis on occupa-
tional safety and health ensures that
every worker, whether in a high-risk
mine or a cutting-edge digital studio,
receives adequate protection, welfare
facilities and a safe environment. This
should enhance productivity by rein-
forcing human dignity at work.

Collectively, these reformsinitiate a
virtuous cycle for India’s economy:
improved worker welfare promotes
motivation and productivity, which
strengthens enterprise performance and
competitiveness, which attracts invest-
ment, which creates more jobs and
expands formalization, which in turn
draws more workers under the protec-
tive umbrella of social security.

Early indicators already show this
transformation taking shape. India
recorded its highest-ever provident fund
(PF) enrolments in 2024-25, a sign of
faster formalization across sectors. Nota-
bly, 61% of new PF subscribers are aged
below 29 years. Women'’s economic par-
ticipation is also rising, with the female
worker population ratio having risen to
40.3% in 2023-24, up from 28.7% four
years earlier—a powerful signal of inclu-
sive growth. These trends affirm that
India is moving steadily toward a high-
trust, high-productivity workforce
where protection and competitiveness
reinforce each other.

In essence, the Labour Codes are far
more than alegal consolidation; they
represent a visionary redesign of India’s
labour ecosystem. They strengthen the
security of workers, agility of enterprises
and confidence of investors. They
empower workers and uplift them. In all,
they create a new social compact, one
that aligns economic growth with social
justice and competitiveness with com-
passion. They promise growth that’s not
only faster, but also fairer, more inclu-
sive and more sustainable.

JUST A TROTQAT

Labour markets are about
people. And people have a
right to be treated with
dignity and respect.

JUAN SOMAVIA

Why activism is allergic to the middle ground of causes

MANU JOSEPH

omedaysago, Bill Gates did the sort of
thing that infuriates powerful activists.

He said a doomsday was not coming.
He did this in a single detailed article on
his blog Gatesnotes.com. He wrote that cli-
mate change is a very serious issue, even
transformative, and that millions will be
affected, especially the poor. If he had just
said all this, it would have looked like the text
of any compassionate and alarmist climate
warrior, but then he framed it in his new
conviction that climate change isnot the end
of the world. It will not be asbad as we have
been led to believe. Also, carbon emissions
are coming down, and they may come down
faster: “...with the right policies and invest-
ments, innovation will allow us to drive
emissions down much further.” What would
particularly disturb some well-financed cli-
mate activists was his articulation of the fact
that funding for variousissuesisa zero-sum
game—somethingisat the expense of some-
thing else—and all the billions going into cli-
mate action is money denied for human wel-

is ajournalist, novelist and
screenwriter. His latest book is
‘Why the Poor Don't Kill Us!

fare in some of the poorest regions on earth.
An implication of what Gates said is that
intellectuals and millionaires pushing for
ever greater climate spending may actually
be perpetrators of human inequality without
either knowing or acknowledging it.

Not surprisingly, Gates’ essay has faced a
severe activist backlash. “Did you hear the
news? Climate concernis dead! Noneed to
worry, because the Tech Titans have it in
hand...” wrote Kathleen Biggins, founder
and president of C-Change Conversations,
anonprofit organization that promotes dis-
cussions about climate science on a “non-
partisan” site managed by Florida Atlantic
University. This melodramatic tone would
be the least of Gates’s problems. In the com-
ing days, asthe Epstein files flood the media,
some people may wonder how Gates was
entangled with the disgraced paedophile.
There are consequences to challenging con-
ventional wisdom on climate change, even
forabillionaire who has given away billions
tothe cause.

Activists who promote a doomsday sce-
nario detest a calm, reasonable position—
the middle ground—because it makes them
appear hysterical. If they say “genocide,” you
should not say it’s only a “massacre”; if they
say genetically modified (GM) food is evil,

you cannot say everything we eat is geneti-
cally modified; if they say climate change is
the end of the world, you cannot say it won’t
be that bad. It is the way of the world that
people who are not careful with the use of
the word ‘genocide’ are usually against GM
foods and think climate change is a world-
ending catastrophe unless

their dire plans are imple- = fools or sell-outs. But
mented. In my observa- It tends to ruin someone who was on their
tion, they are also likely to : side, and who appears to
love chamomile tea. Storytelllng' have considered all the

Mark Lynas, who was WhiCh needs facts and arrived at a mid-
among the key activists to dle ground, is destructive
have created the fear to their cause, especially
around GM foods and later extremes to one as influential as Gates.
recanted, wrote in his enthral people_ But thereis, Ifeel, asub-
memoir that activists . L. conscious reason why
reserve their deepest hate C||mate actIVISIM activists are allergic to the
not for those who have . middle ground. It ruins an
always disagreed with IS an example excellent form of storytel-

them, but for those who
were one of them and
recanted. They become traitors. And Gates
seems to have become one because he once
did share many of the climate doomsday
concerns. Now he has read fresh data and
sees the matter in a new light.

The issue of climate change is yet another
sign that modern activism is a form of reli-

gion and science its malleable theological
foundation. For many of them, the issue is
very important for their moral well-being, a
worthy fight in a life without meaning. And
they feel diminished every time they are told
they are not fighting an apocalypse. That is
why they rebuke the middle ground. Disbe-

lievers can be dismissed as

ling. Any popular story

needs extreme scenarios,
extreme heroes and extreme villains.
Doomsday is one of our best stories. That is
why we have so many of them. Religions
have doomsdays. Cults that challenged reli-
gions came up with their own doomsdays. It
is not surprising activism revolves around
doom because it is a powerful plot device.

Some people may claim to love something
called ‘nuance’ but generally, the riskiest
way to tell a story is through a reasonable
balance. This is why one of the most remark-
able aspectsof our past is the existence and
survival of one fable. It is possibly the worst
story ever told, Goldilocks and the Three
Bears. A girl goes into the home of three
bears and has porridge that is neither hot nor
cold, but just warm. That’s most of the plot.
The wisdom of the middle ground, which s
what the tale isabout, isnormally adoomed
fairytale. Yet, it somehow survived. But it is
rare. Almost all our successful stories are
extreme events led by extreme people.

It is possible that activism, once it has
spread its primary fear, can continue no mat-
ter what new science says about it. For exam-
ple, the anti-GM movement is still going
strong, even though it is now fairly well
established that there isnothing in science
to support the view that GM food harms our
health. A few years ago, nearly 100 Nobel
laureates, most of them in sciences, stated
that the movement against GM food had no
scientific basis. Yet, the fearis alive, even ifit
haslost some the hysteria around it 10 years
ago. Gates’s shift in stance is a blow to the
enormous funding of climate change, but it
ishard to kill areligion.
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Put capacity ahead of regulation
for global competitivenessin Al

Placing capability development over premature regulation could create an Indian Al ecosystem that the world would envy

is member of the Rajya Sabha and of the
Parliamentary committee on communications
and information technology.

ndia’s artificial intelligence (AI) ecosystem is

witnessing extraordinary growth, marked by

vibrant competition across the Al value chain.

A mix of homegrown startups such as Sarvam

Al Krutrim and Yellow.ai, alongside global

players like Google, Microsoft, OpenAl and
Nvidia, are shaping this ecosystem. India’s vast
market potential and exceptional talent pool have
been noted globally, and about 30% of Indian com-
panies have reportedly moved beyond pilot-phase
Al initiatives, outperforming the global average of
about 26%. This underscores the country’s readi-
ness to deploy Al at scale.

This growth has been largely enabled by the
government’s capacity-first approach, which aims
to foster innovation through capacity building,
open collaboration and a light-touch regulatory
stance that encourages both local and global par-
ticipation. Initiatives such as the IndiaAl Mission
have been designed to empower innovators by
ensuring that the ecosystem can breathe and
grow freely without being burdened by regulatory
barriers that could inadvertently disadvantage
Indian startups.

To sustain this momentum, India must continue
to prioritize capacity building. Whether viewed
from the lens of data protection, competition pol-
icy or intellectual property, India’s focus must
remain on enabling innovation and empowering
enterprises. Such an approach could ensure that
Indian innovators are not only participants, but
also leaders in shaping the global Al future.

By anchoring India’s approach to Al develop-
ment in capacity creation, we set conditions that
should drive India’s long-term competitiveness in
this field. The IndiaAI Mission’s outlay of 10,372
crore reflects this commitment. This initiative
focuses on developing cutting-edge infrastructure,
supporting startups and promoting the ethical and
inclusive use of AL Its plan to deploy 38,000 GPUs
and establish high-performance computing facili-
ties will give Indian researchers and entrepreneurs
the tools they need to innovate at scale. Further,
the creation of IndiaAl datasets and innovation
hubs will make Al resources accessible to startups,
academia and small businesses.

Private sector participation should amplify these
efforts. Global technology leaders have reaffirmed
their confidence in India’s Al vision. Google’s pro-
posed investment of $15 billion to establish an Al
hub in Visakhapatnam, a Meta-Reliance joint ven-
ture to develop Al services, Nvidia’s partnerships
with Reliance, Tata and Infosys to establish Al
supercomputing infrastructure and Microsoft’s $3
billion commitment to expand Al and cloud infra-
structure all point to growing confidence in India’s
Al potential. Further, startups like Sarvam Al,
which raised $41 million in 2023 to build Indic-lan-
guage models, exemplify the surge in indigenous

capability. Together, these initiatives are creating a
self-reinforcing ecosystem: one where startups can
innovate, access high-performance computing
and scale globally. They are also generating high
skill jobs and accelerating the integration of AI
across sectors ranging from agriculture and
healthcare to logistics and education.

While some jurisdictions have gone in for early
regulation of AI, India’s approach is measured,
consultative and capacity-driven. The EU’s Al Act,
though pioneering, has been criticized for its com-
plex classification system and its regular competi-
tion interventions risk imposing compliance bur-
dens that can impede innovation. In contrast, India
has crafted a progressive capacity-first strategy.
Under the forward-looking guidance of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, the government is priori-
tizing enablement over enforcement, focusing on
infrastructure, skills and collaboration.

Partnerships with startups, infrastructure pro-
viders and technology companies to strengthen
the Al ecosystem reflects a belief that regulation
should evolve alongside capability, not ahead ofit.
This focus on capability development over prema-
ture regulation is attracting global investments
and establishing India as a trusted technology hub.
At the same time, the government is not ignoring
governance challenges. Recently, draft guidelines
for Al were unveiled by the ministry of electronics
and information technology that were designed to
achieve a balance between guardrails and the free-
dom to innovate. Amongst other initiatives, we
have the Niti Aayog’s Responsible Al framework,
the Competition Commission of India’s self audit
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framework in its competition and Al market study
and the Reserve Bank of India’s Free-Al frame-
work. All these reflect India’s focus on identifying
and tackling concerns across the Al ecosystem at
the onset.

India’s enabling governance frameworks sets a
global example of how to balance growth with gov-
ernance to achieve an Al ecosystem that is both
competitive and resilient. This offers a novel path
for developing economies. It mirrors the success of
India’s digital public infrastructure model, where
state-led platforms like UPI, ONDC and Digi-
Locker enabled innovation through open and
interoperable standards. In Al, too, India’s ‘open
rails’ strategy can serve as a global template for
countries that want to create an enabling environ-
ment for startups while catalysing private invest-
ment across the Al value chain.

India’s model reinforces the country’s global
position as a trusted Al partner for both the Global
South and advanced economies. Through partner-
shipslike the Indo-US Initiative on Critical and
Emerging Technology (iCET) and UK-India AI
cooperation under Vision 2035, India is capacity-
building far beyond its borders too.

To conclude, India’s capacity-first approach is
building confidence among investors and innova-
torsalike, encouraging both local and foreign AI
companies to partner with the government and
civil society in shaping India’s Al future. With sus-
tained investment, visionary leadership and a col-
laborative spirit, we are setting the stage for an Al
ecosystem that promotes innovation, inclusion
and long-term competitiveness.

Walmart was once demonized
but has transformed its image

Its staff-oriented strategy faced investor scepticism but has paid off

r

z

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
corporate America.

decade ago, Walmart was among

the most reviled companies in

America. It was criticized for wiping
out mom-and-pop retailers; for not paying
its workers enough while making its
founding family, the Waltons, one of the
richest in the US; and for creating a culture
of cheap, disposable goods. It was so
detested that communitiesrallied to keep
Walmart stores out of their backyards.

Today, the company is no longer corpo-
rate America’s No.1bogeyman. And when
CEO Doug McMillon steps down at the end
of January, the rehabilitation of Walmart’s
reputation will go down as one of the most
important parts of his legacy.

It will also be among the most enduring.
As Walmart enters the Al age, what its
executives learnt as they transformed the
company’simage seems to have informed
their approach to emerging technology
and the people it can end up displacing.

Until the McMillon era began in 2014,
the retailer’s business model was predi-
cated on shrinking every possible cost—
including keeping frontline worker wages
low. The strategy, in the company’s telling,
was part of anoble mission of serving low-
and middle-income customers; offering
them cheaper goods let them stretch their
dollar farther, Walmart argued. As its slo-
gan goes: “Save money. Live better.”

But the treatment of employees was
turning people off its stores and hurting
the business. When McMillon took over,
the company had just endured several con-
secutive quarters of negative or flat same-
store sales growth. Rather thanignore the
bad press or hire an army of PR people—
tactics Walmart had previously used—
McMillon tried something else: Investing
$2.7billion in Walmart’s workers.

That figure included pay increases, but
even more critically, it created a path for
employees to get promoted and move up
the chain—to turn what was once consid-
ered justalow-payingjobinto areal career.
The retailer began offering training and
better benefits, including paying for edu-
cation that would prepare workers for
emerging jobs within the company.

When Walmart stopped viewing its
frontline as quite so disposable, it attracted
more ambitious, dedicated employees.
Retention has improved more than 10%
since 2015, the Wall Street Journalrecently
reported in a piece detailing the company’s
efforts. Hiring for field management roles,
75% of which are filled by employees who
began their careers as hourly workers,
became an easier task.

Back in 2015, however, Wall Street

Walmart's game of investing in people has

become a Harvard case study.  BLoowmserG
rebelled against this. When McMillon
announced the $2.7 billion investment
during a shareholder meeting, Walmart’s
stocklost a fifth of its value in a single day.

Butadecade later, we have the receipts:
Shares have returned nearly 420% on
McMillon’s watch, and Walmart’s market
cap hasmore than tripled. Even with Ama-
zon nipping at its heals, Walmart remains
thelargest publicly traded company in the
US by sales. The last 10 years at Walmart
have become a literal case study in what
happens when you invest in people; Har-
vard Business School published its
research on the experiment last month.

Today, businesses have a new tool for
squeezing costs: Al. But Walmart seems to
be proceeding with more caution than its
fellow corporate giants. “That is very much
adifferentiator between Walmart and the
strategies at other large employers, where
Al is merely a tool to lay employees oft,”
says Leonard Schlesinger, a Harvard Busi-
ness School professor and one of the
authors of the HBS case study on Walmart.

That’s not to say Walmart has ignored
AL Infact, McMillon has said “it’s very clear
that Al is going to change literally every
job.” The company has partnered with
OpenAl so customers can buy through
ChatGPT. Al has helped the retailer auto-
mate its warehouses and manage its supply
chain, efficiencies that it says will help keep
headcount flat even as sales increase.

But as Al decimates many entry-level
jobs, Walmart’s past has helped it recog-
nize how important these roles are to the
company’s future. After all, McMillon
started out at the company as a teenager
working in a warehouse. His successor,
John Furner, also started at Walmart asan
hourly associate. The company is closely
studying how Al will impact its workforce
and trying to prepare its employees for the
future. “Our goal is to create the opportu-
nity for everybody to make it to the other
side,” McMillon has said. Compare that to
statements from the CEO of Accenture,
who said the company is “exiting on acom-
pression timeline” those employees who
can’t be retrained for the Al age.

It’s this kind of rhetoric that’s setting up
anew crop of companies to take on therole
of corporate bogeymen. This time around,
Walmart may very well avoid being cast for
the part. ©BLOOMBERG

RBImust sharpen its policy focus on financial stability

SRINIVAS VARADARAJAN

is managing director and head,
global emerging markets,
Deutsche Bank, India

he central bank’s monetary policy

review in December comes at a time

when inflation is benign and growth
robust. A rate cut at the meeting has been
signalled and is widely anticipated. Yet, in
the current global and domestic backdrop,
the case for caution is stronger than ever.

Based on recent guidance from the
Reserve Bank of India (RBI), inflation is fore-
castat 2.6% for 2025-26, undershooting its
4% target. Growth remains firm, with RBI
projecting the Indian economy to expand
6.8% this fiscal year. For the first quarter of
2026-27, RBI has forecast inflation and
growth at 4.5% and 6.4%, respectively. These
projectionsindicate price pressures inching
up while the economy continues to operate
close toits potential.

Central banks rely on rule-based frame-
works to guide monetary policy decisions.
These frameworks link their policy rates to
deviationsininflation and growth from their
respective targets, providing a disciplined
way of assessing whether monetary condi-

tionsare loose or tight. Monetary policy oper-
ateswith alag and applying such a framework
to RBI’s current forecasts suggests that its
rate isappropriate as we approach anew fis-
cal year. A formula that uses deviations of
RBI’sinflation and growth forecasts from its
inflation target and the economy’s potential
output shows that today’s repo rate of 5.5%
impliesareal rate of 0.8%, which seems fine.

Taking financial stability into account,
particularly the risk of a weaker currency,
reduces the scope for further policy easing.
There is a 1.5-percentage-point rate differ-
ential between the US Fed fundsrate of 4%
and India’s repo rate; a narrower gap
encourages capital outflows. Adding a finan-
cial stability rubric to a rule-based frame-
work yields areal rate of 0.15%, given RBI’s
growth and inflation forecasts for next year’s
first quarter. Thisreal rate buffer is too nar-
row. Any move to cut rates could impact
India’s exchange rate stability.

Financial stability has emerged as a key
determinant of policy flexibility. Despite a
weaker US dollar in recent months, the rupee
has been under pressure amid a thin policy
rate differential, new US tariffs and 10-year
USbondyields above 4%. So India’s weak net
foreign direct investment flows and strong
foreign portfolio outflows warrant caution.

Expectations of aweaker rupee and com-
pressed forward premia have influenced
hedging behaviour. Importers have stepped
up hedging (creating ‘importer leads’) while
exporters have delayed their currency-risk
cover (resulting in ‘exporter lags). Thislends
complexity to India’s currency challenges.

In September, as per

eration. The dollar index fell from 110.17 in
Januarytoalow of96.22 before rebounding
t099.57,leaving limited room for further dol-
lar depreciation, unless the US economy tips
into recession and the terminal Fed funds
rate priced at 3% falls further. Additionally,
higher term premia along the US interest-

rate curve hasreinforced a

data published by RBI, its = tailwind for the dollar.
forwgrd book og foreign A Steadler rupee Given the combination
guhance ontes % calls for holding o e dilreial
Gollsscidmaguncom  Interestrates  TEeEnTERIR A
the up-to-1 year maturity firm while ﬁnancial stability. A cau-
bucket. Positionsadded in ) _ tious stance would pre-
Octoberto.o!(itstotalshor-'t unW|nd|ng serve confidencg in th-e
dollar position to an esti- currency and provide flexi-
n}llatebd $f0_§?1 villion in ~ forward dollar bility idn ltktl)el evlenlt of
that bucket. This position . renewed global volatility.
gets created mostly sale pOSItIOI‘]S Against this backdrop,
through forward-selling RBI may consider the fol-
dollars against the rupee in lowing measures:

the deliverable and non-deliverable for-
wards market. When non-deliverable posi-
tions are rolled over by RBI, it shows up as
fixing demand in the deliverable market.
‘While a prospective trade deal with the US
could grant the rupee relief, the broader
global context needs to be taken into consid-

One, avoid market intervention and losing
reserves should the dollar index break
higher; demand and supply will set a clear-
ing price for the rupee.

Two, RBI should retain its policy rate at
5.5% in next month’s rate-setting meeting
while preparing the market for a policy rate

reversal ahead if the rupee weakens.

Three, review the hedging lead-lag behav-
iour of importers and exporters, and restrict
the cancellation and rebooking of forward
contracts.

Four, provide window guidance through
moral suasion for net open positions in the
banking system.

Five,weigh the costs and benefits of banks
participating in the non-deliverable forwards
market during a phase of rupee weakness.

Six, RBI could eliminate its short forward
book up to 1-year maturity by taking delivery
of maturing contracts. This will have an
impact on durable (or structural) liquidity
within the banking system. The current dura-
ble liquidity in the system is placed at about
33 4trillion. RBI taking delivery of maturing
forwards would imply a liquidity impact of
1.48 trillion. In other words, as dollars get
delivered in lieu of rupees, the system will be
short of durable rupee liquidity to the extent
of X1.48 trillion. This is about 0.5% of banks’
net demand and time liabilities.

If RBIunwinds its forward book, which is
estimated at above $50 billion, it would
tighten liquidity and serve asa useful step in
defence of the Indian currency at a time of
significant global flux.

These are the author’s personal views.
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Climate Crossroads

s the world gathers at the COP30 climate summit in

Belém, Brazil, a familiar tension has once again taken

centre stage: developing nations demanding equity

and developed countries demanding action. This year,
India stands squarely in that debate ~ and not without
controversy. Being one of the few major emitters yet to submit
its updated climate plan, India has drawn global attention, even
as it insists the delay is neither negligence nor defiance, but a
principled stand for fairness.

No one disputes India’s growing climate profile. The country
is now the world’s third-largest carbon emitter, even as it trails
far behind developed economies in per-capita emissions. India
has made real progress, especially in its energy mix. Achieving
50 per cent of installed electricity capacity from non-fossil
sources well ahead of its 2030 target shows genuine ambition.
Solar costs have dropped, renewables have expanded rapidly,
and India has become a global leader in clean energy
manufacturing,

Yet, the narrative is not as reassuring when the spotlight
shifts to coal. The fossil fuel still dominates roughly
three-quarters of India’s electricity supply, with new coal mines
being auctioned even today. Independent climate assessments
warn that India’s pathway remains aligned with a world headed
toward dangerous levels of warming.

India’s actions today will shape how the world perceives
responsibility and resolve among emerging economies,
especially those with rapidly growing energy demand and
increasing geopolitical weight.

In this context, withholding a revised climate pledge
inevitably raises questions: Is India biding time to extract
stronger commitments from wealthy nations, or is it struggling
to balance economic priorities with climate responsibility? The
answer may be a bit of both.

India’s argument is straightforward: historic emitters must
move faster and pay more. Climate finance has long been the
Achilles’ heel of global negotiations, as pledges rarely align with
actual disbursements. The developing world cannot be
expected to leap into a cleaner future while burdened with
loans or left to fund costly transitions alone. India’s position ~
that climate ambition must be matched with climate support ~
is grounded in principle.

But diplomacy and perception matter too. In a world
increasingly shaped by climate leadership, hesitation risks
diminishing influence. China has already submitted its updated
roadmap, and smaller nations vulnerable to rising seas are
pushing ambitious targets despite limited resources. India’s
delay could be seen as a strategic bargaining chip, or as a sign of
reluctance when leadership is needed most.

The choice before India is not between growth and climate
goals. The true challenge is forging a development model that
proves the two can advance together. When India submits its
plan later this year, the world will look not only for timelines
and numbers, but for a signal: Will India define the future of
equitable climate action, or struggle to keep pace with it? The
clock is ticking. And the world is watching.

Uncertain Resilience

he latest snapshot of the US job market offers a
reminder that economic signals can be frustratingly
ambiguous. A jump in hiring in September ~ more than
double what forecasters anticipated ~ suggests
resilience in the world’s largest economy. Yet, that optimistic
headline is quickly complicated by the simultaneous rise in
unemployment and a string of sizable layoff announcements
from marquee employers. It is a labour market neither strong
enough to inspire confidence nor weak enough to demand
urgent intervention, a system stuck in suspended animation.

Part of the problem is the data vacuum created by the lengthy
government shutdown, which paused official reporting and left
policymakers and markets guessing. Now, even with figures in
hand, much remains foggy. Recent hiring gains were
concentrated in familiar pockets: healthcare, restaurants, and
bars. These are sectors that thrive when people are going out,
getting sick, and growing older, hardly a sign of transformative
economic growth. Meanwhile, transportation, manufacturing
and government payrolls all shrank, pointing to deeper
structural weaknesses.

A new anxiety also lingers beneath the surface: highly
educated young workers are struggling far more than expected.
It is unusual to see college graduates facing rising
unemployment while service industries vacuum up workers.
This hints at shifting workforce dynamics in the aftermath of
an Al revolution that is reshaping the demand for mid-level
skills. Job seekers are experiencing the future of work not as an
exciting frontier, but as thousands of unanswered applications
and rejections citing “insufficient experience”.

Corporate America’s own behaviour offers further cause for
caution. Some of the country’s most recognised companies have
cut jobs or announced plans to do so, citing economic
uncertainty and technological change.

This cracks the long-standing narrative of a “low-hire,
low-fire” labour market that cushioned the pandemic recovery.
For many firms, the hesitation to expand payrolls appears to
reflect concern about tepid consumer spending, especially
among lower-and middle-income households being squeezed
by inflation. Yet the absence of widespread layoffs means many
employers may still be holding on to workers, wary of losing
talent after years of scarcity and rapid wage growth. Monetary
policy now finds itself at a crossroads.

The Federal Reserve has already loosened rates twice, but
inflation remains above its 2 per cent comfort threshold. With
such conflicting labour signals, central bankers may hesitate
before easing further. After all, if policymakers themselves
acknowledge they are “driving in a fog,” the prudent choice may
be simply to slow down.

Ultimately, this phase in the US labour market reveals a
deeper truth: resilience can coexist with fragility. A single
month of better-than-expected job growth cannot erase the
mounting pressures on businesses, workers, and policymakers.
A softer landing still appears possible, but the glide path looks
narrower than before. Whether confidence returns ~ or the
underlying cracks widen into something more damaging ~ will
depend on whether these modest gains become a trend rather
than an anomaly.
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AmericanforeignpolicyIs
drivenbyshiftinginterests.Itis
notanchoredinpermanent
friendshiporlong-termloyalty.
Itsdirectionisshaped by
nationalinterests, domestic
politicalpressures, and
expedienciesin Washington. As
aresult,today’s cooperation
maynottranslateinto
tomorrowssupport

n the language of diplomacy, India and

the United States are often described

as “natural partners,” “democracies

aligned in the Indo-Pacific,” and “two
great powers joined by history and values.”
This rhetoric carries an undeniable charm.
It flatters both nations and constructs an
image of deep strategic harmony.

Yet for New Delhi, the time has come to
look beyond these pleasantries and confront
a more consequential question: Can India
truly trust the United States? Cooperation
between the two countries is both necessary
and beneficial.

But trust ~ especially long-term strategic
trust ~ must rest on consistent actions and
genuine reciprocity, not on catchy slogans
or the warm, feel-good language typically
exchanged during summits. A candid
assessment of American foreign policy,
recent diplomatic conduct, and the volatility
of U.S. domestic politics suggests that India
must think twice before relying too heavily
~ or too eagerly ~ on Washington.

American foreign policy Is driven by
shifting interests. It is not anchored in
permanent friendship or long-term loyalty.
Its direction is shaped by national interests,
domestic political pressures, and expediencies
in Washington. As aresult, today’s cooperation
may not translate into tomorrow’s support.

History shows this unambiguously. For
decades, the United States backed Pakistan
militarily and financially, often overlooking
Islamabad’s support for anti-India terrorist
networks.

Washington has repeatedly shifted its
positions ~ at times embracing leaders it
once shunned, or opposing movements it
previously funded ~ depending entirely on
itsown strategicinterests. India,ademocracy
that thinks in long-term strategic terms,
cannot afford to overlook this pattern of
marked inconsistency.

Warmth shown today may be entirely
ephemeral, and it certainly does not guarantee
commitment in the future.

Uneven tariffs reveal strategic double
standards. India’s recent purchases of
discounted Russian oil ~ driven by economic
rationality ~ resulted in steep tariff retaliation
from Washington. Several categories of
Indian exports suddenly faced sharply
elevated duties, in some sectors approaching
a cumulative rate of fifty percent.

What made this action especially unjust

I The Korea Herald

and punitive was the inconsistency behind
it. Other countries, including China, that
imported equal or greater quantities of
Russian oil, did not face comparable measures.

India appears to have been targeted not
for the volume of its purchases, but for its
refusal to kowtow to American energy
policies and preferences. Thelessonis clear:
when India exercises strategic autonomy,
Washington responds with pressure and
attempts at coercion.

Such blatant asymmetry makes it
exceedingly difficult to cultivate trust in
the American administration.

Diplomacy is expressed not only through
policies but, more importantly, through
communication and symbolic gestures.
These communicative actions often reveal
more about intentions than official
statements.

Arecent episode illustrates this clearly.
Soon after a significant India-Pakistan
military exchange, President Trump
extended a high-profile White House
invitation to Pakistan’s Prime Minister
Shehbaz Sharif and, more notably, Pakistan's
Army Chief, General Asim Munir.

The timing of this engagement was
deeply inappropriate from India’s perspective.
At a moment of heightened tension,
Washington chose to publicly court
Islamabad ~ a gesture that felt like a diplomatic
slap in the face to New Delhi.

Even more troubling were the president’s
subsequent comments claiming that he
had “stopped the war” between India and
Pakistan ~aremark thatimplied third-party
mediation India has always firmly rejected.
Equally disconcerting was his assertion
that Pakistan had downed several Indian
fighter jets, a claim India has consistently
and emphatically denied.

Such statements do not merely create
misunderstandings; they undermine the
credibility and reliability of American
assurances. Effusive praise directed at India’s
leadership cannot obscure the stark
contradictions between rhetoric and action.

Signals of crisis

outh Korean companies forecast

that Korea could be overtaken by

Chinaacross all of its top 10 export

industries within the next five
years, according to a survey of domestic
firms conducted by the Federation of
Korean Industries.

Korea has already been overtaken by
China in half of its top 10 export sectors
~ steel, general machinery, secondary
batteries, displays and automobiles and
auto parts ~andis expected to fallbehind
China in semiconductors, electrical and
electronics, shipbuilding, petrochemicals
and bio-health.

China’sriseis nothing new, butif Korea
is overtaken by China in all of its major
export sectors and the gap widens, the
country’s exports and growth could fall
into a long slump.

Korea should take this bleak outlook
seriously and find a way to boost its
industrial competitiveness.

In terms of product branding, Korea
was also evaluated to be a step ahead of

Chinain six industries, but it is projected
to lose its advantage to China in all six of
those fields within five years.

These forecasts are shocking because
they are based on the information and
accumulated experience that Korean
companies have gained through

TheIndia-U.S. partnership has expanded
significantly across defense cooperation,
maritime security, higher education, and
technological exchange. These developments
are important and mutually beneficial. Yet
deepening engagement should not be
mistaken for seamless strategic alignment.

The United States tends to prefer partners
who align predictably with its own strategic
priorities. India, by contrast, values independence
and decisively rejects the idea of becoming
a subordinate actor within
another nation’s foreign-policy
architecture.

Whenever India pursues
decisions grounded in its
own interests ~maintaining
relations with Russia, adopting
independent positions in
multilateral forums, or shaping

Aoy energy policy according to
domestic needs ~it frequently
The writer is encounters dissatisfaction
professor or pressure from Washington.
emeritus at These reactions underscore
Loyola astructural asymmetry: the
Marymount United States expects
University, alignment, while India expects
Los Angeles respect for autonomy.
A genuine partnership
must accommodate differences,

not penalize them. American domestic
politics introduces another layer of unpredictability:
Policy priorities can shift rapidly across
administrations asideological positions and
political incentives change.

Bipartisan consensus on India, while
improving, remains shallow. India has
repeatedly faced congressional scrutiny on
issues ranging from Kashmir and citizenship
laws to technology regulation and trade.

Such debates often reflect domestic political
agendas rather than a coherent or carefully
considered foreign-policy strategy. This
volatility extends directly into the domains
of education and professional mobility.

Recent data show a sharp reduction in
U.S. study visas issued to Indian students,

along with policy proposals that cap the
proportion of international undergraduates
and restrict the number admitted from any
single country.

At the same time, Indian professionals -
who constitute the overwhelming majority
of H-1B visa holders ~now face new financial
and procedural barriers that significantly
tighten the path to working in the United
States. These developments reveal how
rapidly shifting domestic priorities in
Washington can reshape the lived experiences
of Indian students, families, and professionals.

Such fluctuations carry profound risks.
Commitments made today may be altered,
diluted, or reversed tomorrow due to electoral
pressures or partisan shifts.

India must guard against basing long-term
strategic planning on assumptions that
may not withstand the next American
election cycle. Itis hoped that India and the
United States will remain important partners
in the decades ahead. Their cooperation
will continue to influence regional stability,
technological innovation, and global
governance.

But partnership does not require blind
trust.India must approach this relationship
with maturity, prudence, strategic vision,
and courage.

Recent tariff actions, contradictory diplomatic
signals, and the inherent volatility of U.S.
domestic politics signify that trust with the
United States must always remain conditional.

India’s foreign policy should be guided by
long-term national interests, not shaped or
swayed by shifting American political
agendas. The most stable and dignified
relationship between India and the United
States will emerge not from unquestioning
trust, but from a balanced engagement that
respects India’s sovereignty and strategic
autonomy.

India must trust where appropriate,
question where necessary, and ultimately
rely on its own judgment ~ rather than
succumb to pressure or depend on assurances
from a more powerful nation.

this year, China's SMIC took third place
with 5.1 percent of the global foundry
market, encroaching on Korea's Samsung
Electronics, in second with 7.3 percent.
Particularly in the emerging field of
artificial intelligence, China is galloping
forward.

fierce export competition.

Survey figures showed Korea
has an advantage over China
in five industries, but the word
"advantage" rings hollow on
the ground at industrial sites.
Petrochemicals are a case in
point. With Korea at abaseline
of 100, China was rated 964, trailing by
just a small margin.

Korea's petrochemicals industry is
undergoing restructuring, affected by
China's facility expansion and mass supply
of its products at cheap prices. Korea's
factory utilization rate has fallen to the
60 percent range.

Korea also faces a strong challenge in
semiconductors. In the third quarter of
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An opportunity

Sir, I refer to the report “Maoist commander
Hidma, carrying bounty of z1 Cr, killed”
published today. The neutralisation of senior
Maoist commander Madvi Hidmais a major
breakthrough in the government’s campaign
toend left-wing extremism. His role in many
deadly attacks made him a lead figure in
the insurgency, and his death will further
erode the operational strength of the outfit.
The steady stream of surrenders, arrests
and encounters over the past year also
signals that sustained pressure is finally
unsettling the Maoist leadership.

Yet, this moment gives an opportunity
that must not be lost. Lasting peace can't be
achieved by security action alone. Tribal
communities, who have suffered displacement,

denial of forest rights and no say in local
development, continue to face deep
socio-economic distress.

Their chronic exclusion has provided
space for extremists to exploit grievances.
Correcting these injustices through stronger
implementation of forest rights, genuine
empowerment of gram sabhas and inclusive
development is essential.

Equally important is recognising that
dismantling armed units doesn’t necessarily
extinguish the ideology that fuels them.
Inequality and lack of opportunity can allow
new forms of radicalism to emerge. So,
integrating surrendered cadres into society
and making tribal citizens true partners in
progress, will certainly bring end to the
insurgency.

Yours, etc., Sanjay Chopra,
Mohali, 19 November.
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Kimi K2 Thinking, a new model
developed by Beijing-based startup
Moonshot Al outperformed OpenAl's
GPT-5 across a number of metrics,
generating buzz about another
DeepSeek moment and end to American
Al supremacy. DeepSeek s the Chinese
Al startup that created a sensation
with its highly cost-effective Al model.

Meanwhile, Korea tumbled nine spots
from sixth last year to 15th this year in
the World Digital Competitiveness ranking
released by the Institute for Management
Development in Switzerland. The country
fell behind Singapore, Hong Kong and
Taiwan, not to mention the US and China.

Korea's talent ranking plunged 30
notches to49th, and in terms of regulatory

framework, it fell 20 spots to 38th. The
urgency of developing digital and