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‘India chooses silence during war
and crises because posturing

will have costs.— Amit Kumar
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH
INVOLVES US ALL

Zone of uncertainty
expands each day

HATPRIME Narendra Modi
Covid crisis and the need for national unity in his ad-
dressto the Lok Sabha Monday shows the scale of the

A war lesson: The road to energy
security runs on electricity

-
" 6

Aiay SHANKAR '&ND
ARPITA VICTOR

HE WAR on Iran and the dis-

head: From ruption in oil and gas supplies
Lion i i olatility in financial have starkly shown India’s
mar ‘missiles over: di: tothe energy dependenceand vulner-
over-] he1[ed rhemnc byeachofthethreesidesinthe conﬂxcl lhat ability. Indiaimportsover 85 per
1d pressure. U cent of me crude oil it needs and nea.rly 40

the need mbepreparedfor Modi said, “We faced percentofi

similarchallenges duringthe Covid crisis with unity. Nowagain,
we must prepare in the same way.”

The pain is visible. Disruptions in energy supplies are being
felt fih f icti i
Morbi, Gujarat, hotels. Th notjust
limited tooil and gas. The Gulfregion isa key choke point —itis
amajorsupplier of fertiliserand inputs such as sulphurand am-
‘monia. Economies could get affected in ways far beyond what

gestimporterofcrudeoil in theworld, weare
one of the world’s most energy import-de-
pendent economies. Over 40 per cent of In-
dia’s oil supply travels through the Strait of
Hormuz, a narrow maritime choke point.
About a fifth of global oil flows through it.

The war has, in effect, closed the Strait of

For decades, we have tried to find more oil

and gas reserves to improve our energy se-

curity. Success has eluded us. Import de-
i Ouroiland

imports cost us over $100 billion annuaily

and constitute 25-30 percent of ourtotal im-

ports. Is there another way of achieving
urity? What would:

curity’ look like for India?

Ourongoingsuccessful energy transition
has created a potential path for achieving
energysecurityand. mdependence ’l'hls isa

with far- e
implications. The goal of the energy transi-
tion to net zero is to give up the use of fossil
fuels. As the use of imported oil and gas de-
creases, our vulnerability declines and
energy security rises. Therefore, strategicau-
tonomyand security demand thatwe accel-
erate our energy transition away from im-
ported oil and gas.

Accelerating the electrification of our
economy isa central pillar of the strategy of
energy transition. Electricity would replace
the use of fossil fuels in the economy to the

‘Hormugz. Thi

levelimpact suggests. Tt -order

Tl i $109 perbarrel,up
from $65 in mid-February. The longer the

soonstartshowing, 100.0n Mnndav the BSE
thedayd 246pe{rpnr i ringof
hi; i ha down around 10 per cent. For-

eign investors have wimdravm $11.8 billion in March so far; the
rupeewas. hoveri.nﬂ around the 94 level againstthe dollar.

In ingdark. when US President
Donald Thmp pnsted Monday that the US and Iran had held

“veryg "and thathe’ 1
offmilitary: stnkes against Iran's energy. sn&s ror ﬁve days. There
hasbeen from Tehranor Tel dgi Trump's

record over the last four weeks, a flip-flop could be just another
social media post —ora missile — away. That said, the pause

warlasts, the higher The
mﬂatlonary impact of ths sharp oil pnce

pnces have already been rmsed inIndia by
Rs60for Rs144 forcommer-

extent feasible. In parallel, the
use of fossil fuels in electricity generation
would decline. Electricity generation in
India primarily uses domestic coal. How-
ever, the share of solar and wind power has
been rising rapidly. Power generation is in-
creasing with pnvale investment,

cial users, who are also fearing disruption of
supply. Forty per cent of our LNG comes

and pri Thepace
of power capacity creation canibe The key_ lesson of the present
raised without difficulty. trauma is that we should give

There is a competitive industry structure.
Anincreasing number of good electric ver-
sions of popular brands are now in the
market. Consumers are discovering that
the cost of running an electric vehicle is
lower. India is becominga global leader in
theuseof electricbuses. What can be done
toincrease the share of EVs in the market?
A feasible decision would be to mandate
that all commercial vehicles be electric
from prospective dates, beginning with the
NCR. Commercial vehicle operators would
save money. No mandate for private ve-
hicles is being suggested, and their free-
dom of choice may be left undisturbed. In
the long run, this would have adecisive im-
pacton reducing air pollution.

With the implementation of this deci-
sion, commercial transport would cease to
be dependem on 1mported 01| and this

would be We
have enough domestic coal, and a large
number of coal-fired stations are being
built. These, along with renewables, can
fully meet the energy needs of all commer-
cial transport. At a conservative estimate,
oil imports would come down by over 30
per centand further as the market share of
EVs among private consumers increases.
This is already happening.

Anxiety about the availability of gas is
leading to a dramatic surge in the
purchase of induction stoves. The
switchover to the use of electricity
for cooking needs to be promoted

The rates of electricity for them are low; in
some states, there is free electricity of 200~
300 units per month. Then thereisthe PM’s
rooftop solar programme for 300 free units
per month. Using electricity for all cooking
in the country would end dependence on
ji imi ility forsuch

an essential necessity.

Thekey lesson of the present trauma is
that we should give up thinking of gas as
an intermediate fuel and accelerate our
transition away from oil and gas. The sun
and wind generate electricity without
requiring imports.

However, renewable energy installation
requires equipment. For full energy secur-
ity, Indiashould
energy equipment and not be dependent
onimports. For us, the transition to energy
security must also be an industrial transi-
tion. Domestic manufacturing of solar pa-
nels and batteries with full value-addition
should be the goal. In addition to PLL the
government should invite bids for long-
term, say 15 years, procurement of solar pa-
nels and batteries with full value addition
inIndiafromthe yearthesuccessful bidder
can set up a new plant and go into produc-
tion. It should be prepared to pay a higher
price over imports initially. This would lay
the foundation for energy-independent

for Hnom

For India, the road to energy security
runs through the transition away from im-
ported oil and gas and their replacement
by electricity.

from Qatar, which has closed its gas export Accelerating the transition to up thinkingof gas as an ina sustained manner. Induction
iy o proch TGk watteod e imponed o iears | Antemvediaefueland - SERSSCIRERETL SO
units that use imported gas. has already achieved a critical accelerate our_ transitionaway unit for cooking, is ‘chea;per than

These have breakthrough in the domestic from oil and gas gas. The savings for low-income

Theworldiswaiti ff-ramp. Ol
followmgTrump s posl Domsnc political pressure could force
as pam breached

the critical importance of energy security.

production of electric vehicles.

holds would be far higher.

The writer is distinguished fellow, TERIand
author of Rising Ambition: Carving New
Pathways - India's Energy Transition. Victoris
researchassociate, TERI

— i iceinthel

agallon. However, even if there's a let-up, supply disruptions
could well persist. Qatar has already said that it could take years
to repair its energy infrastructure — in 2024-25, India had im-
ported 414 per cent of its LNG from the country. As the zone of
uncertainty expands each day, internal adjustments will be
needed. The PM's message should go down to all who will bear
the costs: Households, firms, and the government.

Surplus heat is new

When the workplace wants the
worker, not her body

N A country where women’s pain is
rouunelymvxa).\sed, any: resistanceto

merely whether menstrual leave makes for
wnse policy — given the inherently mascu-

Japan PM gambles when she
buys security in Trump world

HE SUMMIT between Japanese Prime Minister
Sanae Takaichi Donald
resenrsawalershed moment for the Indo-Pacific. Ta-

. aformal feels ’ ‘
Cl] lnate Chz‘ll enge P likeyetanotherdismissal. Andyet,on  should not come at the cost of reinforcing ke kaichiarrived in Washingmnnot asajunior partner
v menstrual leave, the Supreme Court’s ~ stereotypes — it must also address what e seeking protection, but asa popula.r, powerful"
HE WORLD Meteorological Organisation's (WMO) la- = T' rejection ofablanket mandate —“..themo-  better policy might look like. e { \_ A leader(m ’I“ X ords), i
testState of Climate Report W ment youintroduce itas alaw, asacompul- Thereis, in fact, a credible model worth w1 LA il
ings over the last 10 years. The decade that ended lasl PAROMITA sory iti kn considering. ’ State GURJITSINGH  actional and hxgh -stakes nature uf t.he a.lhanceundera second
year was the hottest on record. The carbon dioxide in CHAKRABARTI ofdamage you will do to their career,”the  Corporati istril Trumpter i thees-
the atmosphere is about 50 per cent higher than pre-industrial bench said while: d:sm:ssmgme PIL—may cost of sickness leave and maternity leave calating conflict in West Asia.
levels. In 2025, even as renewable energy edged out coal as the have arti an truth,  ac d the: stale. The i f the visit was the the2025US-
leading source of electricity, global emissions reached record Notall well- i liberats i Japan strategic trade and i investment agreement. Thisisageoe-
levels. Even though clean power has registered an appreciable This is reflected in how labour markets lechrucally inconceivable. But it would cononiic intdesignedto*s ‘America using
increase, it's nowhere close tokeeping pace with the world 'sap- istril ined political will and a mean- Japanese capital. Key projects, such as GE Vernova Hitachi's
petiteforer rbx According tothe Periodic Labour ForceSur-  ingful expansion of coverage. Small Modular Reactor ) plantsin'T d Alabama,
dioxide reached its highest level in the last 2 million years, and vey 2023-2024, female labour force partici- Thereis also the easner step: Extending and the “Portsmouth consortium” led by SoftBank and Hitachi,
methane and nitrous oxide in at least the last 800,000 years. In pation in Indi d41percent theSC* By funding92GW of Al-ready power
itself, these are sobering figures. The WMO report adds another overall, but urban female participationre-  of’ menst.rual dignity tothe workplace. This in Ohioand i, Takaichi i i
won'ymg dunensxou the record levels of GHG have upset the mains around 25 per cent. Salaried womern would sani- buying jedtoUStar-
i Ideally of radi 20 percent tary products. Itwould need anunderstand- iff reductions and the revlia.hsanon of the American industrial
re. slanetand of itleavingitshould ‘male counterparts, In such an ecosystem,  ingof women's health as a continuum, and base. For.Japan, thisensuresthat the “America First” doctrinein-
similar. But a heat surplus has accumulated in the past six dec- even a marginal increase in the perceived  a willingness to balance empathy with the cludes it as an essential partner rather thana u-ade competitor.
ades. That evenif GHG emi reto "risk" of hiring women can relocate the in-  compulsions of productivity. aimed
the planet towarm. equality from the workplace to the hiring The conversation around menstrual at breakmg Chma 'S monopoly
Smce water can store large amounts of heat, the seas and process. Employers may simply opt forthe  leave hastotakeinto accountanotherblind Tak |f ‘delicate, victory
oceans have become the rnam repositories of the extra energy "less complicated" hire: The male worker. spot: The non-inclusion of biue-collar ‘Taiwan.. priorto Trump’s China
trapped by GHGs. Tt il fullyunder- For decades, a similar logic was marsh-  workers. In Karnataka, for instance, which Visit. han her; suggest-
stood. But someoft fthe WMO alled agamst maternity leave — that man-  introduced manstmall-ve lastyear—apol- ing that a Taiwan contingency could constitute a “survival-
report point out, warmer oceans create conditions for stronger deter icy nowunder ighcourt— Lhrearemngsxmanon !orJapau While US initially labelled this
tropical storms. At the same time, melting ice is pushing up sea from hiringwomen. Yet, overtime, theCourt ~ the mandate applies to woxking women in hift”, commit-
abilitytoreflect solar radiation has nudged the law towards a more expan- and pri ment(oa“‘“ d Indo-Pacific”andonthei of
backi i ji siveunderstandingof genderjustice.In2025, it does not reach the domestic worker. the ‘Taiwan’s stability. But this came with a caveat: Washington re-
h unlikely toch he trajectory of inKUmadevi v Government of TamilNadu, — construction labourer, the agricultural mains the ultimatearbiter of when and how to confront Beijing.
ents, Therefor: itheld worker, women who constitute the over- The most friction-filled aspect of the summit involved West
1o methods of| find ways talright. The be: unterar- i Asia. President Trump demanded that Japan “step up to the
to ili invest il am- gument ison betv il Thi aswell. plale inthe Strait of Hormuz. Takaichi faced. a “bear[rap :Join-
ing systems and shield the vulnerable. The energy imbalance leave and menstrualleave: The firstis finite, Atitscore, menstrual leave isa conversa- v . ingaUS-led 1 coalition against Iran could je Japan’s
could unfold over decades. Policies must, therefore, be stable Fordecades.a  thesecondis recurring. But thisdistinction ~ tion not just about days off but about The summit historical role as a mediator and its energy ties. However, results
researchoverlo _‘.ales similarlogic ~ doesnotaltert principle.If ~ whetherthe workplace is willing to reckon proved that the suggestatacu‘cal compromise. Takaichi avoided a publicrift by
The most i gove and li was anything, therecurringnatureof menstrual  with the body it expects women to leave at priceofthe US i p i ilesi
needtofi marshalled discomfort strengthens the case fcr struc-  the door. The Supreme Court has shown it security lingthat. ibuteto " toensure
ity toinsulate climate policies from short-term politics. N tural remedy over eplsodic canholdt — that policy that maxmme safety. The pressure remains h:gh Trump’s praise for
against TheCourthas this.InDrJaya  subtlysignals that women are less available umbrellahas "strc islinked ionthatshe
. ma[ernj[y leave  Thakurv.Government of India (2026),itde-  or “reliable” workers risksundermining dec- risen. Japan is illdepl ‘whether | ‘military, tosup-
Q Q 2] — clared menstrual health as an integral part ~ ades of hard-won progress, and that men- ius port US objectives in the Gulf.
Bank&'y ls u n maSI(ed' éha[ of right to life, directing states to ensureac-  strual dignity is a constitutional value. 1n0 lqugf: LJust Thesummit proved that the price of the USsecurity umbrella
m.an ating cesstosanitation and hygienein all govern- The legislature must now do the harder .IQSE}ng ba,se% hasrisen. Japanisnolongerjust “hosting” bases, itis "investing”
And ﬂl’t lS pO Ol'er paidabsence  mentandprivateschools. Butonmenstrual  work of holding that balance so that en- itis'investing  intheUS economytokeepitengaged inthe Pacific. Takaichi used
would deter leave, the Court did what an earlier bench  trenched biases do not get in the way of intheUS Japan’s financial power to navigate Trump’s transactionalism.
HEREDball andthe had doneinJuly2024: It placed theonuson ~ women justdoing theirjobs. The strategm mvesunent’ isnotjustin f’!ctones in’ Tennssee
artist i employ{:rs the le@slature tomap the way forward. " eco_nomy o butin
Gunningham from Bristol, England. The elusive figure from hu'mg ic tension The writer is senior associate editor, kf:ep it C“gz_lged bought ‘with both Yen and geopchucal risk.
behind works like ‘Love is in the Air (Flower Th.mwer) ‘women wsrhm feminist poli pro- The Indian Express in the Pacific
and ‘Napalm’ was recently identified in a Reuters i tection and parity. But the question is not ( indic The writer is a former ambassador
nearly 20 years after the British tabloid, The Mail on Sunday, ar-
rived at the same conclusion. Whogot there first, however, isquite
beside the point; Banksy’s identity has apparently been one of
theart world’s most poorly kept secrets. The real ionisthis:
Whansgamedandwhatxslos\bysuchanunmaskmg" H o tion'sd d
Th in favourofpulli i al na ition’s deman of $350 milli including two belonging of cabinet rank,
aremany: T])at(hns]sspubhcﬁgurewuhagreatdea]ufcmmml 40 YEARS AGO e Dpos pensation for the di Th lex- TANguIIleandlKSema submitted their
and artistic influence; that knowing who he is can help deepen March 24, 1986 THE OPPOSITIO! d Qnm:ﬂ Ha- |udesth of India whichcl: ions to Jamir.
the authenticity of a work or add context that was missing; that T iond d ignati tobethesol i h
o Bhaian | al The Indi o " -
knowmg who exactly made a work of art can lead to greater ac- S— ofth ajan L by Apnl 23 for presef Jailbreak in Pakistan
aboutintentions. Publicity, |ND|AN EXPRESS e fthe  emment onthe
o0, is a factor: Whﬂe much of the immediate anxiety about the v = h stateand urged the C b matter. Butone of those i i THIRTY-FIVE prisoners condemned to death

Banksyre ics— would hi
irreverent works command the same price now that the world
kuows he’s a middle-aged White man? — there are aJ.ready
theartist hi

terest of brand-building.

Yet, t.here isloss 00, Anonymity allowsaworkto remain un-

with meaning being
each \ne\ver through the lens of their: own sub]ecuvuy Nammg
then, shifts theartist

intended rather than what the viewer perceived. Foranartist who
uses apseudonym in order that he may freely create, the unma-
sking imposes new constraints, and for art lovers, it diminishes
the mystery that gives art its power.

tlons7and90f...c. s

thattheln- escaped from the Sukkur jail in the biggest
; i

Assembly and announce mid-term polls.

Union Carbide case

THEKILLING of two studentsin police firing
in Kahima is now snowballing into a politi-
cal crisis for the Nagaland Chief Minister,
Senayangba Chubatoshl Jamir, with

UNION CARBIDE and A
victims of the Bhopal gas leak have reached a

epaper.indianexpress.com .- -

their resig-
nation to him over the issue. Four ministers,

iriver water dispute. Incasethe  dian Gt h jailbreak in the history of Pakistan. Officials
Bhajan Lal government does not resign, the sald one pnsonerand ajail guard were knlled
iond dedth dismi il inth betweenth
the “anti-people” government, dissolve the Nagaland L convicts wh '—md

evaded the guards. Unofficial reports from
Sukkur, a town about 800 kilometres south-
westof Islamabad, said the escaped
prisoners were on death row for murder and
highway robberies with 16 of them allegedly
members of dangerous gangs.

.. . Chandigarh
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The Isracli-made disaster in Gaza is far
from over. Let all aid in before
Palestinians starve.

— Haaretz, Editorial
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Broken UGC needs reform. But the new
higher education bill is not the answer

DESHKAAL

YOGENDRA YADAV

SA formermemberofthe Uni-

versity Grants Commission

(UGC), Iwould not shed a tear

on the abolition of this apex

igher education body pro-

posed by the Viksit Bharat Shiksha Adhish-
than (VBSA) bill. The UGCis a broken, dys-
# = s :

would have happily supported the new
'VBSA architecture if the UGC was replaced
by a new regulatory architecture promised
by the New Education Policy (NEP), 2020:
"Independen[ andempowemd bodiesthat
inst d inthe
system, mmumse mnﬂxcts of interest, and
eliminate concentrations of power”.

Sadly, the proposed bill, currently under
review by the Standing Committee of the
Parliament, does exactly the opposite. The
new regulatory architecture it proposes is a
recipe for conceuu'auon of power Lhat can
onlyleac
and commercialisation of higher education
— possibly worse thanthe present UGC sys-
tem, hard asit is to imagine that.

Between 2010 and 2013, as an honorary
member of the Commission, I had a ring-
side view of all that was wrong with higher
education management. The UGC was as

My singular achievement was to push
through the first-ever conflict of interest
policy in the UGC. Ironically, that very pol-
icy was invoked to remove me from the
Commission on the charge of political ac-
tivism. The system wasrotten from the very
top. it needed a drastic overhaul.

‘This was not just my personal impres-
sion. This is exactly what a committee
Professor Yashpal had
in2009. The report of this “Committeeto Ad-~

corrupt and inefficient as the i
PWD or DDA, with rampant conﬂmls ofin-
terest. Steered by acad:

whowould stand up toreceive a phone call
from the joint secretary in the ministry, its
autonomy existed only on paper. Even if it

om-
mittees, the institution had little capacity
or i i he

vastocean of colleges, universities, deemed

national impor-

tance and whatnots. The then minister
Kapil Sibal tried to clean the system by ap-
pointing some members with academic
credentials and integrity, but the changes
we could bring about were cosmetic, if any.

LETTERS
To THE EDITOR

Trumpisn’t winning
IT IS imperative that President
Donald Trump and PM Benjamin
Netanyahu terminate theirwar
againstIran with immediate ef-
fect; else, the consequences will
be quite cataclysmic (‘Coming
up, war’s downstream effects’, IE,
March23). The direstraits that
theworld has been plunged into,
especially vis-a-vis the Strait of
Hormuz, afteraresilient Iran has
thrown amonkey wrench into
the machinery and throttled the
safe passage of ships, will not
bode well for the region and the
world at large.

Hemant Hemmady, Virar

Fire keeps burning

FIREINCIDENTS revive painful
memories of the catastrophe ata
private hospital ICU in Bhubanes-
warin 2016, which caused 22

ILLUSTRATION: C R SASIKUMAR

whammy: It would take away whatever re-
mainsofacademic autonomy of the faculty,
theinstitution and of state governments. By
doing away with any mandatory provision
or institutional design for state funding or

central government — including the aca-
demics who represent state universities -
hich a

supersede the entire commission at its will.
SomeIAS officers will control all the strings
atthe behest of their political masters.

Second, contrary to the promise of “light
and tight” regulation in the NEP 2020, the
'VBSA now has more coercive intervention
powers than the UGC or any other regula-
tory body beforeit. Onthe recommendation
of its Councils, the VBSA can exercise dra-
conian powers to penalise institutions and
their office bearers, derecognise a degree
and recommend the closing down of a col-
lege or university. The appeal against any
such decision, taken at the behest of the cen-
tral government, would lie with the central
governmentitself.

Third, and perhaps the worst feature of

For TB-free India,
we need science,
and the power of
Jjan bhagidari

JPNADDA

ODAY, AS India launches another TB Mukt Bharat
Abhxyaan—— 100! days mmpm@—llmkbackamur
joun (TB)with
pride and optimism. In recent years, India’s TB re-
sponse has been umque — anchored in jan bhagi-

the newbill, isits complete disregard of the dari, thespiritc inspired by Prime Min-
federal structure. Smte gcvemments which ister Narendra Modi’s vision. This whole-of-society approach
still fund educationin- p itsstrength ,driving in-

stitutions that have more than 80 per cent
of students, have no say in the running of
VBSA, except foronetokenand rotating seat

socialjustice, the bill \dsofthe
public purpose of higher education.
Though it is presented as a new piece of
legislation, the VBSA bill is acrually arein-
carnation of The Higher Com-

inals: ber body and not even thatin
the three councils. The 2018 bill had pro-
vided for a weak consultative structure, an
advisory council comprising the Union

ion Minister with chail fall

mission of India (HECI) bill that was intro-

StateHigher Education Councils. The VBSA

itiatives such as Mission Indradhanush and reinforcing the
messageof Swasth Nari, Sashakt Parivar at the community level.
The experience of the 100-day Intensified TB Mukt Bharat
Abhiyaan, launched in December 2024, cemented our beliefin

the power of people.
for Inr" hi

reda2lpercent

inTBis — nearly —along
with 25 per cent decJJ.ne in TB mortality smce 2015. This shows
whathapr

vise on Renovation and Rejuvenation of duced in Parliament in 2018. The bill does away with even that pretence. So, tovillage doctors to public

Higher Education” makes for a salutary government was forced to withdraw that ~ while the state governments will set up col- repr&senmuves, everyoneis u:wulvezi Even recovered patients

reading in today’s context. The committee version, thankstosharp politicalpushback  leges and universities, the central govern- as TBvijetas, supporti;

had recommended windingupthe UGCand on the apprehension of centralisation, loss  ment will decide upon their recruitment, Thehealth ministry s

the AllIndia Council of Technical Education ofautonomyand funding. Thenewbilldoes  theirsyllabi, their functioningand perhaps aswellas all rai instit nd ity organ-

(AICTE) and replacingthese with aNational not address the key problem of concentra-  their very existence. isations. the partici theyouth

ission for Higher ion and Re- tionof power; it smxply crealesa morecom- Finally, it is worth noticing that the pres- Lhrough r_heMtham. Morethan2lakh MY Bharat

search (NCHER), an apex body that wou.ld plexinstituti ent bill, like its 2018 predecessor, delinks Vi have regi: to provide support for

end end. Instead of oneall-powerful HECL, now  regulation from funding, but does notsay a treatment d ing dij 10 TB patients.

overlap. But the objective of the new regu- called VBSA [hal word howthe will Ou: strategy has evolved in response to new evidence and
i icau- come from. Nor is there any provision for ndia’s National TB P ey re-

tonomy by ending “inspection raj”, replac- of regu)auon‘ accreditation and acadexmc regulating equity, access and non-discrimi- vealed that halfof rhe'l"‘

ing rigid prior approvals with standards. But the basic impulse  nation in institutions of higher education. This promp[ed ashift toward proacuve screemng amor\j the

academic self-regulation and by re- Thoughit is presented as remains unaltered, in some ways ~ Thi: i i g vulnerable Silent cases fuel spread

ducing mi anew piece of lesislature. stronger than earlier. Thxs canbe  about the operational philosophy underly- patientcan

bmaucrauc(hscreuon TheYashpal p fiae 8l : seen in four key provi is islation. It ism for to others, making early diagnosis not ouly aclinical necessity

the VBSA billis actually a First, there is no autonomy in  formalising the retreat of the state from the butacivic responubxhty

pose of the university by providing reincarnation of the Higher  this new institutional set-up. Four  public purpose of higher jonatamo- Al bled X-ray units, Ni-

for funding g and strict Education Commission sepa:ate institutions are a smo- men[ ‘when millions of first-generation col- kshay Vahans, offermg advanced molecular testing, carry di-

regulation of profiteering and com- N o arate but not need it the most. agnostics directly to commu-

mercialisation. of [ﬂdlif (HECI) b]u.tha[ independent. The VBSA and the nities most at risk. More than
‘The VBSA moves in the opposite was introduced in threecouncilsareidentical intheir The writer is member, Swaraj India, 20 crore people have been

direction. If this becomes the law of Parliamentin 2018 stmclure The chairand members and national convenor, Bharat Jodo screened, leading to the de-

the land, it would be a triple

SHASHANK MAHESHWARI

INDIA'S CONSTITUTIONAL engagement
with gender identity reached a trans-
formative moment in NALSA (2014). In the
judgment, the Supreme Court recognised
the right of transgender persons to deter-
i irgenderidentity: intrinsicas-
pectof dignity, autonomy, and equality. The
Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights)
Bill, 2026, raises serious q
tions by hmdamen[ally restructuring the
statutory person”.
Atthe centre of the amendment lies the
redefinition of Section 2(k) of the Trans-
gender Persons (Protection of Rights) Act,
2019. The proposed provision restrictstrans-
gender identity to two categories: Individ-
uals belonging to historically recognised
socio-cultural communities such as hijra,
kinner, muvﬂm andji jugm and personsbom
with in sexc
istics. This formulauon marksa ficant
departure from the2019. Act wh.lch defined

deaths, and of the
Laxmi Bai Medical College fire in
Jhansiin2024, inwhich 18 new-
bornsdied (“To prevent fire tra-
gedies, address sys(emlc failures’,
IE, March 23). C hecks

are entirely by the

Abhiyaan. Views are personal

For transgenders, law makes
them ask who they are

’I‘hls reasomng. however, sits uneasily
inearticulated

communn.les — intoasingle category. Such

in NALSA. The SCdecisively rejected abio-
luglcally deteum.msnc approach, pa.mcu-
larly th from

case of Corbett vs Corbett (1970), which

ture of recognition around pathology.

tection of 32.65 lakh TB
cases, including 10.9 lakh
asymptomatic ones that
would otherwise have re-
mained undiagnosed.

‘We move forward intothe
next stage, seeking to deepen
gains. Over 3,000 Al-powered
handheld X-ray devices will
be deployed alongside next-
generation diagnostic ma-
chines, while data-driven
tools will help identify high-
risk villages and urban wards where targeted screening can
have the greatest impact.

Innovanon, however, extends tarbeyond medeployment of

the legal architec- ner Indiaha inre-

searchand partnerships between

Equally important is the legislative ia and industry. These h: darich
‘Made-in-India TBdi . They will

process through which sucha
tal redefinition has emerged. Meaningful

marker of sex. Instead, the Court empha-
sised that gender identity is fundamentally

incor-
porate the experiences of affected groups
into the formulation of legal norms,

shaped by psy« selfy ion

thereby both the legitimacy

andlived experience.
identity within the guarantees of Articles
14, 15,19, and 21, the Court recognised the
right of individuals to determine their
dender mdependent of medical or bmlog-

and effecti legislation. The evol-
ution of transgender legislation in India,
from earlier draft bills to the 2019 Act, has
often been criticised for insufficient en-
gagement with [ransgender commu-

ical valida By conditioning;

n ital variations or
specific communities, the Bill privileges
biological determinism. This shift poienr

nitie: may
argue that defi muonal clarity is necessary
for the effective administration of statu-
tory benefits and protections. Yet, admin-

tially transforms arights-based
intoa regime of state verification.
‘The amendment also reflects a greater

a whose conceptual difficulty in the legal under-
genderidentit withthe standing of gender identity. In various
gender assij birth, i ive scholarships, it is emphasised that “trans-
of whether they have undergone gender” functionsasan umbrella cat-
medical transition. ‘NALSA articulated a rig,hts— egory encompassing a wide spec-

The of Objects and trum of identities and experiences,

areoftentreated as paperwork
exercises. Until India treats hos-
pital safety asa matterof criminal
accountability rather than
bureaucratic paperwork, the fires
will keep burning.

S§SPaul, Nadia

‘WE CONSISTENTLY fail tolearn
from the past (“To prevent| fire

Reasons of the Bill asserts that the
law should not extend protection

based framework grounded
inautonomy and dignity.  und

including persons who may not

istrative c nce cannot override
constitutional Thechalleng
before lawmakers is to design institu-
tional mechanisms capable of imple-
menting rights without underminingthe
principle of self-determination.

NALSA articulated a rights-based
framework grounded in and

notonly strengthen India’s ability to detect TB earlier and treat
patients faster but also position the country as aleaderin TBin-
novation for the Global South.

As India urbanises rapidly, cities have become critical
battlegrounds in the fight against TB. To address this chal-
lenge, we are focusing on high-risk urban settingssuch as in-
formal settlements, migrant worker clusters and other vul-
nerable populations.

Ourtask s clear: To sustain the momentum and carry it for-
ward with even greater intensity. India has always delivered
when we move as one. We stood together to eradicate polio.
Under the f PM Modi, wi i i overa billion
people against Covid in record time. With a record 10-fold in-
creasein funding and astrategy rooting for “Made in Indla de-

we hay from tocertainty.
Lmue 1o srrengthen early detection, expand chagnosuc access,
hagidariby enlisti ry citizen, institution

and youth platform in this shared mission.

India’s campaign against TB is not just a pub!u: health en-
deavour. It i toournation’sability! acause
tha! toucheslakhs of lives. A TB-Mukt Bharat will not be builtby

dignity. Theamendment appearsto revive
aclassiﬁcaxory model rooted in biology and

butident-

y status. In damgso it rlsks
transforming the constitutional p
self-identification into a regime where

gender |denmy must be verified rather

toindividuals claiming gender ~ The amendmentappears  ify with a gender different from that
identity based on “self-perceived” torevivea classiﬁcatory assigned at birth. Legal definitions
characteristics, but only to those odel dinbiology that rely e‘(cluswely on bmlogmal
who experience discrimination model roote l.n lology markers risk phe-  than
due to biological conditions and community status nomena — intersex variations,

alone. It will be built by all of us—by the choices
we make, the habits we adopt, the support we extend and the
stigmatising we refuse to tolerate. If we stand together, we can
ensure that the next generation will know TB only as a chapter
in history, not as a reality in Lheu hv&s
Tamsure that with our coll , we will achieve th
resolution set out by PM Modi, “Yes, We can End TB”.

The writer is Union minister of health and

tragedles, addre fail-
ures’, IE, March 23). The haunt-
ing memories of the Uphaar Cin-
ematragedy should have beena
permanent deterrent, yet collec-
tive amnesia has become the
norm. Citizens routinely priori-
tise immediate personal gains
over collective safety, actively
sabotaging urban planning.
Planned municipal roadsare
choked by illegal boundary ex-
tensions and haphazard
billboards. Unauthorised con-
structions thrive at a premium,
tragically facilitated by the very
law enforcers mandated to pre-
vent them. One disaster simply
replaces the other, while the
pleas of law-abiding citizens are
drowned out by profits.

Krishan Chugh, New Delhi

beyond their control. gender identity, and socio-cultural The writer teaches at Jindal Global Law School family welfare & chemicals and fertilisers
2 Chuck Norrisdidn't die, God needed abo yguar

(" forum. When website creator Ian Spector  of Rambo-coded machismo on aweekly — than-lifeinternetcharacters like TheMost ~ Norris. In India, people actually do pray to

saw that the Diesel jokes weren't cutting it basis. The camp factor was high, butsowas  Interesting Maninthe World (“Hisonlyre-  Rajinikanth at a temple dedicated to him.

- S any more, he ran a poll tosee who thetop  the man’s roundhouse kick. Norris'sover-  gret s that he didn’t have any regrets”). In  Chuck Norris once high-fived Rajinikanth.
KURIAKOSE SAJU chou:e for his next tough- guy fact the-top it foranentire  India, wehad ourown versionofthe Chuck  That’s what scientists called the Big Bang.

d b Nomswonby dslide. Norris's ion with that one show. Norris joke, transposing his demigod-like So what makes amanaliving myth?Is it

JESUS CHRIST could walk on water. Chuck al it numer- Chuck Norris got bit by acobraonce.  powersonthe oneandonlyRajinikanth.1t  the perfect roundhouse kick? Black belts?

Norris can swim through land. Carlos Ray
“Chuck” Norris died this week after being
hospitalised in Hawaii following a medical
emergency. The martial artist-turned-action
hero was officially 86 at the time of his pas-
sing. Unofficially, the near-mythical Norris
might be immortal. Chuck Norris “facts”
have been an internet staple since the early
2000s. It allstarted with Vin Diesel. In 2005,
awebsitecalled “Vin Diesel Fact Generator”

popped up, takinginspiration froman array
of jokes about Diesel on a Something Awful

ousblackbelts went along way in establish-
inghimasthealphaof choice. That,and the
gift that keeps on giving: Norris's long-run-
ning TV show, Walker, Texas Ranger.
Chuck Norris once threw a grenade and

killed 50 people. Then, thegrenadeexploded.
My firstbrushwith Chuck Norriswas hisap-
pearance as the titular Walker on the CBS
show that ran for nine seasons between 1993
and 2001 Asayoungboy growingupin '90s
India, Norris'ssmall-screen exploitswerethe
closestthing you could get toasteady stream

After five days of excruciating pain, the
cobrafinallydied. ChuckNorrisjokes soon
became the prototype for other larger-

Chuck Norris jokes became the
prototype for other larger-than-
life internet characters like The
Most Interesting Man in the
World (‘His only regret is that he
didn’t have any regrets’)

epaper.indianexpres&eom.. -

made perfect sense. After all, with his
ICOD.IC cigarette- nNJ.r]mg, bombasuc dia-
delivery,and truly
even Norris would have had a tough time
keeping up with our Superstar. There’s a
differencein the kind of adulation bothre-
ceive. Norrisisdefinitely one of the GOATs
when it comes to the action genre; his ap-
pearancei movie
is testament to the fact. But the fandom
that Thalaivar enjoys is different. A Norri-
sian joke might claim God prays to Chuck

Mid-air cigarette-catching skills? Or maybe,
just a bored teenager with an internet con-
nection and time to spare? Turns out it's all
three, plus a battalion of fanboys. So long,
Chuck Norris. Sure, your political views
might be hard to agree with, and you might
have spent way too much time endorsing
Glock and Netanyahu. But at least, we'll al-
ways have the jokes. After all, Chuck Norris
didn't die. God just needed a bodyguard.

The writer is an editor and stand-up comedian

-. . Chandigarh
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Hyderabad’s
special taskforce,
set to tackle food
adulteration

Sreenivas Janyala
Hyderabad, March 23

LAST WEEK, the Hyderabad Polic thek

Food Adulteration Surveillance Team (H-FAST) tocheckadul-
teration at food manufacturing units, eateries, and restaur-
ants. Police Commissioner VC Sajjanar, who will oversee the
team tasked with conducting surprise raids across the city,
said that H-FAST is adedicated, intelligence-driven mechan-
ismto combat food adulteration.

Uptick inincidents

In recent months, Hyderabad has seen an uptick in inci-
dents of food adulteration and manufacturing of spurious
food produc(s Dunng raids, police and health officials have
found paneer, ghee, kova
(traditional lndxan dairy product used to make sweets),
pickles, spoilt milk, curd, and dairy products. Spices like tur-
meric, chilli powder, and mustard have been found to have
been prepared using synthetic matenals The_se products,
manufactured by illegal units in iti are

HARISH DAMODARAN

IN NOVEMBER 1975, two years after the
first global oil shock courtesy of the Arab-
Israeli “Yom Kippur® War, Brazil launched
aProdlcool programme, aimed at reducing
its dependence on imported fuels.

Prodlcool mandated all petrol sold in
Brazil to contain a minimum 11% an-
hydrous alcohol or ethanol. In 1979, when
the second oil crisis came with the Islamic
Revolution in Iran, Brazil introduced cars
that could run on 100% hydrous alcohol
(this has 5-6% water asagainst lessthan 1%
for ethanol).

By1985, when domesticethanol produc-

«Ethanol supply to oil marketing companies

%BLENDING
INPETROL

1000

800

600

=)

(INCRORELITRES)

02PD00P000T

1039

«Ethanol supply by feedstock (incrorelitres)

Supply C-Heavy | B-Heavy | Cane Maize Surplus Damaged
Year Molasses  Molasses  Juice FCIRice Foodgrain
201314 38 | o o 0 | |
201415 67 0 0 [0 0 0
201516 111 0 ) 0 0 0
20617 67 lo ] 0 0 0
201718 151 0 o 0 lo I
201819 146 133 I I 0 110
201920 74 68 115 [o 0 116
202021 39 | 183 139 I 2 L]
202122 |1 1265 |85 E 49 |24
202223 6 |235 1128 22 4 |32
202324 |58 |49 |64 1286 lo 16
202425 17 1139 1165 | 498 1140 |80
202526° 14 3 1165 1419 1233 154

YTILL NOW. SUPPLY TILL 2021-22: DEC-OCT FOR: IOV-OCT FROM 2023-24,

tionreached nearly1,200
lian fuel stations had two types of pumps:
one for ethanol-blended petrol (Gasoline C,
as it is called) vehicles and the other for
100% hydrous alcohol (E100) vehicles.

1In 2003, the first
vehicles were launched in Brazil, with en-
gines capable of running on both Gasoline
C and E100 fuel. The vehicles had elec-

then supplied to roadside eateries, restaurants, and hotels at
cheap rates, which could impact the health of consumers.

For instance, in Mallepally, police seized 1,090 kg of fake
ginger-garlic paste, Manufactured using aceticacid, synthetic
colours, and gum powder, large quantities of it was supplied
o shops and popular eateries across the city.

raid, poli d faketea mxvder.

powriﬂr and Froma
police seized 3,000 kgs of fake paneer, adulterated kova and
ghee, and palmoil.

H-FAST aday after two inci-
dents concerning food adul-
teration were reported in

* MODUSOPERANDI and around Hyderabad.

‘While the first involved po-
lice busting a unit in Jiya-
guda that was supposedly
manufacturing adulterated
pickles, the second saw po-
lice raiding six stores for al-
legedly selling adulterated

® During raids, police and
health officials found adulter-
ated spices and dairy products
® These products, manufac-
tured by illegal units in unhy-
gienic conditions, are then sup-

plied to roadside eateries, paneerand dairy products in
restaurants, and hotels at Secunderabad.

cheap rates. This could impact N

consumer health The team’s scope

——————— Headed by G Vaibhav
Raghunath, Deputy Com-
missioner (Task Force), H-FAST will initially comprise 28
members which anludes Luspectors, Sub-Inspectors, and
detection, and pros-

ecution of offences rela[ed tounsafe food.
The teams will conduct checks at food manufacturing
units and stores and restaurants. Sajjanar said that its main

taski an teamwill workinclose
coordination with Food Safety Officers to strengthen regula-
tory action.

Official food isaseriousof-

fence posing a threat to public health. A zero-tolerance ap-
proach will be followed, and stringent legal action will be taken
against offenders.

Grievance mechanism

Inorder for the public to reach out to H-FAST, a dedicated
toll-free number (8712661212) has been established to report
instances of food adulteration and unsafe food practices.
Citizens can also reach out to official social media handles to
share information and with the en-

nol -gasoline blend in the tank and auto-
matu:ally adjust the fuel injection volume
and spark timing.

The minimum ethanol blend in petrol
was hiked to 25% by 2014 and to 27% Erom

March2015. Since August 2015, the eth

= 222358238
& = 2 228 = a 3
g REEEEEEE
Brazi-
invasion of Ukraine, when they reached
$139.130n March7.
The latestshock — from the ongoing US-
| flex-fuel  Israel ar—should beawake-up
callfor xdel,
said CK Jain, president of' theDe!hl based
Grain Ethanol
t i etha- “The government must work with lhe
autoi yandoil
(OMCs) to gradually increase the ethanol
blending mandate from20%t030%and in-
centivisethe production of flex-fuel vehicles
that can run on 100% hydrous alcohoL Our I?USh ?0
stations, too, should diversify
ing units for E30 and E100 fuels, with con- Policies

content in Gasoline C has been set at 30%.

1n 2024, Brazil’s total fuel alcohol con-
sumption was 3,492.4 crore litres: 2,289.6
crore litres of E100 and 1,202.8 crore litres
ofethanol in Gasoline C. While the ethanol
blend rate in Gasoline C was 27% (now
30%), the overall mix for fuel used in the
country’s light-duty vehicles fleet stood at
51.8%. Thus, alcohol constitutes more than
half of the fuel powering Brazil’s cars and
two-wheelers.

Replicating Brazil

Speaking in Parliament on the West
Asia war on Monday, Prime Minister Nar-
endra Modi referred to India's own
ramped-up efforts on ethanol blending
overthelastdecade that helped addressits
vulnerabilities from imported energy.

Since 1979, the world has seen at least
three oil shocks — in 2008, when Brent
crude prices surged to a record $147.5 per
barrel onJuly 11, and in 2022 after Russia’s

US-Iran pause

Anaﬂha Jayakumar,
Harikishan Sharma
New Delhi, March 23

US PRESIDENT Donald Trump on Mon-
day said that following “very good and pro-
ductive” conversations with Iran, the De-
partment of War would postponesstrikes on
the country’senergy infrastructure for five
days, subject to the ongoing discussions.
The statement also matters for water
inthe Gulf re-

abling quicker response and wider public participation.
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gion, which Iran threatened as retaliation
for potential US strikes. Desalination plants
are vital for meeting the water require-
ments of the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) countries: Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman,
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE.

‘What are desalination plants?
Desalination plants convert saltwater
into drinkable water and area preferred

sumers choosing either depending on the
price parity between the two,” he said.
An aggressive ethanol use strategy

ethanol -
under GST,” added Jain.

instituted in the
70s haveled to

would require a relook at taxation as well. alcoholnow
Currently, ethanoliscovered underthe  constituting over
Goodsand Services Tax (GST) regime. The half the fuel
ethanol used for blending witt} petrol at- powering Brazil's
tracts 5% GST. But petrol remains outside carsand two-
GST, attracting both the Central excise duty
and State value added tax. Both ethanol- wheelers
blended petrol and pure petrol are treated L)
asidentical for taxation 0Ses. .
e teed to bringall el blendsd ith Indiahas
whether E20, E30 or E100 -  achievedariscin
average blending
ratio in petrol,

The progress so far

India, as the accompanying chart
shows, has achieved a significant rise in
both the quantity of ethanol supplied by
distilleries to OMCs and the average blend-
ing ratio in petrol — from a mere 38 crore

too, from 38 cr

litres in 2013-14

to 1039 cr litres
in2024-25

litres (1.6%) in 2013-14 to 1,039 crore litres
(19.2%) in 2024-25.
Till 2017-18, ethanol was by

October), the OMCs have so far contracted
1,058 crore litres — 766 crore litres from
292crore litres from

distilleries attached to sugar mills only

based feedstocks (see table). The ex-distil-

from so-called C-heavy adark
brown liquid byproduct of cane processing.

From 2018-19, mills began making etha-
nol from an earlier ‘B-heavy’ stage molasses
(having higher sucrose content available
for fermentation) and also directly from
whole sugarcane juice or syrup. They were
encouraged to do so by the Centre’s deci-
sion to pay mills more for ethanol manu-
factured from the B-heavy and direct cane
juice/syrup routes, inorderto compensate
them for the revenues foregone from
lower/nil recovery and sale of sugar.

From 2018-19, the Centre also nxed sep»

ler fixed atRs 5797 per litre
forethanol produced from C-heavy molas-
ses, whileat Rs 60.73, Rs 65.61, Rs 60.32, Rs
64 and Rs 71.86 for that from B-heavy mo-
lasses, sugarcane juice/syrup, FCI rice,
damaged grain and maize respectively.

Theroad ahead

The latest oil shock presents an oppor-
tunity for India to “revisit and review” its
existing ethanol blending programme,
Tarun Sawhney, vice chairman and ma-
naging director of Triveni Engineering &
Industries Ltd, pointed out. “We need to

arateex-distillery prices for

from rice, maize and damaged foodgrains.
Ethanol production involves fermenta-

tion of sugar by yeasts. In mol; cane

8 that India does not have
enough crude oil and imports 90% uf its
Second, theinternal

t ineisn'tgoing

d there

juice, sugar is present as sucrose. Cereal
grains contain starch, a complex carbohy-
drate that has to first be extracted and
broken down into simple sugars before
further fermentation, distillation and
dehydration toethanol with 9999% alcohol
concentration.

Out of the 1,039 crore litres of ethanol
supplied to OMCs in 2024-25, as much as
718 crorelitres orover 69% was from grains,
mainly maize and rice. Thelatterincluded
surplus rice from the Food Corporation of
India’s (FCI) stocks and broken/damaged
grain sourced from the open market.

Forthe current supply year(November-

arelimitst TiC Vi

replace it. Third, we are surplus in sugar-
cane, riceand maize and can increase their
production much more for E-30 and E-100
fuels,” Sawhney, whose company hasaca-
pacity to crush 70,500 tonnes of cane, told
TheIndian Express.

The constraint today, he claimed, is not
inethanol production (India already hasa
capacity in excess of 1,800 crore litres per
annum) or retailing. What India needsisa
policy push for all new vehicles to be flex-
fuel based. The government should also
nudge companies to provide conversion
kits to modify existing vehicles.

is a relief for Gulf desalination plants, water supply

«Science of separation
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for. consumpnon readiness 5. Drinking water delivery 6. Seawater

method in coastal region: natural
perennial sources of potable water. It in-

(SYDNEY DESALINATION PLANT AS REFERENCE)

volves separating salt from
water molecules either through mem-
brane-based methods, such as reverse os-
mosis (RO), or heat-based methods.

dotheri
'[‘heﬁ.l[ered water s further treated tomake
it fit for consumption. In the thermal
method, saline water is heated, and the re-

InRO, asemi-

sultant vapour i

permeable membrane under pressure to

According to the International Desali-

nation Association, over 150 countries rely
on desalination to produce freshwater. A
2022report by the French Institute of Inter-
national Relations noted that the sector
was growing by 6% to 12% annually.

‘Why does the Gulf need so many?
According tothe GCC Statistical Centre,
the GCCnations had 172 water desalination
stationsin 2018, with Oman accounting for
the most (65 stations), followed by Saudi
Arabia (44) and the UAE (40). The stations
have acombined capacity of 22 billion litres
per day, with actual annual water produc-

isation, have contributed tothe rising water
demand over time.

‘With scant rainfall and limited replen-
ishable groundwater, the countries are
heavily dependent on desalination plants
tomeet their water needs. However, desali-
nation plants are highly energy-intensive
and run on electricity generated from
liquid fuels or natural gas, generating 500
to 850 million tons of carbon dioxide
emissions annually.

Another concern is that reverse osmo-
sis, the predominant desalination method,
generates large quantities of saltwater

tionat6,053billionlitres. The
cated in coastal areas (seegraphic).
Thes 7 4

brine, typically into the ocean.
These can harm marine habitats and sea

millio X out 81%0f]
graphicarea), receive very low rainfall, rang-
ing from 4 to 30 cm. The total precipitation
'was 28191 billion cubic metres in 2018 —just
7% of what India receives in a year.

The GCC countries do not have rivers,

creat planktonand fishlarvae.

How does Iran meet its water needs?
Unlike other West Asian countries,
Iran’s water needs are mostly met by
groundwater sources, like underground
aquifers. It operates comparatively few de-

but wadis (dry valleys or ri , with
‘water availability only durmg rainfall. The
total

extracted from the ground) was recorded
026,495 milli

Island. However, it has been experiencing
adrought for Lhe last ﬂve years and has
b facilities.

his has been limited, given infrastructure

countries in 2018. Population and econ-
omic growth, as well as increasing urban-

constraints, highenergy costsand interna-
tional sanctions on the Iranian economy.

How the Narendra Modi stadium became an economic hub for Ahmedabad

LeenaMisra
Ahmedabad, March 23

endra Modi Stadium is fast becoming one
ofthepi A e

doubling the capacity of the existing
49,000-seat stadium to 1.10 lakh.

Five years later, the GCA, which owns

IN THE days leading up to the T20 World
Cupfinalat the Narendra Modi Stadiumin
Ahmedabad, a whole bazaar sprung up
around it. People sold jerseys, caps, and
other cricket merchandise, with some
sellers coming all the way from Delhi and
raising rates closer to the big day.

On the day of the match, luxury cars
carrying fans, some with Maharashtra reg-
istrations, crawled in the traffic, two hours
before the match. Touts approached them
with offers: “Rs 100 for parking the whole
evening...can bargain."

The Westernand Northern Rail in-

Namaste Trump to Coldplay

1In February 2020, a month before the
Covid-19 lockdown, the Motera Stadium,
asit was known then, welcomed US Presi-
dent Donald Trump with a crowd of over
one lakh. A year later, it was named after
PM Modi and inaugurated by the then
President Ramnath Kovind.

Jay Shah, Chairman of the International
Cricket Council (ICC), told The Indian Ex-
press, “The Narendra Modi Stadium is far
morethanjustacricket venue, itisa power-
ful example of how sport can become an

troduced special trains from Mumbai and
Delhi, respectively, to ferry fans to Ahme-
dabad. The Gujarat Metro Rail Corporation

engine of growth and social de-
velopment. Over the past few years, we
have seen how major cricket events hosted
here have contributed significantly to

extended its working midnight,
earning over Rs10 lakh in revenue.
The “pillarless marvel” that is the Nar-

and Gujarat by boosting tour-
ism, supporting local businesses, creating
employment opportunities and

The stadium can seat 1.10 lakh people. fi.e

strengthenmg, the city’s g,lobal repu(auon

the stadium, is looking at it as a potential
venue for hosting the opening ceremony of
the Commonwealth Games in 2030 and
the Olympics in 2036.
Officials of the GCA and the Gujarat gov-
ernment benchmark the January 2025
hanger forthe
stadluln Areport by EY Parthenon, a glo-
bal strategy firm, said it directly impacted
Ahmedabad’s economy by Rs 392 crore,
counting the ancillary benefits of what
people spent on accommodation, trans-
port, dining, and retail.
Flights, trainsand h iat full

asapremier

Jay Shah was the joint secretary of the
Guijarat Cricket Association (GCA) when
the stadium was being built, and takes
prideinthe fact that itwas completed in 38
months. The “world’s biggest cricket sta-
dium” was built at a cost of Rs 800 crore,

capacity and hotel rates “soared to historic
heights” asthe influx of tourists cemented
Ahmedabad’s position asa “premier enter-
tainment destination”, the report said.
Beforethe Narendra Modi stadium, the
Melbourne Cricket Ground, witha capacity

epaper.indianexpres&com.. .

0f90,000, was the largest in the world.

According to Jay Shah, “What makes
this stadium truly special is not just its
scale, but the ecosystem it has helped cre-
ate, from inf and
hospitality growth to inspiring young
people to take up sport.”

A GCA official said the stadium hosts
about 10-12 major matches in a year and
about 30-40 national tournaments.

Riverfront an added attraction

Banchhanidhi Pani said the high-profile
events at the stadium are playing a partin
thedevelopment of thecity asawhole. The
63-acre Sardar Patel Sports Complex (of
which the stadium isa part), located along
the Sabarmati Riverfront, is set to be “up-
lifted”. “During events, people also use the
city bus services, including the BRTS, to
reach the stadium. A serene, beautiful
riverfront next to the stadium is an added

attraction,” Pani said.

Property prices in the stadium’s neigh-
bourhood are going up, said an official.

The big-ticket events at the stadium,
however, lead to traffic snarls that affect
many parts of the city. Ahmedabad city po-
lice commissioner Gyanender Singh Malik
said, “If11akh people cometoa place, traffic
will definitely be an issue, but we have sol-
utions. We divert trafficand make arrange-
ments for VVIP movement.”

Under scanner

Ahead of the 2022 Gujarat Assembly
polls, the Congress’ p'lrry ha(l declared that
itw toSar
dar Patel Stadium ifit came to power. There
have also been claims that many high-pro-
file events go to this stadium because the
BJP is in power at the Centre and in the
state. A GCA official, however, said, “The
fact is that this is the largest stadium. No
one can change that.”

.- . Chandigarh
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Battle of Bengal

The TMC is fighting off anti-incumbency
sentiment
T he West Bengal Assembly election, to be

held in two phases on April 23 and 29, is

shaping up as a two-party race between
the incumbent All India Trinamool Congress
(TMC) and the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). The
Left and the Congress have been pushed to the
margins in the intense combat. The Bharatiya
Gorkha Prajatantrik Morcha (BGPM) is contesting
the three Darjeeling hill seats as an ally of the
TMC. The TMC, which has been in power for
three terms, has replaced 74 sitting Members of
the Legislative Assembly to deflect anti-incum-
bency and bring in fresh faces to the field. In
2021, the TMC won 215 seats with a 48.02% vote
share while the BJP secured 77 seats with 38%, a
sharp rise from when it bagged just three seats
and a10.2% vote share in 2016. Chief Minister and
TMC leader Mamata Banerjee is facing off against
Leader of the Opposition Suvendu Adhikari,
from the BJP, in Bhabanipur, where she is the sit-
ting MLA. In 2021, she had lost to Mr. Adhikari in
Nandigram by a margin of 1,956 votes, even while
the TMC won yet another term. The run-up to the
election in 2026 has been marred by controver-
sies around the Special Intensive Revision (SIR) of
the voter list. West Bengal's final electoral roll,
which was published on February 28, saw the
electorate shrink from 7.66 crore to 7.04 crore,
with over 62 lakh names deleted. A further 60
lakh names remain under adjudication even as
campaigning is underway, creating unprecedent-
ed uncertainty.

The standoff over SIR has overshadowed other
debates. Having been in power for three terms,
there is much that the TMC should be held ac-
countable for, but SIR turned out to be a gift for
Ms. Banerjee, which she has used to amplify her
charges against the BJP that it is a party hostile to
‘West Bengal and its voters. The BJP began 2026
with a reasonable case in its favour — the rape
and murder of a trainee doctor in Kolkata, in
2024, had shaken public confidence in the Mama-
ta government. But the party’s limitations — and
even refusal — to negotiate the cultural and lin-
guistic diversity of India are markedly visible in
the State, and it is placing its hopes on the
trimmed voter list and the manoeuvrability of the
electoral process. Its State unit is a house divided,
while the TMC appears to have consolidated itself
further, with Ms. Banerjee and her nephew Abh-
ishek firmly in command. The BJP’s upward tra-
jectory may have hit the ceiling. The Congress is
contesting without any alliances. The Left is not a
power contender, but its vote share in select seats
could influence margins in a tight race. In a long
campaign period, there may be some surprises in
store in West Bengal, as the BJP and the TMC both
fight a battle for survival.

Grim future
India’s economic fundamentals need
arealistic reassessment

he economy has recently been yielding

some discomfiting data, even before the

‘war in West Asia began. The most recent
of these was the February 2026 data on the Index
of Eight Core Industries. This release showed that
growth in the overall Index had dropped to a
three-month low in February, half the rate of
what it saw in January. This was not a case of a
high base effect, either, with growth in February
2025 having been just 3.4%. The sector-wise data
reveal further issues. The domestic crude oil in-
dustry has been contracting for six consecutive
months. In fact, the sector has contracted in 20
out of the last 24 months. The natural gas sector,
too, has contracted for the last 20 consecutive
months. As context, from about the middle of last
year, it had been increasingly clear that there
would be some sort of escalation between the
U.S. and Iran, even if the exact nature of the war
now could not have been predicted then. It is no
secret that India is highly dependent on energy
imports, especially from the region that would
have faced the brunt of any such escalation. As a
matter of fact, a large part of the contraction in
domestic production was likely because imports
were coming cheap. Yet, as tensions increased, it
nmight have been more prudent to have increased
domestic oil and gas production over the last
eight months so as to at least build reserves, if not
to also temporarily reduce import dependence.
Permanently reducing such dependence will take
time, but a temporary domestic production push
— as is belatedly underway — might have consid-
erably alleviated the current supply crunch.
Hindsight is 20-20, but that does not excuse a
lack of foresight or an inability to learn. The Prad-
han Mantri Ujjwala Yojana of 2016 should have
triggered a concerted policy to secure LPG sup-
plies and reserves.

This poor core sector performance comes on
top of the new series of GDP data showing that
the Indian economy is actually smaller than pre-
viously thought. Further, between 2022-23 and
2025-26, the contributions to GDP of key engines
such as private consumption, capital formation,
exports and imports have all fallen. The share of
‘change in stocks’ has nearly doubled, however,
meaning that there is production but not enough
sales. Soon, that production too will reduce to fall
in line with the subdued demand. All of this leads
into the impact of the current crisis. With com-
mercial fuel sources curtailed, oil prices at more
than $100 a barrel, and global economic uncer-
tainty at a high, economists and rating agencies
are already downgrading India’s growth outlook
to about 6.5%. Perhaps, India’s much-vaunted
macroeconomic fundamentals and resilience
need a more realistic assessment.
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The evolving diagnostic landscape for tuberculosis

wo weeks ago, in the run-up to World

Tuberculosis (TB) Day (which falls on

March 24), the World Health

Organization (WHO) formally
recommended the use of new near point-of-care
(NPOC) molecular tests for diagnosing TB. WHO
also endorsed the use of tongue swab samples for
TB testing and sputum pooling strategies to
potentially improve testing efficiencies at scale.
These are the latest developments in what has
been an unusually remarkable decade for the TB
diagnostic landscape, a decade when new
technologies have not only emerged but have also
been tested, swiftly recommended and utilised to
advance global efforts to eliminate TB.

Probably the best example is the rapidly
expanding use of portable chest X-ray (CXR), in
tandem with artificial intelligence (Al) solutions
for TB screening. In India, the National
Tuberculosis Elimination Programme (NTEP) has
made available hundreds of portable CXR
machines that are being utilised for the Pradhan
Mantri TB Mukt Bharat Abhiyaan, in an effort to
take active TB screening into the community.

Until recently, X-ray access was limited to
hospital settings and dependent on the
availability of technicians and radiologists to
record the X-ray and interpret the findings.
Today, active case-finding efforts are in full swing
through mobile vans equipped with portable CXR
with Al, making it more convenient. While this
takes diagnostic services into the community, we
must ensure on-the-spot collection of sputum
samples for those with any CXR findings to
significantly reduce attrition in the diagnostic
cascade. Further, those with CXR lesions other
than TB (for example, lung cancer) must get the
referral and treatment services they need.
Systematic microplanning will also help to refine
these screening efforts to focus on those who are
most vulnerable, particularly in urban and tribal
settings.

The use of Al also presents a credible option
for opportunistic screening. Tens of thousands of
X-rays are performed daily across India in public
and private clinics and hospitals for various
reasons. Installing Al algorithms in digital X-ray
machines that can swiftly identify suspicious
lesions, whether for TB or other respiratory
disorders, can reduce delays in diagnosis.
Building health system capacity, particularly at
the service delivery level, to use Al effectively is
an important first step.

The diagnostic landscape is shifting

India has long relied on sputum smear
microscopy as the primary test for diagnosing TB,
despite its low sensitivity and inability to identify
drug-esistance. In 2016, India began scaling up
molecular testing — starting with the
Cartridge-based Nucleic Acid Amplification Test
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(CBNAAT) and later adopting the indigenous
Truenat in 2020. Today, many more Indian
products are available, and decentralised access
to molecular testing is central to the TB
programme.

However, access to up-front molecular testing
remains uneven. To achieve 100% testing through
NAAT prior to treatment initiation, we must also
strengthen sputum collection and transportation
mechanisms, especially for the elderly, people
with disabilities, and those who live in
hard-to-reach areas. To complete the diagnostic
cascade swiftly, we must reduce delays in
first-line and second-line drug resistance testing
and work with the general health system to
leverage diagnostic human resource
capacity. Minimising test turnaround
time will ensure that people with
drug-resistant TB are started on the
correct treatment regimen at the earliest.

With WHO'’s endorsement of near
point-of-care Nucleic Acid Amplification
Tests (nNPOC-NAAT), there are now more
options for molecular testing at the
primary-care level that are not heavily dependent
on infrastructure. The use of non-sputum
samples, such as tongue swabs, are especially
useful for those who find it difficult to produce a
good sputum sample, including children.

It is important to acknowledge that none of
these tools is a complete solution in itself. What
this growing collection of new tests offers is a
comprehensive toolbox for TB diagnosis.
Diagnostic network optimisation can help
identify which tools to best use, individually and
in combination, and where they should be
located, to establish a diagnostic cascade that is
accessible, affordable and person-centered. India
must field-test these tools through robust
implementation research that matches the pace
of innovation, so that solutions can be tested in
specific settings and decisions taken for scale-up.

Indian innovators have made a significant
contribution, bringing to the market screening
and diagnostic tools for global use, and will
continue to play an important role in taking them
to scale across the country. Over the years, we
must examine the evidence to evolve clear
diagnostic algorithms that are operationally
feasible, involving the use of both Al-enabled CXR
and molecular tests for diagnosing TB and
identifying any antibiotic resistance.

Research and innovation priorities

busly, we must ine innovation
assessment and procurement pathways so that all
evidence is rigorously reviewed by the Indian
Council of Medical Research (ICMR),
comprehensive health technology
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procured and distributed in both public and
private sectors. Several areas still require
research and innovation.

First, as India is scaling up testing for TB
infection and access to TB preventive therapy
(TPT), we need more cost-effective and
easy-to-use biomarkers that can identify and
predict those at high risk for disease progression.
Studies have shown that ‘test and treat’
approaches are more likely to convince people
with TB infection to start on TPT, if they are at
higher risk for disease, particularly in the private
sector.

Second, the National TB Survey shows that
asymptomatic TB is a serious issue, making
symptom-based screening alone
insufficient. Increased access to chest
X-ray is a step in the right direction but
we also need faster, less invasive
diagnostic tools that use saliva and other
non-sputum samples. More feasibility
studies are required to understand utility
and performance in real-world settings,
particularly among individuals with low
bacterial load.

Third, diagnosing TB in children remains
challenging. Children cannot produce sputum as
they often have low bacillary levels. Testing using
stool samples has been tried in some countries
and we need more implementation research in
this area. We need far greater investment — and
urgency — in finding the right new tools for
diagnosing TB in children.

Finally, diagnosing extra-pulmonary TB
(EP-TB) — which is almost a quarter of India’s TB
burden — remains difficult, often inaccessible and
very expensive. Misdiagnosis as well as delayed
diagnosis of EP-TB contributes to both
catastrophic costs for families and poor outcomes
for individuals. There are some pilots being done
globally using Al-enabled portable ultrasound
devices alongside molecular testing using new
tools; we need India-specific evidence on this,
including on cost-effectiveness.

Investing in strengthening the diagnostic
landscape can be the greatest return on
investment for the public health system. The
sooner a person with TB is diagnosed, ideally
before they are very ill, the more likely they are to
recover fully, with fewer long-term
post-treatment morbidities. Early diagnosis can
not only improve treatment outcomes and
long-term lung health but also dramatically
reduce t ission within c¢ ities. A
careful but swift and streamlined public sector
expansion of diagnostics can also significantly
reduce out-of-pocket expenditure for families
aﬂected by TB. An evidence-based, strong and

address clinical, social, economic, and ethical
concerns, and only recommended tools are

di ic toolbox can be a powerful
lever to accelerate pathways to TB elimination in
India.

A decade of building India’s TB Champion movement

n early 2017, at a workshop in New Delhi,

Cedric Fernandes, a tuberculosis (TB)

survivor and advocate from Maharashtra,
said to a room full of other TB survivors, “It has
been very lonely having this disease. Iam fed up
with the loneliness and I hope all of you are t0o.”
Addressing the organising team at the workshop,
he gently admonished us: , “I am so glad that
someone is finally bringing us together ... but
what took so long?”

India diagnoses and treats over 25 lakh people
with TB every year, which means that there are
hundreds of thousands of individuals such as
Cedric, who are coming to terms with the disease
and fighting to overcome it. Their path, from
diagnosis to cure, is often fraught with challenges
in an ecosystem where stigma and social
exclusion continue to thrive within communities.
TB remains one of the most stigmatised illnesses
in both urban and rural India; stigma and
discrimination uniquely impact women, men,
transgender communities, children and
adolescents, the elderly and other socially
vulnerable groups.

Challenging the belief
One of the early criticisms of the global TB
response was that it remained stubbornly
biomedical, focusing solely on clinical
interventions whilst excluding communities and
devaluing lived experience. Back in 2016, when
we first began to imagine and build our wish list
for how TB-affected communities — people with
TB, TB survivors and their families — could play a
greater role, there were many sceptics. Most of
all, we were told that TB survivors, unlike people
living with HIV, would want to move on with their
lives once they had completed treatment, and
would not be interested in becoming peer
supporters or advocates. Ten years later, the
lution of the TB Cl i in India
has firmly dispelled this notion. TB Champions
are survivors who are passionate, motivated and
committed individuals, firm in their conviction
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that they have an important role to play in India’s
response to TB.

India’s National TB Elimination Programme
(NTEP) provides access to high-quality free
diagnostics and treatment. Over the last few
years, diagnosis and case-finding have
accelerated, and treatment outcomes have
steadily improved, which means that more
people are being cured and mortality has
reduced, with fewer people dying of TB. Newer
strategies — Artificial Intelligence-enabled
screening, active case-finding within
communities, shorter and less toxic treatment
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d nutrition support,
differentiated care approaches — have
been adopted. But even the most robust
health system cannot achieve elimination
of any disease on its own, without active
community participation. This is where
TB Champions are uniquely poised to
draw on their own personal experiences
of TB to be powerful communicators and
advocates for changes.

‘Empower, support, educate’

In the early years of working with TB survivors,
our focus was on developing the ‘Survivor to
Champion’ training curriculum, which has since
been formally adopted by the NTEP.

The involvement of TB Champions has
reaffirmed a conviction that we have held from
our inception — that a person with TB needs
emotional support and motivation to get them
through the treatment period, as much as they
need high-quality clinical care. TB Champion-led
peer counselling, through both one-to-one
communication and support groups, has helped
to improve treatment literacy and empowered
people with TB with the knowledge they need.
We have found a greater level of confidence and
comfort among people with TB who have been
supported by TB Champions and a significant
reduction in self-stigmatisation.

Even today, myths and misconceptions about
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TB persist. TB Champions have played a critical
role in dispelling these and in improving
knowledge of TB, the symptoms of the disease
and where to seek care. They literally reach the
last mile through regular community meetings,
where they talk about the disease, share their
own stories and reassure people that TBis a
treatable and curable disease. This has been a
powerful anti-stigma strategy, enabling people to
come forward to seek diagnosis and treatment.

Building networks, looking ahead

In addition, over the last decade, TB Champions
in several States have come together to form
survivor-led networks. These collective
entities are naturally designed to be a
powerful bridge between those seeking
care and those providing services,
especially among social vulnerable
groups. Importantly, networks have
become a source of strength for TB
survivors, many of whom continue to
experience the physical, social and
economic toll of the disease even after being
cured. However, the long-term future and
sustainability of networks remains uncertain,
given that they are dependent on external
resources for funding. The next challenge is to
test and build self-sustaining socio-economic
models for survivor-led networks.

Over the last 10 years, we have been humbled
by the trust that thousands of TB Champions
from across the country have placed in us. They
have travelled long distances to attend our
workshops, sharing their TB journeys and stories,
their pain and successes. They have become
empowered local leaders, unafraid to use the TB
Champion moniker to refer to themselves. They
remain staunchly committed to working with
their communities — supporting people with TB
and their families, talking about stigma, meeting
their panchayat leaders — and doing all of this for
one simple, powerful reason — ‘so that no one
else should suffer like I did’.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Erratic policy

The dramatic post by U.S.
President Donald Trump, on
a ‘five-day ceasefire of
sorts), must have stunned
Benjamin Netanyahu'’s
Israel. The ‘second coming’
of Mr. Trump has been
marked less by strategic
doctrine and more by
disruptive impulse. Alliances

once seen as bedrock as
NATO, have been treated as
transactional, their value
weighed against immediate
domestic optics rather than
long-term geopolitical
balance. Trade agreements
and multilateral pacts have
been entered and exited
with disconcerting ease,
reinforcing a perception of

the U.S. as an uncertain
partner. In conflict theatres,
this inconsistency has been
stark. Support extended to
Ukraine appeared forceful
yet episodic, leaving allies
unsure of endurance.
Europe, once a strategic
anchor, has often been
addressed with impatience
rather than partnership.

Even Israel, a beneficiary of
unequivocal backing, has
found that patronage can
pivot abruptly.

R. Narayanan,

Navi Mumbai

PNG transition issue

I wish to draw the attention
of government officials to a
troubling issue being faced

by many consumers
registered for piped natural
gas (PNG) connections with
GAIL (India) Limited. Under
the recent government
mandate (LPG Amendment
Order 2026), households
with functional PNG
connections must surrender
their domestic LPG
cylinders. However, GAIL

officials and distributors are

reportedly asking

consumers to surrender

their LPG connections

before the PNG line has

been installed or activated.

Parthasarathy P.,

New Delhi
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From disease-specific to person-centred care

By using TB as an entry point, integrated healthcare delivery can optimise and improve public health efficiency

uberculosis (TB) rarely
presents as a standa-
lone disease in an indi-
vidual. Many people
with TB have other comorbidities
or disease conditions that they
must ly cope with,
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while being on treatment for TB.
Therefore, treating TB alone is not
enough. Adopting integrated care
approaches by transitioning from

ase-specific to person-centred
care can accelerate India’s efforts
to achieve both universal health
coverage and TB elimination.
Simply put, we must treat the per-
son and not the disease.

Take the example of Divya
(name changed), a 48-year-old wo-
man who was diagnosed with TB
in 2023. She had been living with
diabetes and hypertension for sev-
eral years and itis highly likely that
her diabetes played a role in her
contracting TB. Crucially, she had
poor glycemic control with a
HbAlc over 10, which had a direct
impact on her treatment for TB.

Infectious diseases like TB; non-
communicable diseases such as
diabetes and chronic respiratory
diseases; malnutrition; and social
and economic vulnerabilities inev-

itably intersect in individuals and
families, adversely impacting out-
comes and the overall quality of
life. Recognising the interconnect-
ed nature of these multiple vulner-
abilities is the first step towards de-
livering integrated care.

Treating TB and diabetes
As in the case of Divya, an impor-
tant opportunity for integration is
between TB and diabetes, given
India’s growing diabetes burden.
Over 15 years ago, the National TB
Elimination Programme (NTEP)
identified diabetes as a key comor-
bidity for TB, and rolled out for-
mal bidirectional screening guide-
lines for TB-diabetes. Every
person with TB must be screened
for diabetes and people with dia-
betes must ideally be screened for
TB once a year. Studies have
shown that people with diabetes
are more likely to develop active
TB disease than those without;
equally, people with TB who also
have diabetes are more likely to
have poor TB treatment
outcomes.

1In Chennai, in a cohort of over
9,000 people with TB for three
years, the authors found that over

TB patients seen inside the Govind Ballabh Pant Hospital on March 24, 2025. AN

one-third (34%) had diabetes, and
of this group, 41% had poor gly-
cemic control which is the biggest
challenge. Monitoring the blood
sugar levels of a person with TB
and diabetes throughout the TB
treatment period is therefore es-
sential, as is expanding clinical
management and the counselling
that is provided from TB-specific
guidance to also focus on overall
lifestyle, physical activity, diet and
nutrition etc,

Integrating respiratory care

Another important opportunity
for integration is at the intersec-
tion of TB and Chronic Respiratory
Diseases (CRD) such as asthma or
Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary
Disease (COPD), at the screening
stage itself. Only a fraction of peo-
ple with respiratory symptoms are
eventually diagnosed with TB —
the rest are likely to have viral flu,
bronchitis, asthma etc. In REACH’s
ongoing TB-CRD integrated care

pilot in two districts each of Bihar
and Tamil Nadu, nearly 3,000 pe-
ople with COPD and asthma were
identified and linked to care,
among the 26,000 people
who were screened for TB
but found TB-negative. In
addition, integrated care
can also change the course
of post-treatment follow-
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signed to talk to each other, in
terms of both human resources
and data; this will require both
creative and pragmatic solutions.
Integrated care delivery
will require adequate and
additional human resourc-
es, a careful readjustment
of the health worker to
care recipient ratio and in-

up, given that many peo- WORLD vestment in  periodic
ple who complete TB TB DAY training.

treatment continue to —

have respiratory impair- Holistic wellness

ments.

Other areas of intersection in-
clude undernutrition and risk fac-
tors such as smoking and alcohol
use. This multi-disease approach
is already envisaged in the frame-
work of the Ayushman Arogya
Mandirs for delivering compre-
hensive care at the community
and primary care levels.

Delivering integrated care at
scale can have its share of challeng-
es. At the health system level, it is a
likely stressor on already strained
human resources, with the brunt of
the workload falling on community
health workers. In addition, many
of India’s large health programmes
are vertical and not always de-

Given that the NTEP is among In-
dia’s more robust, well-structured
public health programmes, using
TB as an entry point to identify
and address closely associated
morbidities such as diabetes,
CRDs, undernutrition etc. will
help optimise healthcare delivery
and improve public health effi-
ciency. More importantly, it could
reduce delays in diagnosis, mini-
mise the need for visits to several
health facilities, and help over-
come barriers to accessing a conti-
nuum of care. With empathetic
person-centred design, integrated
healthcare delivery can be a win-
‘win for health systems, individuals
and families affected by TB.

The need to integrate nutrition in TB care

n 2026, India still has the

highest number of new cas-

es of Tuberculosis (TB) glo-

bally and a decreasing but
still unacceptable number of
about three lakh deaths due to TB.
Almost 10% of successfully treated
patients have recurrence within
two years. An answer to all these
challenges may partly lie in ad-
dressing a leading cause and con-
sequence of TB in India, which is
undernutrition, closely related to
poverty, food insecurity and a pre-
dominantly cereal-based diet with
deficient protein intake.

On the occasion of World TB
Day, evidence from the Reducing
Activation of Tuberculosis by Im-
provement Of Nutritional Status
(RATIONS) trial could offer insight
into the importance of nutritional
interventions. RATIONS was done
in Jharkhand with support from
the Indian Council of Medical Re-
search and was the first such trial
of a food-based intervention. It
aimed at reducing new TB cases in
TB-affected families, and improv-
ing treatment outcomes for pa-
tients with TB.

Ramlal, a 19-year-old tribal boy
in the trial, weighed only 26 kg
and was almost bed-bound at the

For most patients with TB who are severely underweight, nutritional support is an essential and not optional part of treatment

time of his diagnosis of lung TB.
Along with TB drugs, he received a
monthly food basket. Over the
next few weeks, he started walking
and could cycle to work at the end
of the treatment, weighing 42 kg.
Laxmi, weighing 34 kg, had TB
two years ago and had stopped
medication after she developed
jaundice within two weeks of start-
ing anti-TB drugs. Now, as a result
of the trial, she could adhere to the
medications and also breastfeed
her four-month-old.

Preventing deaths due to TB

Undernutrition, especially severe
undernutrition, is common in pa-
tients in India. It is a major reversi-
ble risk factor for death, drug tox-
icity, and recurrence after
successful treatment. For most pa-
tients with TB who are severely un-
derweight, nutritional support is
an essential and not optional part
of treatment. Poor families are
food-insecure and become even
more so due to the disease. In the
RATIONS trial, a monthly 10 kg
food basket of cereals, pulses, milk
powder, and oil led to a weight
gain of almost 4.5 kg in patients.
Even a 5% weight gain in the first
two months was protective against

PM TB Mu kt Bharath kits, whlch include basic nutritious food |tems, dlstnbuted to
patients in Chittoor, Andhra Pradesh in 2023. FILE PHOTO
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death, reducing the risk by
more than 60%.

In India, the National TB
Elimination Programme’s
(NTEP) initiatives in ad-
dressing undernutrition in
TB care are welcome. For
example, the monthly di-
rect benefit transfer under the Ni-
Kshay Poshan Yojana increased
from %500 to 1,000 and similarly
the Ni-Kshay Mitra Yojana, alth-
ough not universal, provides in-
kind support to patients with TB.
However, the plan to introduce
energy-dense nutrition supple-

ments for two months to
underweight patients with
TB needs to be considered
with caution, given higher
expenses, and the mystifi-
cation of an adequate ba-
lanced diet apart from the
risk of monotony and poor
acceptability. One in 7 patients
with TB in India may have diabetes
which also needs to be taken into
consideration.

A new avenue
While infection with the TB germ
is necessary to develop the dis-

ease, it is not sufficient to produce
active TB. Almost 90% of those in-
fected, with good immunity, never
develop the disease in their life-
time. Undernutrition is the most
common cause of poor immunity
in India and globally. It contri-
butes to nearly 40% of new cases
in India, and improved popula-
tion-level nutritional status offers
an alternative approach to reduc-
ing TB incidence.

Diets of the poor in India are
particularly deficient in quality
protein. TB-affected families expe-
rience vulnerabilities of poverty,
food insecurity, and undernutri-
tion. The 1.5 kg per month of puls-
es per family member, along with
extra rice, worked like a vaccine in
the RATIONS trial, with new TB
cases in these families coming
down by almost half.

‘The World Health O

clude TB patients’ households will
have long-term benefits in reduc-
ing the TB burden in India.

The way ahead

India is a global leader in imple-
menting comprehensive nutrition
assessment and support initiatives
through the NTEP. Research and
evidence from India have in-
fluenced global policy. Some of
the next positive steps will be to re-
cord and report nutritional assess-
ment at diagnosis; at two months;
and at the end of treatment. This
will help to identify those at risk of
death, monitor early weight gain,
and assess nutritional recovery. A
differentiated TB care model in
line with the TN-KET intervention
in Tamil Nadu can identify and
prioritise severely underweight
panems Tl-ns will require local
ion of food baskets,

released new guidelines last year
recommending nutritional inter-
ventions in settings of poverty and
undernutrition, drawing signifi-
cantly from the evidence of the RA-
TIONS trial.

Improving nutrition security by
including pulses in the public dis-
tribution system, and expanding
the Ni-Kshay Mitra scheme to in-

w1Lh due attention given to comor-
bidities, supported by transport
and inpatient care for the sick.
The inverse care law also works
in TB and nutrition — the most vul-
nerable among us such as those in
difficult-to-reach areas, the tribals,
and the migrant workers, should
not be left out.
The views expressed are personal.

Mental health of TB patients should not be overlooked

Studies from India have shown that at least one-third of people with TB experience symptoms of depression or anxiety

t least one in seven In-
dians experience a
mental health condi-
tion at some point in
their lives. In people with infec-
tious diseases like Tuberculosis
(TB) or HIV, this increases to
anywhere between one-third to a
half of those affected. TB takes a
toll on not only physical but also
mental health, either in the form
of definite di ble conditions

documented instances of people
with TB dying by suicide. There is
not enough evidence about the
prevalence of severe mental ill-
nesses such as schizophrenia or bi-
polar disorders in people affected
by TB.

The stigma associated with TB
remains pervasive, and includes
self-stigma, stigma within families,
at workplaces and within com-
Many TB survivors have

like depression, anxiety or psy-
choses or as emotional suffering
worsened by social stigma. TB is
fundamentally a disease of inequi-
ty, perpetuated by poverty
and simultaneously contri-
buting to increasing pover-
ty. Unemployment, the
lack of livelihood, food in-
security and malnutrition
are social drivers for both
TB and mental health
conditions.

Studies from India have shown
that at least one-third of people
with TB experience symptoms of
depression and anxiety, which of-
ten occur together as well. The
mental health burden is estimated
to be even higher among people
with drug-resistant TB, with upto
two-thirds having mental health is-
sues. There are anecdotal ac-
counts from TB survivors on suici-
dal ideation as well as

€

WORLD
TBE DAY

spoken of the guilt and shame they
feel on being diagnosed with TB,
despite knowing that it is an air-
borne disease that can affect
anyone. For those with
pulmonary TB, the guilt is
driven primarily by the
fear of transmitting the
disease within their fami-
lies, particularly to chil-
dren. Those with depres-
sion or anxiety and TB
must cope with an in-
creased burden of stigma associat-
ed with both conditions, which
can further worsen mental health.

TB and mental health

Given the high prevalence of com-
mon mental health disorders in
the general population, it is possi-
ble that depression or anxiety
could have been pre-existing and
unidentified, even prior to the TB
diagnosis; there have not been

- ' .
A doctor offers flowers to a TB patient in Agartala on World TB day. pTI

enough studies on this aspect. De-
pression or anxiety could delay
care-seeking for TB. Long-stand-
ing untreated depression can also
weaken the body’s immune res-
ponses which in turn could lead to
active TB disease — this is yet again
another under-researched aspect.

Post diagnosis, untreated men-
tal health conditions can adversely
affect TB treatment outcomes. A
person with TB who is depressed,
and has not received mental
healthcare, is more likely to take
TB treatment irregularly or dis-
continue treatment prematurely.

This can lead to treatment failure,
relapse, or drug-resistance.

Co-existing alcohol and tobacco
use, in the absence of access to de-
addiction programmes, are also
crucial factors affecting the treat-
ment for TB.

Screening and identifying

Integrating routine screening for
all people with TB for depression
and anxiety is the starting point.
Building awareness about com-
mon mental health disorders
among healthcare workers, equip-
ping them with the knowledge and

skills to provide mental health
first-aid and ensuring early screen-
ing at the right point in the TB care
cascade are the other essential
steps. Primary healthcare workers
and community supporters, who
are often the first to notice any
psychological distress, should be
trained to elicit information about
sleep, appetite, mood, stress etc.
which can help early identification
of mental health conditions.

Given that TB itself could trigger
depression, mental health screen-
ing must ideally be done at multi-
ple time points during the TB
treatment period.

From an individual perspective,
being treated for TB and depres-
sion at the same time can be a
stressful experience. While India’s
TB programme already provides
decentralised access to free anti-
TB drugs and financial aid for nu-
trition, strengthening the availabil-
ity of drugs to treat depression or
anxiety through the district men-
tal health programme is vital.
While antidepressants or antipsy-
chotics can be used alongside anti-
TB drugs, clinicians must monitor
for any adverse drug reactions or
interactions. Psychological inter-
ventions, including cognitive-be-
havioural therapy and participa-
tion in peer support groups, can
also help reduce isolation. To pro-

vide these services, qualified and
trained mental health profession-
als are needed, particularly in ru-
ral and tribal areas.

Looking out for everyone
Mental health interventions can-
not be limited to people with TB.
The task of caring for people with
TB can place considerable strain
on families. Studies in India have
shown that up to 80% of caregiv-
ers may exhibit high levels of Ex-
pressed negative Emotions (EE)
and high stress levels due to their
caregiving responsibilities. Often,
high EE leads to increased caregiv-
er burden and poorer treatment
outcomes. In India’s family-
centred ecosystem, where most of
the caregiving needs are met by fa-
mily members, this can lead to
critical or over-involved caregiving
because of emotional, financial,
and social strains.

Psychoeducation is important
not just for persons with TB but al-
so for their families and
caregivers.

A blended and syndemic TB-
mental health approach that con-
siders mental healthcare as an es-
sential part of TB care, rather than
a standalone service, can signifi-
cantly improve TB outcomes, re-
duce the burden on caregivers and
improve long-term mental health.
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Rejection rate of Number of people Number of AC e-buses Number of airlines Persons displaced in
Right to Information killed due to rainsin  to be deployed in 116 that exited India in Ethiopia’s Tigray over
applications in 2024-25 Kenya in March cities by 2027 the last decade the past three years

in per cent. The

® to Information (RTI)
applications has decreased to 3.26 per cent
in 2024-25, the Centre has said. If an
applicant receives no reply to an RTI within
the prescribed time or is aggrieved by the
public information officer’s decision, they
may file appeals before the CIC, Union
Minister Jitendra Singh said. e

Torrential rains continued to
Sl pound Kenya as flash floods

killed at least 81 people this
month, authorities said Sunday. Flash
floods also destroyed around 1,200
hectares of farmland and swept away
crops. Over 3,000 families have been forced
from their homes in the community of
Nyakach, with some sheltering in eight
evacuation centres, locals said. are

10,000:- |

government informed the Rajya Sabha that
10,000 air-conditioned e-buses would be
provided to 116 cities across 26 States and
UTs by the end of 2027 under the PM-eBus
Sewa Scheme, and a new scheme would be
launched thereafter to provide another
35,000 e-buses. . en

As many as 11 airlines exited the
market in the last 10 years due to
financial stress, ilabili

of

In million. More than 1,300 people
have died from hunger in
camps in Ethiopia's

aircraft and other internal issues,
according to the government. Minister of
State for Civil Aviation Murlidhar Mohol
told the Rajya Sabha on Monday that the
aviation sector is deregulated, and airlines
operate based on commercial
considerations. 1

volatile Tigray region over the past three
years, a local official told AFP on Monday. A
civil war between the federal government
and forces from the northern Tigray region
in 2020-2022 killed at least 600,000 people
according to African Union estimates. ase.
COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATATEAM
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Path ahead for Nepal’s new leadership

After securing a historic mandate in Nepal’s polls, Balendra Shah and the RSP face the task of navigating the West Asia conflict and managing ties with India, China and

the US. While capitalising on old-guard fatigue proved an effective electoral strategy, the new leadership now faces a test in international relations

WORLD INS

Bibek Raj Kandel

n the noisy, crowded landscape of
Nepali politics, the rise of Prime
Minister-designate Balendra Shah
and his party, the Rastriya
Swatantra Party (RSP), represents a rare
political anomaly. While veterans of the
2008 republic traded barbs, the
rapper-engineer-turned-mayor bypassed
traditional campaigning for a "monastic”
silence. His victory in Nepal's post-Gen Z
parliamentary election on March 5
secured a historic mandate for an
alternative force he joined a mere six
weeks before the polls. Throughout the
campaign, Shah spoke for barely thirty
minutes, avoided media interviews and
notably never once asked for a vote.

His unapologetic critiques of the
political establishment during his tenure
as Kathmandu'’s mayor, mirrored a
generation exhausted by stale ideological
party politics. In a nation with a median
age of twenty-five, Shah’s reputauon asa
disciplined, clean reformist promising
better governance became a viral
mandate. His calculated silence mirrored
these frustrations, positioning him as the
ultimate outsider for an electorate eager
for results.

Beyond domestic politics

While capitalising on domestic old-guard
fatigue served Shah as a winning electoral
strategy, Nepal's hard geopolitical reality
remains stubbornly unchanged. In Nepal,
political shifts rarely remain purely
domestic, often prompting debates about
foreign influence given its geography
wedged between the rivalries of India and
China.

Yet, Shah, however has sought to
counter this by projecting an image of a
staunch nationalist. As mayor, his
symbolism was deliberate: hanging a
"Greater Nepal" map in his office asa
direct retort to the "Akhand Bharat" mural
in India's new Parliament House, and

Balendra Shah with children and supporters during a door-to-door election campaign in Nepal. AFp

briefly banning Indian films.
Simultaneously, he signaled caution
toward Beijing by dropping a
China-backed industrial park from his
election manifesto. By distancing himself
from large-scale geopolitical projects,
Shah reframed the narrative, asserting a
sovereignty that felt local, visible, and
unapologetically independent.

Balancing ties with India and China
Historically, Nepal’s politics followed rigid
ideological scripts. The Nepali Congress,
the country’s oldest liberal force, leaned
toward Delhi, while communist factions
like CPN- UML maintained proactive
affinities with Beijing. And at times, the
ideological rhetoric from Kathmandu

pressure that needs sustained diplomatic
communique.

India remains Nepal’s most
consequential partner, linked by an open
border, "Roti-Beti" social bonds, and
accounting for a significant share of its
trade, supplying virtually all of its
petroleum, and emerging as the primary
market for Nepal’s burgeoning
hydropower exports. Meanwhile, China
has deepened its footprint through major
infrastructure financing, such as $216
million Pokhara International Airport.
Intended as a regional gateway, its
underutilisation is viewed in Kathmandu
as a casualty of the broader India-China
friction, particularly New Delhi’s
hesuancy to facilitate air routes for
Chi

stretched far beyond the Himal. from
debates over Venezuela’s regime change
to contentious political statements on the
Ukraine war, issues largely peripheral to
Nepal’s own priorities. Under Shah, this
era of predictable ideological signaling
may finally be fading. His minimalist
approach and by speaklng less about the
world’s ideological battles, Shah's
personality itself can be potent strategxc

ed infrastructure.

This is perhaps inaugural diplomatic
crucible for Balendra Shah. Having
invested heavily, Nepal cannot afford for
such massive infrastructure to remain a
"white elephant.” The "monastic" outsider
must now navigate a landscape where
India is indispensable and China is
influential. Meanwhile, Washington has
pivoted from an aid partner to a

asset to Nepal, but it is i di
replaced by a different kind of geopolitical

high-stakes strategic interest partner, with
recent post-election congratulations

explicitly hinting at “shared security
goals.”

But the first "baptism by fire" for the
Shah administration may well lie in the
volatile West Asia. With millions of
Nepalese migrants’ lives and critical
energy lifelines tied to the Persian Gulf
caught in an escalating US-Israel-lran War,
India’s logistical depth as a regional first
responder offers an indispensable
synergy for contingency planning to
Kathmandu. This is where Balen’s
nationalist doctrine must meet the hard
reality of strategic pragmatism. The new
leadership remains untested in
conventional diplomacy.

An opportunity for India
This moment offers a rare opening for
New Delhi to recalibrate. India must move
past the coercive shadow of the 2015
blockade and what is widely perceived in
Kathmandu as outdated impulse for
political micromanagement. New Delhi
must recognise this transition as a new
opening for modern partnership that
respects the domestic rise of 'Nepal First'
politics. Shah’s mandate mirrors India’s
own tectonic shift in 2014; in Shah, Nepal
has found its "strongman” archetype, a
leader whose personal charisma and
promise of technocratic reform have
dismantled a decades-old establishment.
In the end, Nepal's geopolitical reality
remains unchanged even as its politics
transform at home. India’s proximity will
always matter most, China’s influence will
remain structural reality, and world
powers like the U.S. will continue to
pursue its strategic interests with renewed
rigor. Ultimately, Nepal’s voters were not
adjudicating between global strategies,
but seeking domestic renewal. For
Balendra Shah and the RSP, bashing the
"old guard" is a potent domestic strategy,
but it carries zero currency in the
cold-eyed theater of international
relations.
(Bibek Raj Kandel is an analyst and
AsiaGlobal Fellow at the University of Hong
Kong and a graduate of Harvard Kennedy
School.)
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In the landscape of Nepali
palitics, the rise of Prime
Minister-designate Balendra
Shah and the RSP, represents a
rare political anomaly. His
reputation as a disciplined,
clean reformist promising
better governance became a
viral mandate

Shah's personality itself can be
potent strategic asset to Nepal,
but it is immediately replaced
by a different kind of
geopolitical pressure that
needs sustained diplomatic
communique

Nepal’s political shift opens a
strategic window for India

The new government in Nepal extends an opportunity to fashion a forward-looking bilateral relationship

K.V. Rajan
Atul K. Thakur

he election results in Nepal

have been described as a

political earthquake. There has

been an emphatic and
comprehensive rejection of old leaders
and established parties. A younger
generation of professionals and tech savvy
figures, enjoying the support of Gen Z
activists is set to take over.

Challenges ahead

By giving the Rastriya Swatantra Party
(RSP) a two thirds majority, Nepali voters
have granted Balendra Shah and his
government, a powerful mandate for
Nepal’s complete transformation. It now
has a huge responsibility to answer
wide-ranging expectations--enough jobs
for the youth, reversing the migration for

»

work abroad, stimulate economic growth,
and ensure good governance. It needs to
be noted, however, that while voters have
demonstrated their impatience with the
old order and its decades- old insensitivity
to their aspirations, this is not a positive
vote for a clear-cut new agenda for
reform, political or economic, since it was
never spelt out and placed before them.
There is a real possibility of frustration
and disillusionment that the new
government will have to deal with as it
settles down. The first warning shots were
fired by the caretaker Prime Minister
Sushil Karki even before the election,
when she reminded the political class that
the agitations of September 2025 had
erupted because of the frustrations of
people insisting on good governance, and
arecurrence was inevitable if the
situation lapsed into the same old pattern.
Hopefully the people of Nepal will give

the new leaders enough time to address
the country’s problems.

Restructuring India-Nepal ties
For now, Nepal deserves every
encouragement possible. India has been
quick to extend it, without being loud or
patronising. India has not been an issue
during the election campaign. Its
relationship with Nepal in recent years
has focused on the right priorities —
development, infrastructure, digital
connectivity, energy. It has played its
cards well and can continue to capitalise
on the existing goodwill as the new
leaders in Nepal seek to respond to
development needs of the people.
Restructuring of the India-Nepal
relationship has been long overdue. For
far too long it has been trapped in the
shadows of the legacy of British India
days. Hopefully India and Nepal will seize

every opportunity to fashion a forward-
looking relationship based on today's
realities and the immense potential for
expanding cooperation. For this it will be
necessary for policy makers on both sides
to discard old mindsets, address long
standing irritants with fresh approaches,
and prioritise people-centric policies
which can be delivered to keep pace with
people’s expectations and needs.

India also needs to look at the recent
developments in Nepal as part of a wider
regional phenomenon since happenings
in Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and elsewhere
also fall into the same pattern—agitations
led by frustrated youth incidentally
toppling pro-India political figures,
demanding faster development and better
governance. Labeling new political
leaders being thrown up everywhere as
anti-India just because of the legacies of
the past does not seem justified, as seen
from the pragmatic readiness shown in
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka to cooperate
with India, by parties and leaders once
seen as unfriendly. Nepal could be a good
partner for India in the evolving
geopolitical scenario, if both countries try
seriously to fashion a clear cut sub-
regional strategy for rapid growth.

(K.V. Rajan is former Indian Ambassador to
Nepal and Atul K. Thakur is a policy
professional. They are the authors of
‘Kathmandu Chronicle: Reclaiming
India-Nepal Relations’. Views are personal.)
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The people of Nepal have
granted Balendra Shah and the
RSP a powerful mandate for
Nepal's complete
transformation. The
government now faces the
challenge of addressing the
issues of unemployment and
providing good governance

v

India has been quick to extend
encouragemnet to the new
leadership. Hopefully India and
Nepal will seize every
opportunity to fashion a
forward- looking relationship
based on today's realities
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How do we know climate
science is credible?

On what aspects did a recent paper in the Science of Climate Change journal question the foundations of

climate change, and how robust are its arguments?

Vasudevan Mukunth

n March 10, a journal called

Science of Climate Change

published a paper calling into

question the foundations of
climate change. The paper concluded that
after accounting for some sources of
uncertainty in the climate data, the
‘correct’ changes in the oceans’ heat
content and Earth’s energy imbalance are
practically zero. In other words, the
oceans are not warming, Earth’s surface is
not accumulating heat, and global
‘warming is not happening.

The paper is more sophisticated than it
seems at first sight and makes three
claims with different levels of merit.

There is value in addressing them in
detail because doing so reveals how we
know that climate science is credible.

How are changes in ocean heat
measured?

The paper’s foremost claim is that
‘temperature is an intensive property —
meaning its value does not depend on the
mass of the material — and thus scientists
cannot average it in a meaningful way
when estimating the amount of heat
oceans hold.

Scientists have already addressed this
claim. First, by the same logic, we cannot
measure average air temperature, average
atmospheric pressure, average sea level
rise, and so on.

Second, and more importantly,
scientists do not just measure and average
the temperatures of different water
bodies to determine the heat content.
They also calculate the thermal energy.
Temperature is nothing but the average
kinetic energy of the atoms or molecules
in a body. And thermal energy is the total
kinetic energy of the water molecules.
This is an extensive quantity — it depends
on the number of molecules — and can be
averaged. Its value has been increasing
over time as well, and it also clarifies that
the way scientists are handling the
temperature data is correct.

Next, the paper takes issue with the
Argo floats data. According to the U.S.
National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration, “Argo is an international
program that collects information from
inside the ocean using free drifting
[devices called] profiling floats. These
floats drift with the ocean currents and
move up and down between the surface
and a mid-water level. The floats are
distributed over the global ocean to
measure temperature and salinity in the
upper 2,000 m.”

According to the paper, the data the
floats collect have some gaps, which has
created uncertainties in the final
processed data that have gone
underreported. To the paper’s credit,
scientists have already raised and
addressed the numbers it has cited on
phenomena called mesoscale aliasing and
deep ocean ignorance in the research
literature. However, the paper’s authors
inflate these uncertainties and add them
up in unscientific ways. For instance,
some of the errors they add up have the
same underlying cause, so adding them as
if they were separate errors ends up
counting the same causes more than
once.

To avoid this pitfall, oceanographers

Thinning ice: A penguin stands on an i

run the whole calculation in different
ways and check whether they keep
getting roughly the same answer. They
check whether the calculation predicts
temperatures at locations where they
actually have measurements to compare
with —and whether the overall estimate
holds up when they remove data from the
calculations. This way, they make sure
their methods are robust and do not
over-count uncertainties.

Finally, if scientists have an
independent estimate of total sea level
rise (from altimetry satellites that use
radar, say) and an independent estimate
of how much new water has been added
(from the GRACE satellites that use
gravity), they can estimate how much the
ocean has ‘expanded’. Then they
compare this figure with Argo data about
the ocean’s heat content. If the two match
— as they do — it would mean Argo arrived
at the same result as altimetry and GRACE
(Gravity Recovery and Climate
Experiment) satellites but from
completely different starting points.

What is ‘Balancing’ and ‘Filling’?
Finally, the paper says the CERES-Argo
cross-calibration is “circular”. This is
probably the most rhetorically effective

——

iceberg in Yankee Harbour, Antarctica in 2018. REUTERS

piece for ‘climate doubters’ because it

atmosphere to ensure the global mean net
flux for July 2005 to June 2015 is
consistent with the value measured by
Argo: 0.71 W/m2.

‘Balancing’ and ‘Filling’ are separate
adjustments. CERES instruments cannot
see through clouds, so ‘Filling’ patches
gaps in the map where data is missing.
However, the paper treats the whole
EBAF product as if it is just the
adjustment for calibration, i.e.
‘Balancing’.

Nonetheless, as things stand, the
paper’s circularity argument is partly
correct: CERES data is ‘corrected’ using
Argo data while Argo-derived estimates of
the oceans’ heat content are validated
using CERES data.

What does CERES do?

But then the paper goes wrong. The
“Balance’ of EBAF only adjusts the mean
energy flux. It does not interact in any
way with the increases and drops in the
temperature data over time. That comes
from the CERES instruments’ raw data
and is what contains evidence of the
warming trend.

Specifically, the CERES instruments
continuously measure the radiation
coming from the Sun into the atmosphere
and the outgoing longwave and shortwave
radiation at the top of the atmosphere.
Then computers produce a monthly
global mean net flux value for every
month from March 2000 to the present.
These raw monthly data are off from the
0.7 W/m2 measured by Argo, so EBAF
‘adds’ or ‘subtracts’ some flux from every
monthly value in the record to bring the
long-period mean in line with the Argo
estimate.

The monthly values after this
adjustment are thus higher or lower than
the raw values by exactly the same
amount in every single month. This
means the difference between any two
months — March 2005 and March 2015,
say — is unaffected by EBAF. For example,
if EBAF adds 3.6 W/m2 to the measured
values, the difference between 4 and 5 in
the raw data is the same as the difference
between 7.6 and 8.6 in the processed
data, which is 1 W/m2.

The idea that Earth’s energy imbalance
has been increasing over the satellite
record is based on these differences,
which Argo data is unconcerned with. As
aresult, the circularity objection proves
less than what the paper has claimed it
does.

What sustains credibility?
For added measure, scientists have also
estimated Earth’s energy imbalance

ly sounds d that

minus incoming) using

is really because it misrepresents what a
particular ‘adjustment’ does.

CERES is a suite of scientific
instruments in Earth orbit operated by
NASA. Its name stands for ‘Clouds and the
Earth’s Radiant Energy System’. The
instruments measure incoming solar
radiation and outgoing shortwave
radiation (which includes visible light)
and longwave radiation (mostly heat) at
the top of the atmosphere. By subtracting
the incoming rate of energy from the
outgoing rate, scientists can say how
much heat is being ‘left behind’ in the
planet’s atmosphere and on the surface.

Now, the CERES instruments have
been calibrated such that they are
accurate to around 1% for shortwave

atmospheric reanalyses, deep ocean
temperature records from research
vessels, and physical models informed by
observed surface warming — all of which
have been consistent with the
CERES-Argo figures. If the imbalance were
actually zero, the independent estimates
would all have to be wrong for
independent reasons. And the odds of
that are extremely low.

In fact, the answer to whether the
paper could be right is not that one of its
authors is a “clarinet instructor” (which
he was at the time he worked on the
paper), that its rhetoric is often
obscurantist, that some of its other
authors have done questionable things in
the past or even that it has not passed

radiation and 0.75% for long This
implies an absolute uncertainty of
roughly 2 W/m2 in the net energy flux.
The paper says the raw CERES
uncertainty is around 3-5 W/m2, which is
slightly inflated in favour of the paper’s
claims.

To address this, a process called EBAF
— short for ‘Energy Balanced And Filled” —
makes a one-time change to shortwave
and longwave fluxes at the top of the

p bya“p journal. It
is that the paper does not perform any
independent tests of the data the way
credible studies do.

That is in fact the bedrock of the
credibility of climate science as a whole.
And any efforts that claim to overturn that
must also convincingly explain how
independent checks arrived at the same
result while being flawed in independent
ways.
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On the anniversary of the execution of three young revolutionaries on March 23,1931,
revisit one of the most debated moments in India’s freedom struggle

Prathmesh Kher

[N
QUESTION 1

The execution of Bhagat Singh, Sukhdev Thapar and Shivaram
Rajguru followed their conviction in which case related to the

assassination of John Saunders in Lahore?

| N
QUESTION 2

The assassination of Saunders was intended as retaliation for
the police assault on which nationalist leader who later died of

injuries sustained during a lathi charge?

N
QUESTION 3

In which prison were the three revolutionaries executed?

A
QUESTION 4

Which pact between nationalist leaders and the British
government was signed shortly before the executions in 19317

[N
QUESTION 5

What was the title of the editorial published after the
executions, by B. R. Ambedkar in the Marathi weekly Janata,

on April 13,1931?
™ ¢
K

Identify this Indian revolutionary, commander-in-chief of
the Hindustan Socialist Republican Association, who
died in a gun battle with the British police at Alfred Park
in 1931. PUBLIC DOMAIN

World

Questions and answers to the previous day’s daily quiz: 1. The
Organization is

Binary form

in this European

city. Ans: Geneva, Switzerland
2. Expand GRIB, the concise data format commonly used in
meteorology. Ans: General Regularly-distributed Information in

3.To a meteorologist, an ‘okta’, a scale of measurement is. Ans: The
amount of cloud cover at any given location

4. The term for rain that falls from a cloud but evaporates before
reaching the ground, seen as streaks under a cloud. Ans: Virga

5. Parts of Kerala witnessed 'blood rain' as recently as 2012, Name its
prime cause. Ans: Arial spores of the orange-coloured

: " .

Pachauri

algae, often trigg by
6. The everyday two-word term for strong, high-altitude wind band
that pilots use to save time and fuel on long flights. Ans: Jet Stream
7. The recurring natural phenomenon characterised by fluctuating
ocean temperatures in the equatorial Pacific is the ENSO. Expand
ENSO. Ans: El Nifio-Southern Oscillation
Visual: Name the Indian scientist who in his capacity as the chairman
of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) received the
Nobel Peace Prize, along with Al Gore, in 2007. Ans: Rajendra

Early birds: Piyali Tuli | K.N. Viswanathan | Prem Nath Tiwari | Sukdev
Shet | Ashok Tripathi

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Know your
English

S. Upendran

“What did you do on New Year’s Eve? Did
you have fun?”

“Oh, yes! I had a great deal of fun! My
friends and I danced till 4:00 in the
morning. And as you can imagine, | was
dead beat after that. I found it....”

“....you were beat? Who beat you? And
why?”

“Nobody beat me! All that dancing had
me beat. You see, when you say that
you're beat, it implies that you are
extremely tired. It’s one of the meanings
of the word ‘beat’.”

“Isee. It’s an informal expression, [
suppose?”

“That's right! It’s not used in formal
contexts. Here’s an example. The college
students were dead beat after the long
trek”

“Vyomekesh looked dead beat after
doing his karate exercises.”

“That’s a good example. Agarkar
looked beat after bowling his tenth over.”

“Idon't really agree with you. He
doesn’t usually look beat after bowling
ten overs. It’s just that he always looks as
if he wants to sit down and cry.”

“That’s true. He always looks sad,
doesn't he?”

“Most of our cricketeers do. And the
way they are playing, they are making
everyone in the country sad, too. Tell me,
is there another word which means
‘tired’? An informal word, I mean.”

“Sure, there is. ‘Bushed’ is another
word used in informal contexts to mean
‘tired’. After playing the third set, Ramdas
was bushed.”

“When Mala asked me if I was
interested in going to the movies, I told
her I was too bushed to go. How does that
sound?”

“Sounds good.”

“Hey, doesn’t the word ‘stressed out’
mean the same thing as ‘bushed’?”

“Not really. You see, ...."

“...what do you mean? Doesn’t
‘stressed out’ mean tired too?”

“Well, yes. But there is a difference
between being ‘stressed out’ and being
‘bushed’. You see, when you say you are
‘bushed’ or ‘beat’, what you are implying
is that you are physically exhausted.”

“I'see. And when you say that you are
‘stressed ou” it means that you are
mentally exhausted. Am I right?”

“I guess you could say that. ‘Stressed
out’ is more mental than physical. For
example, studying for the GRE has really
stressed out Sukesh.”

“Talking to my uncle for five minutes
stresses me out.”

“I'am sure my nephews say the same
thing”

“When I was young, sitting in maths
class used to stress me out.”

“Istill have nightmares thinking about
my maths class.”

“My friend Suresh gets asthma thinking
about maths.”

"Gets what?"

“A.s..t.h.m..a. Asthma!”

“The “th’ in the word ‘asthma’ is not
pronounced.”

“Itisn't?”

“....the ‘as’ in the first syllable is like
the word ‘ass’. The final ‘a’ is like the ‘a’ in
‘china’, ‘about’, and ‘amount’.”

“The ‘th’ is not pronounced at all and
the stress is on the first syllable. Correct?”
“Excellent. Some people pronounce
the ‘s’ in the first syllable like the ‘z’ in

‘zip’, ‘zest’, and ‘zoo’”

Published in The Hindu on January 4,

2000

Word of the day

Boisterous:

noisy and lacking in restraint or discipline

Synonymes: rambunctious, unruly

Usage: The crowd grew boisterous as the
match reached its final moments.

Pronunciation:
https://newsth.live/ZQEJNS

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /borstasss/
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{ OUR TAKE }

Prospect of truce
in West Asia

The global community should try and turn
the US's pause in the war into lasting peace

S President Donald Trump has announced a

postponement of attacks on Iranian power

plants and energy infrastructure for five

days, “subject to the success of ongoing
meetings and discussions”. The announcement
follows his earlier 48-hour ultimatum to Iran to
either open the Strait of Hormuz or face further
strikes. Iran had said that any such action would be
reciprocated with similar attacks on other West
Asian countries and Israel. Iran, after Trump's
announcement, has denied any direct talks with the
US. To be sure, it has been recognised that regional
efforts to restore peace and open the Strait of
Hormuz should continue.

Whether this development really marks an end of
hostilities — it is unlikely that Israel will continue the
war if the US withdrew — or is just a temporary
pause is anybody’s guess at the moment. Markets are
willing to be optimistic. Crude oil prices plunged, and
international equity markets jumped following the
US president’s announcement.

Hours before Trump spoke about a temporary
ceasefire, Prime Minister (PM) Narendra Modi gave
his first detailed statement in the Lok Sabha on the
ongoing crisis. While an end of hostilities, and more
importantly reopening of the Strait of Hormuz, will
really help everyone, including India, there isa
widespread consensus that the economic after-effects
of the war are not going away anytime soon. The
biggest reason for this is the damage to energy
infrastructure in West Asia and the time required to
reboot the shut production facilities. The PM rightly
said that India’s first response to the crisis was to
safeguard the well-being of the
10-million-strong Indian diaspora in the region. He
also spoke at length about minimising the economic
pain of the war because of disruption to the energy
supply chain and larger petrochemical industrial
complex. India’s response, the PM said, is working on
securing supplies from both West Asia and other
regions, taking a differentiated approach on whether
the higher costs of inputs are passed on to users or
absorbed by the exchequer (for fertilisers, it will be
the latter, he said) and rationalising the availability of
scarce inputs among different stakeholders.

Modi also reiterated India’s commitment to
Testoring peace by dialogue rather than siding with
either of the parties in the war. India, along with other
like-minded countries, should do all it can to ensure
that the five-day ceasefire is the end of the current war.

In Kerala poll season,
party fidelity loses out

erala votes on April 9, and political parties
have been quick to announce their lineups.
What is unusual this time is the high presence,
by Kerala standards, of turncoats in the candidate
lists. This should be particularly disturbing for the
ruling Left Democratic Front: Two former CPI MLAs
and a former CPM MLA, joined the BJP when denied
seats (all three are now BJP candidates); two others
are contesting as candidates of the Congress-led
United Democratic Front; and besides these five,
two senior CPM functionaries, in the party’s red
fort of Kannur, rebelled against the party and
joined the fray as independents (they are now
backed by the UDF).

Parties splitting and/or shifting alliances are not
unusual in Kerala's coalition politics, but the kind of
party hopping among politicians visible in this
election season is unusual. For instance, former
Communist legislators joining the BJP over the
denial of seats has almost no precedence in Kerala.
Such a dilution of ideological fidelity suggests
multiple undercurrents. One, politics has become
more transactional. Elections have become
expensive, and parties love candidates who can
mobilise material resources. Two, political parties
are more focussed on the winnability of candidates
rather than their commitment to ideology or party.
Three, the party system has broken down. Ambitious
individual politicians are increasingly willing to
pursue personal goals instead of staying obedient
party members, This trend is triggering rebellion in
parties. Enterprising politicians recognise that the
electorate does not see ideological clarity or political
fidelity as an asset. Four, the BJP is finding cross-
community acceptance and has been successful in
attracting leaders from other parties.

That's the new Kerala story in the making.

ive priorities for
India to eliminate TB

India’s fight against
tuberculosis tells a story
of real and hard-won
progress

ver the past decade,

India has cut new tuber-

culosis (TB) cases by

21%, almost twice the

pace of the rest of the

world, a testament to
enduring political commitment,
increased funding, and home-grown
innovation in detection and care.
India is now finding more TB patients
than ever before. Now, with over 26
lakh cases recorded in 2025, the coun-
try is closing the long-standing gap of
“missing” patients, reaching those
who were always there but not diag-
nosed. In TB, being found is the first
step to being cured.

As we acknowledge this hard-
fought win, we must maintain this
progress and accelerate towards
global TB goals. Before we can elimi-
nate TB (this could take decades), we
must prevent all TB deaths and
reduce catastrophic costs to families.
Five priorities can help define the
path ahead.

First, reducing TB deaths must
become a central focus. It remains
concerning that more than 3,00,000
people continue to die from TB each
year, despite the disease bemg cura-

cific needs, such as comorbidities
including diabetes, HIV, and malnu-
trition.

Timing is critical. Evidence shows
that most TB patients who die do so
within two months of diagnosis, with
nearly half of these deaths occurring
in just the first two weeks. Tamil
Nadu's TN-KET (TB Death-Free
Project) demonstrates the impact of
screening all TB patients with a sim-
ple five-sign tool to identify those at
highest risk: Within six months of its
launch in several districts, overall TB
deaths fell by nearly 10%, while early
fatalities declined by
almost 20%. P

The national pro-
gramme’s move to adopt ¢
this approach is a welcome \
step, but it must now
become the standard norm

need beds in every district
to be earmarked for sick
TB patients and intensive
nutritional rehabilitation and alcohol
de-addiction services, when needed.
Second, we must close the diagne
tic gap; arguably, one of the most criti-
cal links in TB care. Studies suggest
that nearly half of all TB cases are
subclinical or asymptomatic — mean-
ing individuals show no visible symp-
toms while continuing to transmit the

Soumya
across the country. We Swaminathan

simple non-invasive tongue or nasal
swabs could enable testing closer to
communities. And the vast lab net-
work built during Covid-19 can now
work for TB, with new Indian-made
machines (Open PCR systems) that
cut testing costs by 80%.

Third, focused action is needed for
vulnerable populations, particularly
tribal communities. TB rates among
Scheduled Tribes are about 50%
higher than among non-tribal popula-
tions. Addressing this disparity
requires directed institutional atten-
tion.

Innovative financing
mechanisms can support
these efforts. District Min-
eral Foundation (DMF)
funds were created to sup-
port communities affected
by mining, many of whom
live in tribal areas with a
high TB burden, represent-
ing a largely untapped
opportunity. With a
national corpus of ?1.03 lakh crore,
nearly 60% of which remains
unspent, even a small reallocation
toward TB screening and diagnostics
could have a significant impact. The
Chamarajanagar DMF in Karnataka,
for example, has invested in TB diag-
nostics, including molecular tests and
X-ray services, offering a promising

disease. India’s strategy of
community-based screening is, there-
fore, both timely and essennal

example for
Fourth, India must adopt specific
strategies to address TBin urban set-

3,00, i die from

It
TBeach year,
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quately address the diversity of urban

placed to take a leading role in
ing TB research, not only for

Greater with
urban local bodies (ULBs) is, there-
fore, essential.

Just as Panchayati Raj institutions
have been rallied in rural areas, ULBs
can drlve local uwners)up and

in cities. TB

its own population butalso for coun-
tries across the Global South.

We are witnessing a renewed
national focus on strengthening
India’s research ecosystem, with the

i of the

as a priority within municipal health
planning is key, and with these bodies
receiving more funds than ever
through central grants, they are well-
placed to lead TB efforts in urban
areas. The experience of the Swachh
Bharat Swachh Survekshan initiative
demonstrates how local governments,
when mobilised around a national pri-
ority, can deliver exceptional results.
‘The capacity exists; it now needs to be
directed towards TB as well.
Dedicated subcommittees within
the national programme could help
ensure that int tailored

National Research Foundation
(ANRF). The ICMR could lead a TB
Accelerator by setting priorities and
standards, making available greater
resources, establishing public-pri-
vate-philanthropic partnerships and
global collaboration, which would
help accelerate breakthroughs,
develop affordable tools, and shape
solutions for high-burden settings
worldwide.

India today has the momentum,
the capacity, and the political will to
end TB. The task now is to translate
this into a time-bound,

to the envlronmemal, social, and
health system realities of tribal and
urban low-income areas.

Finally, true elimination will
gy N . :

accountable roadmap so that
progress is not just retained, but
accelerated.

P

ble. A tailored and i
approach — known as Di

several M

can this eﬂon.

TB Care — can help identify high-risk
patients early and address their spe-

with TB testing moving to the door-
step. Portable Al-powered X-rays and

tings. Cities ar asmajor TB

research — particu-

hotspots due to dense populations,
high migration, and other risk factors.
National plans alone cannot ade-

larly new vaccines, diagnostics, and
drugs, as well as epidemiological and
operational research. India is well

Soumya 2
MS Swaminathan Research Foundation
and principal advisor, NTEP, ministry
of health and family welfare.
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{ SIMPLY ECONOMICS }
Pramit Bhattacharya

Time of great global
demographic u-turn

gist Francis Galton came up with a new

field of population studies called eugen-

ics (literally meaning “good birth").
Drawing on the work of his half-cousin
Charles Darwin, Galton argued that the
human race could be improved by encour-
aging the fittest members to have more chil-
dren.

The eugenics movement spread across
the West in the early part of the 20th cen-
tury, with the focus gradually shifting from
promoting desirable traits to removing
undesirable traits.

In the US, this took the form of popula-
tion control for minority groups

I n the late 19th century, the British biolo-

ces at the same time.

The population control drive took a coer-
cive turn with China implementing the one-
child policy in the late 1970s. Under the
cover of the Emergency, India undertook
forced sterilisations. The allocation of Lok
Sabha seats across states was frozen to
penalise states with high birth rates
(through the 42nd amendment in 1976).

When the United Nations Population
Fund launched the Population Award in
1983, the first winners were the Indian
Prime Minister Indira Gandhi and the Chi-
nese family planning commission chief Qian
Xinzhong. -
remain

forced sterilisations for Afncdn -Americans
and native Americans). The movement took
an even more horrific turn in Germany,
with concentration camps designed to seg-
regate, and eventually kill, those deemed
undesirable by the Nazis.

The association with Nazism proved to be
a death knell for eugenics. But the popula-
tion control movement survived. In the
post-War years, global concerns about food
insecurity and environmental degradation
stirred a new paranoia about population
growth. The “undesirable” elements of the
human race were now located in the Third
World, rather than in the West.

The ideas of an 18th century economist
and clergyman were used to drum up sup-
port for population control campaigns. In
his 1798 book, An Essay on the Principle of
Population as it Affects the Future Improve-
ment of Society. Robert Thomas Malthus
had warned that population growth would
soon outstrip global food supply. The Indus-
trial Revolution proved Malthus wrong. It
raised productivity across all spheres of the
economy, including agriculture,

Undeterred by the historical record, neo-
Malthusians of the mid-20th century
revived fears of an impending food crisis.
Back in the day, Reverend Malthus had
favoured sexual abstinence to limit popula-
tion growth. In a concession to modernity,
neo-Malthusians recommended the use of
contraceptives.

Some neo-Malthusians such as the Nobel
Prize-winning biologist Paul Ehrlich went
further, advocating a “series of financial
rewards and penalties designed to discour-
age reproduction”. In his widely-cited 1968
book, The Population Bomb, Ehrlich painted
avivid picture of the overflowing streets of

and

divided on the effectlveness of the popula-
tion control strategy. Total fertility rates (or
births per woman) have been declining in
India and China (and in many large develop-
ing countries) since the 1960s, well before
the population control campaign reached its
peak.

Socio-economic changes such as rising
enrollment of women in educational institu-
tions, declining child mortality rates, and
falling poverty may have impacted fertility
rates more than State funded “family plan-
ning” programme:

The faster- !han-anuclpatcd decline in fer-
tility rates has stirred new fears about
“depopulation”. For many years, UN projec-
tions had suggested that the global popula-
tion would keep growing throughout the
21st century. But in 2022, it made a sharp
revision, indicating that the global popula-
tion would peak in the 2080s, and decline
after that.

Some demographers and economists
believe that governments should now

people to have ‘hild:
depopulating world may not necessarily be
good for either the environment or eco-
nomic growth, they argue. The rising share
of the elderly might precipitate fiscal crises
around the world, and slow down growth.
The declining share of youth would slow
down innovation, and inhibit humanity’s
ability to fight the climate crisis, they fear.

While these concerns may be justified, it
is not entirely clear what the policy
response should be. We still don’t know why
the pace of decline in fertility rates varies

S JAISHANKAR

%
India and Russia share a special and
privileged strategic partnership F

rooted in trust and mutual respect.

Over decades, our mutually

beneficial cooperation has
advanced regional and global

West Asia’s shadow on
energy security in India

India imports ~90% of its crude oil
and 47% of its natural gas. The Strait
of Hormuz, now effectively closed, is the tran-
sit route for over 50% of India’s crude oil
imports and 55-60% of its liquified natural
gas (LNG) imports. India has limited options
to fall back on, despite turning to spot LNG
markets and the temporary relief in buying
Russian crude. Rising crude prices have
already driven up liquified petroleum gas
(LPG) prices and could drive up petrol, diesel,
and CNG prices as well, with knock-on effects
across the economy. India’s energy
security cannot rely on reacting to
crises in concentrated supply
chains.
The first priority is to strengthen
storage buffers. India's Strategic

il and gas together account for 36% of
O India’s primary energy supply, yet

They constitute 67% of India’s petrol con-
sumption, demand for which is projected to
peak by 2032. Diesel demand could likely
peak only by the mid-2040s because freight
electrification remains costlier.

In the interim, LNG offers a pragmatic
bridge for trucks and buses, moderating
excessive growth in diesel demand and reduc-
ing the risk of stranded refining assets.

Over the longer term, India must reduce
structural dependence on imported oil and

gas.
First, freight should undergo modal shifts
while transitioning to clean fuels. Shifting
trucks to electricity or green hydro-
gen will require sustained domestic
R&D on hydrogen and electric pow-
ertrains, and the development of
hydrogen refuelling and high-capac-
ity charging infrastructure along

Petroleum Reserve (SPR) provides Hemant major freight corridors. Road-based
only 9-10 days of net crude oil diesel transport is projected to grow
import cover (74, including com- Mallya sharply through mid-century under
mercial i . Thisisbelow =———— current trends.

the 90-day benchmark recom- Second, the industrial energy
mended by the International Energy transition should be leveraged as a
Agency. Japan holds nearly 200 days major opportunity for strategic sub-
of reserves and South Korea ~207. In stitution. India has nearly 3,700 GW
these countries, minimum stock- of wind-solar hybrid power genera-
holding levels are statutory obliga- tion potential, which reduces inter-
industey, wheress Indis PR sre  SADATSN  TLdieuS ot Con s
gets rest on cabinet resolutions and electrification. Transitioning fertil-

executive orders. The planned
expansion by 6.5 million tonnes by
2027 should be accelerated under clear statu-
tory ob].lgauon with defined s:ockholdmg

across regions with similar
characteristics. Or what has caused the
uptick in fertility rates among better edu-
cated women in several high-income

Dethi to convey the urgency of defusing the ~ regions.

ticking “population bomb”. The teeming For more than a century, the world has
millions of India and China became the new i isguided attempts to
targets of py ion control, repl control growth, motivated by
African-Americans and the Jews UN agen-  paranoia and blgntry ‘We need to avoid fur-
cies and American pl founda- ther in the name of popula-

tions helped spread Lhe new gospel of popu-
lation control.

Governments in developing countries
such as India and China jumped aboard the
population control bandwagon. Weak eco-
nomic growth and high population growth
had led to anaemic per capua income
growth in these countries. P ers felt

tion stabilisation.

for oil mar

India also currently has no dedicated stra-
tegic gas reserves to cushion price-sensitive
sectors like fertiliser production and piped
gas. During the 2022-23 gas price spike, the
fertiliser subsidy bill exceeded $30 billion.
Underutﬂxsed napau(y al Ind.la s LNG termi-
average)

could be used asan mtenm strategic buffer.
GAIL has planned 34 billion cubic metres of
storage in depleted gas fields. India should

We need more careful and multi-di:
plinary research to understand the drivers
of demographic changes in different parts of
the world. Radical policy prescriptions
based on limited knowledge will not help
the world.

it offered a way to raise incomes per head
and lower the strain on government finan-

Pramit Bhattacharya is a Bengaluru-based
Jjournalist. The views expressed are personal

build ially more gas reserv
future-proof new strategic reserves to be
green-hydrogen-ready from the outset.
Electrification of road transport also
strengthens energy security. Research by the
Council on Energy, Environment and Water
(CEEW) finds that electric two- and three-
wheelers are already cheaper to own than
their petrol- or gas-powered counterparts.

Elango

iser production from imported LNG
to green hydrogen could release over
15 billion cubic metres of gas for other uses.
Electrifying industrial heat and steam appli-
cations would also free up additional gas.

Finally, refineries also need a clear national
transition strategy. India currently imports
60% of its LPG. Reducing the share of petrol
production could unlock additional domestic
LPG supply from the excess naphtha cur-
rently used to produce petrol.

The crisis in West Asia is a reminder that
India’s energy security remains tied to geopo-
litical events far beyond its borders. The
energy transition is India’s most credible
long-term energy security strategy. Treating
itas such, rather than primarily as an envi-
ronmental commitment, is where policy must
now go.

Hemant Mallya is fellow. and Sabarish Elango is
‘programmelead at the Council on

Energy, Environment and Water (CEEW).

e views expressed are personal
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All charges against CEC
must be closely studied

he motion the Opposition parties have given seeking the removal of

Chief Election Commissioner (CEC) Gyanesh Kumar from his post

may meet with expected disapproval by Parliament given the num-

bers but the allegations contained in it have to be discussed in
detail, not only by par] entarians but also by all those who think they
have a stake in the success of democracy in the country.

The Opposition charges Mr Kumar with mass disenfranchisement of vot-
ers through the Special Intensive Revision of the electoral roll “in align-
ment with the ruling party’s political objectives” and acting under the
thumb of the executive and failing to uphold the independence of the insti-
tution, the impropriety in his press conference on August l/ 2025, alleged-
1y targetmg Leader of the Opposition (LoP) Rahul Gandhi, “discriminato-
ry treatment” of Opposition and ruling party members, “obstruction” of
investigations and the refusal to provide ‘transparency tools’.” They have
raised questions about his appomtmeut too. These charges have been pre-
sented as the grounds of “proved misbehaviour” for the removal of the
CEC.

The way the SIR is being rolled out in West Bengal after its prohlematlc
execution in several other states militates against the very concept of uni-
versal adult franchise, a hallmark of a functional democracy. It may be
remembered that this feature did not exist in many countries when they
started their journey as a democracy; it was added midway. India, on the
other hand, considered it a fundamental right not only of the citizen but
also of the state, for the citizen's participation gives the state and its organs
the legitimacy which other forms of government cannot claim, and hence
it was an integral part of the republic.

The lakhs of people now running from pillar to post in West Bengal to
prove that they are legitimate voters in the country and have a right to
vote as they have been domg in the previous elections are a sight a mean-
ingful democracy cannot ignore. An election without a proper electoral
roll is an affront to the very idea of electoral democracy, and the office that
presides over it must be made to answer for it. The charge that the SIR
process is “in ct alignment with the Union home minister’s stated posi-
tion that an NRC (National Reglster of Citizens) exerclse would be con-
ducted across India” and “has converted the EC from an impartial
election conducting msntutmn into a citizenship determmanon tribunal™
needs to be discussed by every citizen. The threat of disenfranchisement is
limited not just to West Bengal.

Mr Kumar's puh]_lc ultimatum to Mr Gandhi who raised alarming ques-
tions on vote theft in Karnataka to apologise for his allegations was not the
desirable manner to respond to the leader of the Opposition, or for that
matter, any citizen of this country. Instead of coming up with facts to dis-
prove the allegations, it resorted to issuing threats, however empty they
are. It only showed the sticky wicket the EC is standing on.

Democracy is all about transparency. Its institutions must be brought
under public scruu.uy, and Parliament is one of the most efficient plat-
forms to carry it out. The discussion on the motion must throw some light
on the functioning of the key institution and help it understand its failings
and make the necessary amendments.

Modi shook off freedom legacy

rime Minister Narendra Modi has set a record of 8,931 days in power,
Pas the Gujarat Chief Minister and the Prime Minister combined. With

this, Modi surpassed the 8,930-day record of former Sikkim chief min-
ister Pawan Kumar Chamling.

Modi has the distinction of being the longest-serving Gujarat Chief
Minister, with his term spanning from October 2001 to May 2014. He was
first sworn in as India’s prime minister on May 26, 2014, after winning the
Lok Sabha elections held that year. Since then, he has won two more Lok
Sabha elections in 2019 and 2024 and continues to serve as the Prime
Minister of the country, which tops the world in population and remains
the fourth-largest economy.

Apart from being a personal achievement for Narendra Modji, this mile-
stone is a testament to the unique strength of Indian democracy. When
India became free in 1947, several world leaders were sceptical about the
experiment of democracy in India, a country that, by the Western stan-
dards, was too complex, chaotic and disorderly.

India has had many leaders with humble beginnings, such as B.R.
Ambedkar, Lal Bahadur Shastri, K. Kamaraj, Babu Jagjivan Ram,
Chaudhary Charan Singh, Jayaprakash Narayan, among others. However,
many of them had their origins in the freedom movement, which catapult-
ed them into leadership roles.

Modi’s long innings in power opened a different dimension in Indian pol-
itics. The very fact that Modi could not only rise through different levels of
a complex society without any godfather and reach the apex of political
power, but also sustain himself for over a decade, indicates the maturing of
democracy. India has, for the first time, chosen a leader whose claim to
power does not come from the legacy of Lhe freedom struggle. Instead, it is
based on the hope for a better future — a key change that augurs well for
the country.
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Trump & Bibi: Diminishing
dividends of belligerence...

Parsa Venkateshwar
Rao Jr

he war between
rael and Iran
should  have
stayed confined
to these two
countries. But Israel is
quite well aware that it
does not have the military
edge over Iran, which isa
bigger country in terms of
population and military
strength. It cannot bomb
to degrade the military
capability of Iran. It need-
ed American military
support, not indirectly
like Ukraine, but with
direct involvement. This
became evident in the last
round of hostilities in the
12-day battle in June.
Israeli missiles and
bombers could not break
the physical barriers of
the nuclear installations.
US President Donald
recognised
Israel’s limitations and
said so. erican
imervention became nec-
essal American
bumbexs flew all the way
to bomb the Iranian
nuclear targets. The
American bombing dent-
ed the Iranian defences
but it had not depleted it.
Destroying the uranium
centrifuges would have
had a catastrophic fallout
of its own, like in
Chernobyl and in
Fukushima. Iran retaliat-
ed. It fired missiles at
Israel and said it was not
meant to escalate.

‘There has been no per-
ceptible change in Iran’s
military capability
between June 2025 and
February-March  2026.
Nor did Tehran pose any
perceptible threat in the
intervening period.
Meanwhile,  President
Trump was trying to
impose some sort of deal
with Iran, which will ease
American sanctions
against Tehran.

American and Iranian
negotiators were fully
engaged with each other.
‘The talks were being held
in Geneva in the days
before the attack on
February 28. Mr Trump
was his usual impatient,
intemperate self.

Mr Trump was also
emboldened by his suc-
cess through the abduc-
tion of  Venezuelan
President Nicolas
Maduro and his wife
Cecilia Flores on January
3. What also pushed Mr
Trump into the war was
the countrywide protests
across Iran over soaring
prices and the economic
distress it had entailed.
The protests were sup-
pressed ruthlessly by the
Iranian Revolutionary
Guards Corps (IRGC),
directly under the com-
mand of the supreme
leader. Mr Trump threat-
ened to intervene but
backed off in the middle of
January. He seems to
have calculated that it
would be a quick military
blitzkrieg in Iran and the
government would col-
lapse. Israel did its bit by
targeting the supreme

leader, Ayatol
Khamenei, who was
killed along with some of

his family members on
the very first day of the
war.

In Venezuela, the
Americans had some help
from Mr Maduro’s detrac-
tors inside the govern-
ment and that helped in
replacing Mr Maduro.
The Americans have no
such access inside Iran.
Even the acting

There has been no
perceptible change
in Iran’s military
capability between
June 2025 and
February-March
2026. Nor did
Tehran pose any
perceptible threat in
the intervening
period.

Mr Trump had imposed
on Israel through the
multi-national Board of
Peace in Gaza. Mr
Netanyahu wanted total
Israeli control of Gaza,
and he preferred the ini-
tial Trump proposal of
transfer of Palestinians
out of Gaza. Mr Trump
had to back down on his
initial proposal when he
faced stiff resistance to
the idea from all Arab
countries in the region.
Mr Netanyahu had no
option but to accept the
plan, which amounted to
a strategic defeat for him.
Israel had said that Iran
supported Hamas, finan-
cially and militarily.
did not deny its snpport to
Hamas, but Tehran
clear that it was not
involved in the Hamas
attack in Israel of October
7, 2023. Israel did not
accept this explanation.
Hamas' political leader
Ismael Haniyeh was
killed in an Israel bomb-
ing in Tehran in July 31,
2024. On September 9,
2025, Hamas negotiators
were killed in an air
attack in Doha though the
chief negotiator Khalil al-
Hayya survlved The
ion strat-

up his target in Venezuela
and he is turning to Cuba.
It is becoming clear that
he cannot go too far in
Venezuela, despite the
fact Venezuela is a small
country in terms of popu-
lation and military
‘power. Someone needs to
remind President Trump
of the Bay of Pigs fiasco in
Cuba. The Trump admin-
istration is in ta].ks with
Mexico and Canada in
trade matters.

Mr Trump is learning,
however u.nwﬂlmglv, that
belligerence is not lhe
way forward.
Netanyahu has fewer rea-
sons to learn from his fol-
lies because Mr Trump
seems to be a willing part-
ner of his aggressive tac-
tics in West Asia. It is the
case that there is a politi-
cal faultline between Iran
and the Gulf Arab states.

The Sunni-Shia divide
is there but it is not the
driving force. The major
rivalry between Iran and
the Arab states is based
on strategic hegemony.
But the two sides will sort
it out among themselves
without American inter-
ference.

Mr Netanyahu wants to
drive a wedge between
the Arabs and Iran. It is
not going to succeed
because the market
dynamics of the region
are such that the Arab
states and Iran need each
other.

Israel has no great role
to play because it has not
shown the ingenuity that
Singapore has displayed
in the economic context.
All the Guif Arab states
are aspiring to be success-
ful ic players.

of Venezuela,
Rodriguez, who
replaced Mr Maduro, has
refused to be a US puppet.
America’s role inside
Venezuela remains under
a cloud. The Maduro
regime has not been
replaced. The Americans
have only managed to
deal with the regime,
which is showing greater
ﬂembﬂ_uy towards
America without losing
its grip on power. There is
lesser posslb]l\ty of an
Iranian regime that
would cooperate with the
Americans even on a lim-
ited scale,

Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu felt
the urgency to open a war
front against Iran after
the peace pushback that

Deley
had

egy was carried out in the
cases of menei
and Ali Larijani.
Assassination is a guerril-
la tactic, but Israel has
adopted it as its military
strategy. In the case of
Hamas, it found that it
could not defeat a guerril-
la militia like Hamas and
Islamic Jihad. The assas-
sinations of top leaders
has not really helped.

Mr Trump and Mr
Netanyahu share the
mindset of unting
aggression as a sxgn of
strength, in diplomacy
and in military terms.
Their policies are proving
to be of limited use.
Donald Trump wants to
intimidate and control
his neighbours in the
Americas. He has picked

Dubai and Doha have
modelled themselves on
Singapore, as attractive
and open market hubs,
cosmopolitan and attrac-
tive investment destina-
tions. Israel remains a
garrison state and is
trapped in its siege men-
tality. Israel can free itself
and become an energetic
economic partner in
region only when it
makes peace with the
Palestinians, to enable
the emergence of an inde-
pendent Palestinian state
and become its partner in
prosperity. To do so it will
have to shed its predator-
settler stance.

The writer is a Delhi-
commentator and
analyst

MAKE PEACE NOT WAR

Iran's action of blocking the
Strait of Hormuz as a retalia-
tion to Israeli - American
attacks has caused major
disruptions in energy sector
for many nations who are
not part to this war. The con-
demnation from the global
leaders to the ongoing war
seems to have no effect on
both Iran and America. The
world is watching events in a
helpless manner and the UN
is unable to play any role in
bringing about a truce. It is
time that organisations such
as OPEC,BRICS, and G 20
get more engaged and bring
an end to the war. Any fur-
ther delay in bringing peace
will be a catastrophic |/L>w
o the economy of all
nations in the globe.

B. Sundar Raman

Coimbatore

MODI’S OFFICE RECORD

Congratulations to Prime Minister
Narendra Modi for becoming India's
longest-serving head of an elected gov-
ernment with over 8,931 days in office,
combining his tenures as Gujarat Chief
Minister and Prime Minister of India.
While his supporters highlight his
as a mark of
transformative leadership, ecritics
argue that performance and develop-
ment outcomes, rather than longevity,
are the true measures of success. They
argue that the focus should be on the
impact on ordinary citizens, pointing
to concerns over inflation, unemploy-
ment, and economic strain during his
tenure.
R. Siv:

akumar
Chennai

KING SAMSON

After the recent T20 World Cup success
Sanju Samson is the darling of the
Chennai crowd. Havmg witnessed his
heroies with the bat in front of the wick-
et and his glove work behind the stumps,
he is an asset to the CSK side. New pow-
erhouse Samson is going to generate
electricity to CSK fans. His style of crick-
et, striking the ball from the word go and
accelerating to third and fourth gears,
once he finds the ball to his liking and
furns to top gear once he sees the ball
like a football is history now and it is for
entertainment all the way. Dhoni found
Samson to his liking and in future he
may be asked to take the mantle in com-
ing seasons.
CK. Subramaniam
Chennai

Mail your letters to
chennaidesk@deccanmail.com

Aakar Patel

Can Iran ‘win™
Will US agree to
Tehran’s terms
& do right thing?

Iran defines it in the following way: The

United States of America must lift its

decades-old sanctions on Iran; it must dis-
mantle its itary bases in the Arab states;
Israel must end its occupation of Lebanon; and
Iran must be compensated for the damage it
has suffered over the years and in this war.

Though more than a thousand Iranians have
already died in American and Israeli bombard-
ment and more will die, if Iran is able to secure
these things, it will be total victory.

Why do I want Iran to win? At the most basic
level, it is the underdog in the fight against two
nuclear-armed opponents, Israel and America.
It is weaker than them militarily, yes, but it is
not feeble, as the world has witnessed since
February 28. It has more resolve than most
other states. Another instinctive reason for me
to support Iran is that it is, like we are, a
nation that has been trampled on by what is
called the West. I have solidarity with them
also for this reason.

At a deeper level, the Jewish state of Israel
and America are colonists imposing them-
selves brutally on a world which does not want
them. They should be resisted, along with their
actions. American sanctions on Iran isolate it
from the global banking system, making trade
with the world difficult and are designed not

o —

Iwant Iran to win. What does “win” mean?

only to weaken the Iranian state but to keep
Iran and its people poor. These are not United
Nations sanctions, but unilaterally imposed by
America, which uses its economic power to
harass nations it doesn't like, including, as we
are also witnessing, Venezuela and Cuba.

Iran demanding that these sanctions be
removed is just. I want them to go and for that
Iran must win.

America has military bases in Bahrain,
Kuwait, Iraq, the UAE, Jordan, Iraq and Saudi

-abia. Why does it have all those soldiers and
weapons there? America runs an empire in all
but name. The American military should not
threaten the world and must focus on its home-
land. Tran has begun that conversation.

Israel is today what South Africa was 40
years ago, but worse. It is an apartheid state (it
controls ons of people ‘who have no vote
and no rights) which is guilty of genocide
according to many human rights organisa-
tions, including the one I represent, and even
organisations inside Israel itself. It has used its
military might and its access to almost unlim-
ited American arms and funding to terronse
the Middle East and this has to end. An Ir:
win would do much to resolve this.

Iran has suffered damage of hundreds of bil-
lions of dollars over the years because of the
sanctions on it and has been harmed more

since this war was inflicted on it. Iran is enti-
tled to damages and these have to be paid to it
by the US and its allies.

These are the reasons I want Iran to win.
‘Why I think it is possible and perhaps even
likely that Iran will win? The answer is of
course that it is in control of this war, despite
appearances. America and Israel can inflict
terrifying punishment on Iran and its popula-
tion, and they have, murdering schoolgirls and
attacking infrastructure, They have assassi-
nated Iran’s leaders and will likely murder
more of them. But they have failed in r
change, which was the goal of this war. The
Islamic Republic of [ran remains.

Iran’s response is focused and narrow: it will
not allow oil, gas or any supplies to exit or
enter the Middle East through the sea. Its con-
trol of the water is based as much on the vio-
lence it can inflict as it is on the threat of vio-
lence, which is really what has deterred com-
mercial ships from attempting to cross the
Strait of Hormuz.

Iran’s response is also calibrated and its own
oil is free to flow. And it retains some capacity
to attack American bases and the nations who
host these bases, as we have seen. These two
things are all it needs to prevail.

So long as US President Donald Trump can-
not wrest control of the passage of ships out nf

_‘_

and into the Persian Gulf, the price of crude oil
and gas will rise as it has done since the war.
Americans are paying more for petrol and
diesel today and will pay even more as the war
continues.

Unfortunately, the entire world is also
hostage to this problem and will suffer, but so
far, the world has not called on the original
perpetrators, the real villains, America and
Israel, to end their war. This is because they
are afraid of them and that is also why I want
Iran to win.

From here on, America needs to do some-
thing dramatic to change the status of the con-
flict, which as it stands is in Iran’s favour.
Assassinations and carpet bombing have not
worked. One hopes that what America does is
arrive at a compromise and end its violence
and agree to at least two of the Iranian
demands: that guaranteeing no future violence
and the permanent lifting of sanctions. From
Isra have no expectations because it has
shown over the years that what it wants is
mindless and endless destruction.

I want Iran to win, and for that to happen
America does not have to lose. It only has to do
the right thing.

The writer is the chair of Amnesty
International India. Twitter: @aakar_patel
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Plane truths
Airline ticket pricing should be transparent and fair

he Centre isjustified in protecting
passenger interests, by mandating that
airlines make available at least 60 per cent
of flight seats ‘free’ — that is, with no add-ons to the
ticket price. The additional charges for such
premium seats —which are typically towards the
front of the aircraft or alongside windows and the
aisle —sometimes account for between 5-10 per cent
of'the total fare. By also directing airlines to seat
passengers on the same PNR together, the
government has removed a pain point for travellers.
The new rules may not significantly
00 impact finances of airlines as ancillary
revenues — including seat prices, food and
beverages and excess baggage — do not
exceed 10 per cent of total revenues, in
general. But they make a world of difference
to passengers. There are two consumer
concerns here: the price being paid; and
whether this is disclosed upfront or
concealed in hidden charges, only to be
revealed when the ‘payment’ window
comes up, as for example, convenience fee.
Indeed, it is compelling to argue thatina
free market, the government should not
meddle with pricing decisions of business,
but leave it to market forces instead.
However, the question here is whether free
market forces are really working ina
duopoly market, one in which IndiGo is way
ahead of Air India. To be sure, there have
been both demand and supply side factors
driving up prices. Geo-political disruptions
have upset flight schedules and costs, while
passenger traffic too has been rising
sharply. Even in amore competitive
market, prices would have risen; the
question is, whether episodic price spurts
are justified, and whether the consumer is
duly informed about hidden charges while
purchasing the ticket.

India is not alone in the matter of dealing
with flyer-unfriendly practices. In 2024, the
US’ Department of Transportation came
down on ‘drip’ pricing practices of airlines
there and required the display of all fees at
one go, though this was challenged in court.
The UK issued similar norms on
transparent pricing under a 2022 Act. The
European Court of Justice recently ruled
that airlines must refund the full amount
paid — including booking fees — rather
than slice up charges. The Centre should
askairlines and booking platforms to
display the full cost of a ticket at the
beginning of the booking process, rather
than conceal it in convenience fees or seat
pricing.

Rising passenger traffic conceals the fact
that consumers are not a homogeneous lot
— they could be corporate/institutional
travellers, tourists, or budget-strapped
individuals and families. Therefore, having
more free seats is only fair. However, price
regulation should be a light-touch affair —
to monitor any unusual spike in prices, or
hidden charges, while at the same time
allowing demand and supply to adjust. In
the long run, the best deal for consumers is
to have more airlines. A level-playing field
for smaller airlines is being attempted, but
there’s along runway ahead.
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Progress s possible, Over two decades, global child mortality plummeted.
There were many reasons for a 39% reduction in deaths in lower and middle
income countries between 2001 and 2021, but a significant one was overseas
development aid, which supported everything from sanitation to vaccination
programmes to food security. That shift has slowed, and - like similar
advances - is likely to reverse if aid budgets continue to be slashed.
Researchers warned last month that continuing cuts could result in more than
22 million avoidable deaths in the next five years, with a quarter of those
among children under five. The UK’s decision to slash aid by 40%is part of a
global trend: G7 spending will be 28% lower this year than in 2024. Donald
Trump has dismantled USAID; Germany, France and others are chopping their
budgets. But Britain's case is particularly dismaying. A bipartisan consensus
saw David Cameron, building on Gordon Brown’s work, make Britain the first
G7 country to hit the internationally agreed aid target of 0.7% of gross
national income (GNI). tonnow, marcr22

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL.

The Tragedy of Robert Mueller

Robert Mueller, who died Friday at age 81, served his country as a Marine and
as the second-longest-serving director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.
The tragedy of his legacy is that he agreed to lead the probe into whether
Denald Trump colluded with Russia to win the 2016 election. Robert S. Mueller
Ill was born in Manhattan in 1944, the son of a DuPont executive. He attended
Princeton, but when a classmate was killed in Vietnam in 1967, he joined the
Marines. He was wounded and returned to the battlefield. This noble contrast
with 50 many others of his generation couldn't be greater. uew vonx uxscuz:

D Isthe

BRIAN JUDGE

defining feature of financial

markets is that the most

important information is

often held by those least

likely to reveal it. The
system’s inner workings are invisible to
outside observers —which makes it all
the more striking when leading Wall
Street executives start sounding the

larm.

In October, JPMorgan Chase CEO
Jamie Dimon warned of “cockroaches”
lurking in the private credit market. His
remarks quickly reverberated across the
industry, with UBS Chairman Colm
Kelleher pointing to the “looming
systemic risk” posed by poorly regulated
private credit, which he likened to the
rating-agency failures that helped
trigger the 2008 financial crisis. At its
core, private credit is lending that takes
place outside the traditional banking
system. Loans are made by investment
funds, often managed by firms that
specialise in corporate buyouts.

Unlike bank loans or publicly traded
bonds, these deals lack transparent
pricing, an active secondary market, and
meaningful regulatory oversight. Terms
are negotiated privately, valuations are
setinternally, and the investors whose
moneyis at risk — often pensioners and
insurance policyholders — have
virtually no ability to verify any of it.

Despite —or perhaps because of this
opacity — private credit grew rapidly
after the 2008 crisis, as banks pulled
back from riskier lending and private
credit funds rushed to fill the vacuum.
Today, the industry manages roughly
$3.5 trillion.

The rise of private credit is often
framed asa story of financial innovation,
with traditional banks retreatingand
nimbler private lenders stepping in. But
acloser look reveals a troubling, eerily
familiar pattern: layers of leverage,
widespread self-dealing, offshore
regulatoryarbitrage, and a feedback loop
that ties the savings of millions of
renrees to riskybets on Al dara centres,

private
credlt boom

STRUCTURAL ISSUES. Signs of strain are already showing. The deals lack transparency,
with layers of leverage, widespread self-dealing and offshore regulatory arbitrage

several separate transactions. [n many
cases, the lender and the private-equity
sponsor are affiliated, allowing the same
parent company to collect fees on both
sides of the deal while deploying other
people’s money — namely, retirees who
believe their savings are safe.

Over the past decade, large
alternative-asset managers have taken
this model a step further by acquiring
life-insurance companies. Apollo’s 2022
merger with Athene, which has roughly
$400 billion in assets and serves more
than 535,000 policyholders, helped set
the template: insurers provide a steady
stream of capital, and affiliated asset
managers channel it into private credit,
with profits generated at every step,
from insurance float to deal fees and
carried interest. Nearly every major
alternative-asset manager has since
followed suit.

Traditional banks making similar
loans operate under strict capital

softwar any
bundled loans marketed as safe
investments.

Much of this activity is driven by
private equity. When private-equity
firms acquire companies, they typically
rely on debt provided by private credit
funds But the initial buyout s just the

i as portfolio
undergo mu]uple rounds ofborrowmg
to finance additional acquisitions,
re-financings, dividend
recapitalisations, and restructurings.

‘Asingle deal can therefore generate

Unlike private credit
funds, they must hold reserves against
potential losses, submit to regulatory

Whether turmoil in
private credit markets
could trigger a broader
financial crisis is
impossible to know in
advance, but that uncertainty
is itself part of the risk

scrutiny that can force write-downs,
recognise losses before borrowers
default, and undergo stress tests whose
results are publicly disclosed. Against
this backdrop, it is hardly reassuring that
roughly one-third of the US
life-insurance industry’s $6 trillion in
assets is now invested in private credit.

BERMUDA TRIANGLE STRATEGY
Toboost returns, these firms employ
what industry analysts call the
“Bermuda Triangle” strategy, wherebya
single sponsor controls three
interlinked entities: a life insurer, an
asset manager, and an offshore
reinsurer. The insurer gathers
premiums; the asset manager channels
those funds into private credit deals it
originates and prices; and the reinsurer
— typically based in Bermuda or the
Cayman Islands — assumes the
insurer’s liabilities under looser capital
requirements than those imposed by US
regulators.

The systemis already showing signs
of strain. Software companies, longa

‘GETTY IMAGESSTOCKPHOTO

outflows since its inception. The shares
of publicly traded alternative-asset
managers have also fallen sharply.

These developments highlighta
deeper structural problem. When the
same firm originates aloan, holds itina
fund it manages, values it using its own
models, and reports that value toan
insurer it owns, the result is unlikely to
reflectwhat an independent buyer
would pay.

‘Whether turmoil in private credit
markets could trigger abroader financial
crisisis impossible to know inadvance,
but that uncertaintyis itself part of the
nsk Before 2008, few observers

d how vul bilities in the
US subprime-mortgage market could
cascade through the global financial
system. There is no reason to assume
thatwe have a better view of the risks in
private credit markets today.

Tobe sure, none of this means a
financial crisis is inevitable. But it does
suggest that risk has migrated into less
transparent structures, subject to
lighter regulation yet still tied to

The

favoured target for pr quity
buyouts because of their steady
revenues and low capital expenditures,
are being repriced as Al threatens
widespread disruption. Private credit
funds’ exposure to the sector isan
estimated $600-750 billion, fuelling
liquidity pressures. Blue Owl recently
restricted withdrawals froma $1.7
billion retail fund, and Blackstone's
BCRED has recorded its largest net

over
accrue to Wall Street, while the potential
losses may once again fall on retirees
and state insurance systems. In that
sense, the echoes of 2008 are becoming
hard to ignore.

‘The writer is Research Director of the Program on
Finance and Democracyat the University of California,
Berkeley. Copyright: Project Syndicate, 2026,
www.project-syndicate.org

A national water vision for Viksit Bharat

—
Nilanjan Ghosh

ndia isalready approaching the
threshold of water stress. The
paradox is stark: a country endowed
‘with major river systems is confronting
u\t&ns).fyu]g scarcity, conflict, and
stress. The explanation lies

For decades, India’s response has
bcen gulded by the “arithmetic
— areducti

belief that water challenges can be
solved through supply augmentation.
Large dams, canals, and extraction
systems have expanded availability in
the shortrun, but often atthe cost of
long-term di flows

notin the lack of water but in how it is
governed.

Water in India refuses to obey
political boundaries. Rivers traverse
States; groundwater interacts with
surface flows; and water simultaneously
serves agriculture, industry, cities, and
ecosystems.

Yet governance remains fragmented
across ministries, sectors, and States.
Decisions taken upstream — diversions,
dams, pollution — generate
downstream consequences that are
rarely internalised. A single ecological
system is governed by disconnected
administrative silos.

Climate change is only aggravating
the problem. Variability in rainfall, more
frequent floods and droughts, and
shifting hydrological cycles are
rendering static governance frameworks
obsolete.

Agricultural incentives, particularly
minimum support prices, have
entrenched water-intensive cropping
patterns. Food security has been
pursued through paddy and wheat, but
at the cost of groundwater depletion and
river basin stress.

have been disrupted, ecosystems
degraded, and flood risks heightened.
The “arithmetic hydrology” paradigm
has also promoted the simplified linear
thinking of “more water, more crops,
more growth”. However, if only today’s
water problems could have been
expressed in the framework of the
ordinate and the abscissa, they would
have been solved by linear algebra only -
they would have ceased to be complex
problems.

The moment now calls for a decisive
change. India needs a coherent National
‘Water Vision aligned with its Viksit
Bharat aspirations. Here are the 12
tenets of the National Water Vision.

12 TENETS

First, the river basin should be the unit
of governance. Basin-level governance
institutions must replace

Water governance must become climate-resilient with women playlng acentral rolein it

WATER. Looming crisis #n

element cascading across the system.
Governance must embrace this
complexity.

Third, India must operationalise
integrated Water Resource
Management at the basin scale by
ahgmng agriculture, urban

p industry,and
within a common framework.

Fourth, empowered River Basin
Authorities, multidisciplinary expertise,
and transparent data systems should
replace the prevailing model of
conflictual federalism evident in
recurring inter-State disputes.

Fifth, water must be valued, as a free
orunderpriced resource is subjected to

tematic overuse and misallocation.

State-centric approaches.

Second, water must be recognised asa
dynamic socio-ecological flow rather
than a static stock. Surface water,
groundwater, sediments, biodiversity,
and energy are parts of interconnected
systems, with disruptions in one

Sixth, this creates space for
market-based instruments like water
credits, tradable permits, and water
derivatives, which can align incentives
for conservation and efficient allocation.

Seventh, environmental flows must
be placed at the centre of policy. Rivers

are living systems that sustain
agriculture, livelihoods, and
biodiversity. Ignoring these functions
undermines development itself.
Bighth, India must Shlf[ from supply

d

Efficiency gains, crop dlversmcatlon,
and behavioural change can deliver
water security without perpetually
expanding infrastructure.

Ninth, governance must be
data-driven. Basin-level information
systems integrating hydrological,
ecological, and socio-economic data are
critical for informed decision-making.

Tenth, the private sector must be part
of the solution. ESG-linked water
stewardship, water credits, and
responsible industrial practices can
mobilise capital and innovation.

Eleventh, water governance must
become climate-resilient. Adaptive

ystems that incor
and risk are essential.

Finally, while governance needs to be
inclusive and strike an optimal balance
between bottom-up and top-down
approaches, women must be considered
central to water managemenL

The twelfth tenet of the proposed
National Water Vision coincides with
the theme for World Water Day 2026:
‘Water and Gender, which explicitly
states, “it’s time to centre women and
girls in water solutions”.

The writer is Vice-President - Development Studiesat
the Observer Research Foundation
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Solar security

This refers to ‘Realising solar power's
potential for energy security’ (March
23). The soar energy scheme, PM
Suryaghar Muft Bijali Yojana, despite

schemeTimely payment of the
subsidy must b
VSK Pillai
Changanacherry

reliable long-term solution.

y
India could reduce its reliance on.
imported coal, oil and gasand for Hirosh
insulate itself from supply

ower, tol

evennurnmgout a blessmg in

Acountrythat could evade

undermined women's autonomy and
health. International experience
shows that financial inducements

rarely succeedin fertility,

Venezuela will have to face trial in the

while structuralinequities remain

being cost-effective for the Itis with ref h disruptions caused by umanity’s court sooner than all of unaddressed.

beneficiaries, s not attractive,dueto  article ‘Realising sular power’s factors. Solar energy isan us think. Th escap The real challenge lies not in
bureaucratic lethargy and lack of potential for energy security’ (March inexhaustible domestic resource left. manipulating birth rates but in
public awareness. 23). Solar energy s crucial, thatadds diversity to the energymix. MG Warrier creating conditions where families
Theinfrastructure to estabhsh the sustainable and increasingly P Victor Selvaraj Mumbal feel secure. Strengthening
panels and their accessori cost-effect urce. Ny healthcare, education, and
unutilised or ised. The It provides | price stability, Futile move employment opportunities would
beneficiaries need to be motivated actingas a hedge against rising Blessingsin disguise Apropos “Demographic fixation” empower citizens far more than

and provided with the necessary
support to establish the panels for
the generation of solar power from
their rooftop.

There should be more awareness
programmes to push the

unpredictable costs of fossil fuels.
While solar energy g is
limited to daylight hours and
affected by weather conditions, the
advanced battery technologies
enable us its use, 24/7 makingita

This refers to the article “Trump,

23). The example of the hunt for the
rabbit and deer s apt. The
concluding para about the possibility
of positive externality of an adverse

hunt’ (March

(March 23);the draft policy in
Andhra Pradesh reflects a troubling
cycle of demographic engineering,
Incentives for larger families may
appear supportive, yet they echo
earlier coercive measures that

pronatalist schemes. Labour
shortages can be met through
migration and better workforce
planning.

K. Chidanand Kumar
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Hazy signals from Iran war
US’ statements and actions are often contradictory

—
Sridhar Krishnaswami

Iran war had been clear there

would not have beena
problem in deciphering the
messages coming out of the US.

After joining hands with Israel
and bombing nuclear facilities in
Iran on February 28, Washington
shifted its sights to regime change
once Ayatollah Ali Khamenei was
assassinated and the top line of
the clerics wiped out in missile
strikes by Israel.

But the ballgame soon changed
when Teheran began striking Gulf
nations that were seen supporting
American war efforts.

I fthe objectives of starting the

SUBTLE SIGNS. Trump looking
for away out of the war mess reuress

response on Qatar’s LNG hub Ras
Laffen. This threatens to further
escalate retaliatory strikes to
include the scores of desalination
plants thatare in the range of
Iran’s drones and missiles.
Analysts believe that
weaponisation of water will have
disastrous consequences for the

IN THE DARK

‘While the conflict is into its
fourth week, the international
community is unaware of any
steps being taken to de-escalate
the situation but is witnessing

conflicting statements and region.

actions. The Trump administration
While US claims Iran is the claimed that it was not aware that

“head of the snake for global Israel was going to strike South

Pars; Tel Aviv, however, avers that
Washington was in the loop.

In the maze of chatter are also
subtle signals that President
Trump is trying to wriggle out of

terrorism”, yet sanctions were
lifted on its oil that were at sea —
apparently about 140 million
barrels — to facilitate the easing
of oil prices that were roiling

energy markets. However, the mess he has created.
Washington also put out word And the first of the stepsis in
that steps would be taken to his saying that Israel hasbeen told
prevent Teheran from making not to hit Iranian energy

money out of the sales. No one is infrastructure. “I told him (Prime
sure though, how this is going to Minister Netanyahu) ‘Don’t do

that, and he won’t do that””. While
Trump is still maintaining that he
is not planning to land troops in
Iran, the Israeli Prime Minister is

be done. Even Republican
lawmakers don’t seem happy.
“Bombing Iran with one hand and
‘buying Iran oil with the other,”

quipped one. wondering how the entire thing
The conflicting messages are could be wrapped up without the

not confined to economics and “ground component”.

trade. Militarily, President Trump

announced that he was “winding BACK CHANNEL TALKS

down” the Iran war but almost in
the same breath threatened to hit
Iran hard should it obstruct
transit through the Strait of
Hormuz; reports indicate some
2,500 Marines were en route to

Bringing the conflict to an end
would facea larger problem if Tel
Aviv keeps targeting individuals in
the existing power structure in
Iran. Even for back channel talks
there must be moderates left to

the Gulf to augment the existing take decisions.

50,000 or so already there. Leavinga vacuum at the top
Of course the additional boots will only encourage attempts by

does not mean thataland fringe radical elements to grab

invasion is imminent or even on power, the end result of which will
the cards. And the Pentagon is not be in the interests of the
asking for an additional gvuoo international community.

billion for its Iran war efforts, a The last thing Washington
demand that is not sitting well ‘would want is a Teheran thatis
with Congress. evenmore hell bent on going

While saying the war is “nearly
complete” with little or nothing
of Iran’s military facilities left, the
continued American and Israeli
assault on Iranian infrastructure
is baffling allies in Europe and
Asia. The writer isasenior journalist who has

The Israeli hit on Iran’s South reported from Washington DC on North
Pars gas field brought fortha swift ~ Americaand United Nations

ahead with its nuclear weapons
programme, intensifies its
anti-Israel stance, or unleashes
brutality on its people that would
put previous regimes to shame.

thehindubusinessline.
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March 24,2006

SBI Act changes okayed

The Union Cabinet gave its nod for legislative changes that will enable State
Bank of India to sell shares in its associate banks. The changes will also
facilitate SBI to split the shares of its subsidiaries. SBI has seven associate
banks of which only three are listed.

Sonia resigns from Lok Sabha, NAC

The Congress President, Ms Sonia Gandhi, on Thursday resigned from her
position as a Lok Sabha MP from Rae Bareilly and as Chairperson of the
National Advisory Council (NAC), thereby opening a political Pandora’s Box on
the issue of legislators holding office of profit. Ms Gandhi’s resignation follows
Opposition demand for her disqualification as an MP in view of her holding the
post of NAC Chairperson, which the Opposition alleged was an office of profit.

Jet-Sahara deal may go through

Barring a last-minute hitch, the Jet-Sahara buyout deal is all set to go through,
though there could be a re-negotiation on the end price. There were hectic
parleys throughout Thursday between the top officials of Jet Airways,
followed by a meeting with the Sahara representatives.

Petroyuan— a geopolitical signal

DOLLAR’S SWAY. Yuan is constrained by lack of capital account convertibility and PBOC control on exchange rate

RAM SINGH

mid the Hormuz choke, Iran

‘has signalled conditional

openness to energy

shipments by permitting oil

cargo passage only if
transactions are invoiced in
Chinese-yuan (¥),amove widely seen as
anattempt to challenge the
long-standing dominance of the
petrodollar system. This development
has revived debate over whether the
Petroyuan could emerge asan
alternative currency for global energy
trade.

However, replacing the dollar
requires several structural attributes of
an international currency, including
deep and liquid financial markets, full
capital convertibility, global investor
trust, and reserve currency dominance,
conditions that the renminbi still only
partially meets. Therefore, decodmg
these structural constraints is essential
o evaluate whether such shifts could
realistically reshape global energy trade
and what implications they may hold for
India’s energy security and financial
stability.

PETROYUAN: THE CONSTRAINTS
Petroyuan is a signal, not a system, its
growing use in energy trade Teflects
geopo]mca.l intent to challcnge dollar
e, but structural
limit its emergence asa true global
monetaryalternative. First, froma
monetary perspective, the ¥ remains
only partially internationalised.
According to the IMF, the Chinese-¥
accounts for 2-3 per cent of global
foreign exchange reserves, compared
‘withabout 56 per cent held in US dollars
(seetable).

SWIFT data show that the ¥ accounts
for 3-4 per cent of global payment
transactions, even though China now
invoices over 60 per cent of its trade in
¥, while the dollar still dominates with
more than 40 per cent of global
payments. A key constraint lies in
China’s continued reliance on capital
controls.

Unlike the US dollar or euro, the ¥ is
not fully convertible on the capital
account, and its exchange rate remains
managed by the PBOC. For energy
exporters holding large trade surpluses,
limited convertibility reduces the
attracti f ¥ reserve:

‘wider ¥ use can constrain PBOC’s
monetary and liquidity management,
particularly during inflationary cycles.

Petrodollar vs Petroyuan: Hype vs Reality

allowing selective ¥ invoicing to manage
transactional flexibility, sanctions

and growing unpredictability
in US policy. Further, given the ¥’s
partial convertibility, capital controls,
shallow financial integration and
state-controlled policy initiatives, it
should be treated as a tactical tool, nota
systemic alternative, with vigilance
against excessive dependence on
China’s state-controlled financial
ecosystem.

Second, India must simultaneously
strengthen its export capabilities.
Without a resilient balance of payments
supported by strong export growth,
India’s ambition of rupee
internationalisation will remain largely
aspirational and confined to
sanction-driven corridors.

In this context, India may explore
ing digital settlement

Dimension Petrodollar (USD) Petroyuan (RMB)
Maita Fully convertible currency; global Partially convertible currency with
:redibil’i’ty & reserve dominance (56% of global | capital controls. RMB accounts for
s nib{lit FX reserves). Independent central 2-3% of global reserves; exchange
Y | bank, Federal Reserve rate managed by PBOC
Deep and liquid financial markets; | Financial markets expanding but
Financial US Treasury market >$26 trillion. | limited global participation; foreign
marketdepth | Global investors can park oil holdings in Chinese bonds remain
revenues safely in dollar assets relatively low (<10%)
USD dominates global payments R?i?::::"::z?\;:z"i:’ %:;:Tl
Forex & global | (>40% via SWIFT) and >80% of global c"my“ At s ﬁmim i
payments role | il trade s dollardenominated, | o0 PrCiE Very
indiainvoices over 8% radeing |1 ciaexceptinthie caseof scme
oil trade settlements with Russia
Institutional | Strong rule of law, transparent Regulatory opaoily, strang state
3 W, tran influence over banks and capital
&regulatory | financial regulations, investor ceover.
flows, limited investor protection
framework protection, open capital markets
perception
EnereyiadE Oil exporters recycle petrodollars Limited avenues to recycle large
“e'fy i into US assets (Treasuries, equities, | yuan surpluses globally; yuan-
mxh’;‘"is:‘ bonds). Large and liquid asset denominated oil futures exist but
markets sustain system limited adoption
Geopolitical | SupPorted by US securityaliances | China expanding influence via Belt
g etmtegle | Wit Gulfoil producers and and Road, currency swaps, and
mwork‘s dominance of global financial CIPS, but geopolitical trust and
infrastructure (SWIFT, dollar clearing) | adoption remain limited

architectures such as the mBridge
platform, enabling corridor-specific
payment arrangements with trusted
partners. It is paramount given that
India’s existing rupee-trade settlement
is also subject to risks of sanctions
(Russia, Iran).

Third, strengthening

Source: Author's compilations based on IMF data inputs.

Second, constraints within China’s
financial system limit the yuan’s global
role. Reserve currencies require deep
and liquid markets capable of absorbi

financial markets, especially US
Treasuries and other
dollar-denominated assets that provide

large international capital flows. The US
Treasury market alone exceeds $26
trillion, oﬂ’enng avast pool of safe assets
for global investors and sovereign
wealth funds.

Although China’s government bond
market is sizeable, around $20 trillion,
foreign participation remains low, near
10 per cent of outstanding bonds.
Capital controls, regulatory restrictions,
and concerns over legal transparency
discourage investors from holding large
¥-denominated assets. Moreover,
China’s financial system remains
dominated by state-owned banks and
policy-driven lending, weakening global
confidence in market-based capital
allocation.

Third, foreign-exchange recycling
mechanisms for the ¥ remain limited.
Under the petrodollar system, oil
exporters particularly Gulf states,
reinvest surplus revenues into US

India should strengthen
the international role of
the rupee through deeper
domestic financial markets,
and bilateral currency-swap
arrangements

liquidity, transp 'y, and legal

certainty. China lacks a comparable
ecosystem capable of absorbing large

foreig hange resilience remains
essential. Maintaining robust and
diversified reserve holdings including
gradual integration of yuan in India’s
currencyreserve amid opening of
Chinese investment can be considered
as a hedge to manage volatility arising
from geopolitical shocks, commodity
pnce ﬁucmanons or currency

global energy surp Although
Shanghai hosts ¥-denominated oil
futures, their trading volumes remain
far smaller than benchmark Brent and
‘WTI contracts.

Geopolitical and institutional factors
further reinforce dollar dominance. The
US financial system is supported by
global infrastructure such as SWIFT
messaging networks, dollar clearing
systems, extensive banking linkages and

‘rule-of-law’ unlike China’s ‘rule-by-law’.

Moreover, many energy exporters
maintain deep strategic and security ties
with the US, encouraging continued
dollar invoicing. Despite China’s
currency swaps and Belt and Road
settlements, most global oil contracts
remain dollar-priced.

WAY FORWARD

Evenas a geopolitical signal,
Petroyuan-based invoicing warrants a
nuanced policy debate in India, given its
implications for energy security,
monetary stability, and strategic
autonomy. Given the dollar’s liquidity,
transparent pricing, and stable
recycling, India should largely remain
within the dollar-based system, while

in global energy s markets
amid escalating transactional opacity.

Fourth, India must deepen energy

diplomacy beyond ‘supplier
diversification’ to ‘supplier integration’
involving them as stakeholders in
expanding its strategic reserve
infrastructure. As India scales
geo-economically and geo-strategically,
its rise will certainly be tested under
strategic rivalry and deterrenceand,
correspondingly, it must gradually scale
crude oil and gas reserves to initially 90
days to become a member of IEA and
eventually to 120-150 days.

Finally, India should gradually
strengthen the international role of the
rupee through deeper domestic financial
markets, expanded bilateral
currency-swap arrangements, and more
resilient cross-border payment
infrastructure. Such a balanced strategy,
preserving dollar stability while
cautiously expanding currency
flexibility, will best safeguard India’s
energy trade, financial stability, and
long-term strategic autonomy.

The writer is Professor and Head, lIFT New Delhi. Views
expressedare personal

India’s economy resilient despite West Asia headwinds

Nirmal K Minda

Exportsare strongly supported by
engineering goods, electronics,

ndia’s continues to grow
I rapidly, with GDP expected to rise

by 7.6 per cent in FY 2026, and
exports likely to stay steadyat 6 per
cent. Looking ahead, growth is
expected to remain above 7 percentin
FY 2027, evenas global growth is
projected to fall below 3 per cent.

Despite geopolitical and tariff

challenges, India has grown by more
than 7 per cent over the past three

d jewellery,and
agricultural products. India has
numerous diversification

PP mn
and developing economies,

Onthe gas and energy front, India
‘maintains a buffer through strategic
petroleum reserves and significant
commercial stocks, offering an energy
cushion of 50-60 days that surpasses
the global average. Additionally, India

years. The Purchasil ? Index
ar56.9 for manufactunng and 58.1 for
services was the highestamong the top
economies, the US, China and
Germany, in February 2026.

India’s export trajectory remains
steady, increasing by around 6 per cent
from April to February 2025-26,
reaching $791 billion, up from $748
billion in the same period last year.

hasdi its crude import
sources, drawing supplies from
countries, incl ussia,

the US, Ganada, Brazil, and Mexlco

At the current juncture, strict
oversight of supply chains must be
enforced to prevent traders or
intermediaries from hoarding petrol,
diesel,and LPG.

Maintaining reliable fuel supply and

ECONOMY. Robust outlook seurees

manufacturing, and consumer goods
sectors.

MSMEs, which form the backbone of
our journey towards Viksit Bharat,
require support. Helping them become
more resilient to global shocks will
strengthen overall growth and job
creation. Their working capital needs
during global headwinds should be
addressed.

‘The plug-and-play industrial

bli essential to avoid
unnecessary market panic. A
coordinated policyapproach that
includes supply monitoring and
strategic stock management will help
India navigate globnl energy

under the Bharat
Industrial Development Scheme
(BHAVYA) marks a historic
breakthrough in India’s manufacturing
sector. A seamless, end-to-end
ease-of-doing-business model, from

fluctuations whil
economic stability.

However, a prolonged US-Israel-Iran
conflict could raise logistics costsand
lead to price volatility, putting pressure
on the transport, logistics,

pp to operations, will meet the
aspirations of a new India and
contribute to the vision of Viksit
Bharat.

‘The writer is President, ASSOCHAM

@ BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2642

EASY

ACROSS

1. Ember-days (4-4)

7. Haughtiness (5)

8. Hanging droppings of
frozen water (7)

9. Handeuff (7)

10. Drag, pull with violence (4)
12. Delicate shades of
difference (7)

14. Get out of way to escape
legal process (7)

17. Use teaspoon (4)

18. Departure of aircraft (4-3)
21.40 poles (7)

22. Clasp firmly (5)

23. Looked down on with
contempt (8)

DOWN

1. Sudden fear (6)

2. Influence producing response (8)
3. Deal out in small portions (4)
4. Obedient follower with no
initiative (3-3)

5. Flat, circular body (4)

6. Coat lapel (6)

7. Man-of-wars tender boat (7)
11. Lengthen out (7)

13. Has the governing of (8)

14, Tricks, capers (6)

15. Thick-napped coarse woollen
cloth (6)

16. Unanimated (6)

19. Draw together, contract (4)
20. Pleasure excursion (4)

NOT SO EASY

ACROSS
1. Rapid periods when one may deprive oneself
offood (4-4)

7. A number of lions showing their amour-propre (5)

8. Droppings that are frozen (7)

9. Handcuff a fellow with torn face (7)

10. What thief gets from a dacha ultimately (4)
12. Can use name with various shades of
meaning (7)

4. Make off with rating the second energy
departs (7)

17. A disturbance in which one is confined (4)
18. Departure of aircraft for a parody (4-3)
21, For lung it can be an eighth of a mile of
displacement (7)

22. Hang on tightly to a sort of peach (5)

23, Looked down on the speeds 'd achieved (8)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2641

ACROSS 7. Indefatigable 8. Permanently 12. Dotage 14. Novice 16. Strode 18. Result 19. Flower vases 23, Lets well alone
DOWN 1. Snap 2. Peer 3. Damage 4. Pigeon 5. Vast 6. Clay 9. Enthral 10. Leisure 11. Cent 12. Dose 13. God 15. Owe 17. Eleven 18. Revile 19. Flew 20. Oast 21. Sole 22. Song

DOWN

1. Scare caused by combat is about right (6)

2. It may suit slum to be something rousing one to
action (8)

3, A hand-out that will satisfy the French (4)

14. He'll agree to say men are wrong (3-3)

5.Record is to be found in the situation of Washington (4)
6. Extension of collar one will almost move back (6)

7. Aboat that can be made up in wood (7)

11. A non-amateur will yearn to spin it out (7)

13. Has the regulation of knobs, wheels and levers (8)
14. Can sit around and get up to tricks such as these (6)
15. With flu, fed on a different sort of coarse wool
cloth (6)

16. Frozen with cold if grid is adapted to it (6)

19. Give up some stinking work with wool (4)

20, Will make one lose one’s footing on the journey (4)
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LPG scarcity: Weneed a
full-spectrumresponse

With second-order impacts of an LPG shortage in evidence, India must employ additional

ways to plug supply gaps and double down on fostering a mass transition lo electric cooking

iquefied petroleum gas (LPG) isone
of the products facing a global supply
crunch today, thanks to the Iran war.
The result is more than a cooking gas
shortage in India. In order to priori-
tize the availability of cooking gas for
homes, the government reduced supplies to
commercial establishments. Although stric-
tures were eased alittle, scarcity-hit eateries
have shut down in several towns and cities.
Other impacts have been in evidence too. A
large proportion of the urban poor who live
inslums and informal rental housing fail to
qualify for LPG supply from oil marketing
companies, leave alone subsidized connec-
tions under the Centre’s Ujjwala Scheme; they
mostly buy their LPG in 5kg cylinders filled
with gas meant for commercial use and have
been the worst affected by the current short-
fall. Migrant workers employed by eateries
starved of LPG have found themselves out of
work. Like other migrant workers, many have
struggled to keep kitchen stoves running.
Faced with livelihood losses and unaffordable
means of cooking food, many are headed back
home from their cities of employment. The
LPG dislocation has been so sharp, it could
take weeks torecover from it even after sup-
plies normalize—for which the war must end
and the Gulf’s hydrocarbon facilities repaired.
Indiaisstaring at an LPG scarcity that could
stretch from the short to medium term.

One way out is for LPG production at domes-
tic refineries to rise. This can be achieved
through tweaks of the usual refining process
and the use of catalysts. Of course, refiners
would have to forgo some of their high-value
petrol output in favour of LPG. There are limits

tohow fararefinery’s output mix can be altered,

but the use of lighter crude can also help
increaseits LPG yield. Yet, such a step-up can
make up for only a fraction of our lost imports
from the Gulf. India must shop around for LPG
from other major producers such as the US,
Canadaand Russia, even if it means paying a
higher price. The higher cost must be passed
on to consumers for them to modify their con-
sumption either by reducing gas use or making
it more efficient; the poor, of course, would
need help. Thankfully, with minor tweaks, LPG
stoves can be adapted for piped natural gas
(PNG). So, homesin areas where piped gasis
available should be shifted to PNG. Urban gas
suppliers have reportedly been pushed into
action. But this is a stopgap solution, since we
also face a shortage of natural gas; the war has
clamped most of our imports, which fulfil about
halfthe country’s consumption. Over the
medium term, thus, India must shift to cooking
with electricity derived from domestic coal and
renewable energy, as Mint has argued earlier.

This switch could start with homes that have
reliable electricity and can afford the extra cost
ofinduction stoves and the special utensils that
are magnetized by such stoves to generate an
electric current in their walls, resistance to
which creates heat. To foster electric cooking
on amass scale, we must strengthen grids at the
national, state, zonal, divisional, sub-divisional
and feeder levels to bear the higher load that
induction stoves would call for. Many buildings
would need to be rewired, too. Building codes
should be amended to require circuitry that can
sustain electric cooking. This s the direction in
which policy needs to turn. Stopgap measures
are needed, but we must not labour under the
illusion that our hydrocarbon supply chain will
snap back to a sustainable normal.

MY

The bulge in government bonds
held by RBI could be put to work

This pile-up has been remarkable and bond earnings can be deployed for infrastructure creation

MADAN SABNA

is chief economist, Bank of Baroda, and
author of ‘Corporate Quirks: The Darker
Side of the Sun'

he Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI)
balance sheet shows that the
amount of government paper
(including treasury bills) held as on 28
February was 32134 trillion. It was
%15.58 trillion in March 2025. With
RBI'srecently announced open market
operations (OMOs), which will probably
continue thismonth, the amount will
only increase. The increase so far of
%5.76 trillion in RBI holdings of govern-
ment paper is remarkable, An increase
ofthisscale has never been witnessed
carl ier. Is there an explanation?
rough OMOs, RBIis buying securi-
2 to help augment their
hquulm Thisisusually carried out
when liquidity is under pressure, which
hasbeen the case this year foravarious
reasons. First, growth in bank deposits
has been weak due to a migration of
funds to mutual funds. Second, growth
incredit has been faster. Further, RBI
has been selling dollars in the market at
various moments tostabilize the rupee.
This sucks out domestic liquidity,
whichis then replenished through the
purchase of government paper. Note
that the rupee weakened by about 7%
from 85.60 against the dollar on 2 April
2025 t0 91.68 on 6 March 2026,

RBI holdings of government paper
have increased; thisis tantamount to
deficit monetization. But income on
securities addsto itssurplus, whichis
transferred to the Centre. Can this sur-

plus be used for loans to private infra
projects?

The history of RBI involvement in
supporting budgets is quite interesting,
Starting from automatic monetization,
under which +.6% of treasury bills were
onceissued by the government to RBI
for funding the deficit, the system has
come along way. There was also private
placement of central debt with RBI dur-
ing liquidity stress; RBI subsequently
sold these holdings in the market once
conditions improved. In the late 90s, we
shifted to the market becoming the sole
pointofcontact forthe government,
with primary dealers introduced to
underwrite government issuances and
ensure full subscription. However, with
frequent OMOs in recent times, there
hasbeena tendency for that debt to be
transferred to RBland held by it.

The central bank’s huldmp,\ fcentral
government paper stood at 13.5% of
such debt last September, up from 11.2%
ayearearlier. These holdings tend to
increase when RBI intervenes more in
foreign exchange and bond markets. In
away, thisis the cost of central bank
intervention. Larger holdings also
increase RBI'sincome, in turn contrib-
utingto the annual surpluses it carns.

This brings RBI surpluses into the

frame. These have risen remarkably
from 350,000 crore in 2017-18 to 32.69
trillion in 2 This wasafterrec-

ommendations made by the Bimal Jalan
panel were adopted. Inthe last seven
years, RBI's surplus has averaged t1.32
trillion and X2.4 trillion in the last two.
Theinteresting thing here is that if this
transfer of 32.69 trillion, which s part of
the non-taxrevenue of the government,
isseen together with RBI's netincre-
mental holdings of government paper,
the sum of 38.45 trillion is equivalent to
54% of the fiscal deficit for 2025-26.
Thisis fairly strong support by RBI to
contain disruptions in the bond market.
In the absence of such interventions,
the Indian bond market would have
been under tremendous pressure and
yields would have hardened.

10 BEARS 460

Thel0-year government bond yield
hasbeen fairly stable in the 6.60% range
thanks to aggressive OMO support.
Without it, the Centre’s borrowing pro-

ramme would have been a challenge to
fulfil, especially at atime when com-
mercial credit has steadily been anIu ng
up. RBI's repo rate was lowered to 5.25%
last year, but there hdﬁ been limited

afterits rather
rate cut last June, followed by a 25-
basis-point cut in December.

The low repo rate hasled toasitua-
tion in which banks have not been able
tomobilize deposits from their retail
customers. Banks have taken recourse
to the market for certificates of deposit
and bulk deposits, which cost more,

Relatively high 10-year bond yields
alongside OMOs indicate that interest
rates cannot be reduced any further.
The government’s net borrowing pro-
gramme has been pegged at 3117 trillion
in 2026-27,around the same asin
2025-26. With the economy likely to
grow by over 7% in 2026-27, notwith-
standing war effects, growth in credit
could be in the 12-14% range. Much will
depend on how the stock market per-
forms, as this will influence investment
choices by households. In 2024-25 and
2025-2 owed a proclivity to
capital m.u ketavenues. [fthis sustains,

RBI's OMOs may again be significant.
Surpluses of RBI support the budget
but could also be transferred to a sepa-
rate fund that can be used specifically
for financing infrastructure develop-
by

ment, The money can also be ust
the government for lending to pri
enterprise through public financi.
institutions like public sector banks.
This will widen the fiscal deficit but aid
private investment, which has been
lagging. The interest on such loans can
flow back to the government as revenue
in future years. It will effectively hand
the baton over to private players for
infrastructure investment while the
government fine-tunesitsown efforts
in thisarea.

These arethe author's personal views.
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Government does not
create jobs, it only creates
the conditions that make

jobs more or less likely.

MITCH DANIELS

_

What India must do to free its youth of the degree trap

AJIT RANADE

supplysides of the labour market. On the lat-
ter, we have rational waiting combined with
an irrational lottery. Educated youth can
nowafford to hold out forajob worth taking.
With household incomes having risen

This patternisseen acros
addiction to government job

ates. Why lhx S

while outputgrew 7.5
duced 5 million

5% per year, India pro-

Therea:

are structural and rational. A govi ermnen\ 2004 and 2023; only 2.8 million found any
postoffersiron-clad job security, wageswell | employment each year,and amere 1.7 million
above comparable private sector roles (for | entered salaried work. India largely missed

between

o

NS

is senior fellow with Pune
International Centre

n 2011, a young male graduate earned

about 321,800 a month: a non-graduate

%9,000. By 2023, the graduate earned
319,573 while the non-graduate 310,507.
Graduate earnings have fallen in nominal
terms over 12 years. Adjusted for inflation,
they Im\(‘culh sed. This data, buried in Azim
fifth State of Working
tellsastark story.

The headlinestory from the report isthat
67% of India’s unemployed youth aged
20-29 are graduates; i.e., about 11 million
people.In 2004, just 32%

acrossincome groups overthe past two dec-
ades, even families of modest means can sus-
tain a waiting son or daughter longer than
before. This explains the counter-intuitive
pattern: the more educated you are, the
higher your unemployment rate.

The wait, however, takes aspecific form. A
multitudeof graduates are preparing for gov-
ernment competitive examinations. Many
state governments even sponsor and subsi-
duc preparation for publicservice commis-

trance exams, A meticul dyb;

instance a government-employed drive
may earn four times higher), generous
health and pension bene-

Kunal Mmgal drawingon Tamil Nadu l’uhh(
Service C ission (TNPSC) data from 2013

ofunemployed youth. The share of; gr1du-
atesin the youth population hasitselfrisen
from10%in 2004 to 28%in 2023, But unem-
ployment among them has risen much
faster. The ILO-IHD India Employment
Report 2024 had already flagged a graduate
unemployment rate of 29%, compared to

Jjust 3% for those who cannot read or write.

This trend of rising graduate youth unem-
ployment hasbeen known fora decade now.
The reasons lie on both the demand and

10 2019 shows that in 2018-2019, a single
TNPSC group 4 recruitment drew 13.7 mil-
lion applicants, nearly four times the next
largest recruiter in the state. About 80% ofall
unemployed individuals in Tamil Nadu were
also preparing fora TNPSC exam.

When Tamil Nadu imposed a partial hir-
ing freeze between 2001 and 2006, vacan-
cies fell 86%, but job applications actually
rose 7%. Exam preparation was
crowding out private employment.

theexport-led, labour-intensive growth path

that transformed East Asia.

Of the 83 million jobs
d

The automotive sector blazed this
many others followed. The result
found casualization of the workforce:
without growth, employment without
advancement. By contrast, in the US, a 4%

Tate coexis rmous
job mnhmt) Then‘ mnld bea 20% churn,
with ngth several jobsin

ayear, ;',:Aﬂlermgakllladnd wages witheach.
One policy priority should be to reduce
sean ch mchn ﬂnd skill mismatches. Porta-

donot
T cqmm appre: nnc( 'sto be made permanent
could ease both sides of the market simulta-
neously. Employer-drivenrather than cer-
tificate-drivenskilling would help close the
gap Better labour market information and

ith easy search could reduce the

fits, high social status and H dddcdbelweenz(ﬂl— an
aulhm;:ity evenat the low- CUt the Gordlan 3-24, nearly halfwere in
est rungs of the bureauc- knot of a Outh agncultmc. with low
I For women, espe- y incomes, limited tiv-
cially,agovernment post- H 7 ity and no career progres-
ing is the one job a future ObseSSIon w“h sion. The Economic Survey
il; l,in;v islikely to approve government jobs '_7()72»1;);3l nmes’ that only
of. These repeat-attempt L A 8.25% of graduates are
it i 5 lmh:slhe amid fiscal limits L‘lT:EllS(‘d in roles aligned
private job market because . heir
whatitoffersisatreadmill, and Slow prlvate nearly half are in elemen-
not a career. They can . . tary or semi-skilled work.
always hop on that mill job creation Theseare notjobs that offer

later, with no forgone ben-
efits because the pay for
entry-level jobs there stagnates.

On the demand side, the diagnosis is
darker. Between 2012and 2019, India’s GDP
grew 6.7% annually but employment grew

1%. Manufacturing, the backbone of mass
job creation, has seen its share of the work-
force stagnateat 12-14% for over two decades,

'leam.ingln doing,’ produc-
or skill g10w|h They

‘mismatch between jobs and job seekers.
Another priority is to reduce the excep-
tional premium on government employ-
ment. This requires reducing perks, widen-
ing the ﬁmﬂ'm" net, intr mluung fixed-term

are dead ends wi nh adegreereqy

contry ing. Unemploy-

Labour laws compound the prohl(‘m
Employers, reluctant to hire permanent
workers they cannot easily let go, have
worked around rigid job-protections
through contract labour. These allow lower
pay, fewer protections and easier lay-offs.

ment insurance or cash doles must be
matched with job-search verification.
Graduates waste years on a government
_|<)h lottery while private job creation moves
nail’s pace and welfarism pushesits fiscal
limits—we need to cut this Gordian knot.
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Why chaos in Washington can't
hold California’s economy back

The Democrat-led state foresaw trouble and took policy action early to insulate its prosperity from chaotic federal governance

GAVIN NEWSOM &
LENNY MENDONCA
are, respectively, governor of California; and
senior partner emeritus, McKinsey & Company,
and former chief economic and business
advisor to the state of California.

here isa paradox at the heart of the US
economy. As the federal government
i eping tariffs, signals
hostility to multilateral trade and
unnerves long-term investors with
erratic policymaking, one state has
emerged as the most reliable US address for global
capital: California, the world's fourth-largest econ-
omy and America’s second-largest exporting state
with $188 billion in annual goods exports. In 2024,
California's GDP grew by 6%, outpacing the US,
Chinaand Germany.

Thisisnot a partisan provocation, bu te-
ment grounded in hard data and direct experience:
Webuilt the institutional architecture that has
made the state resilient in the face of federal policy
volatility. As governor and as the former chief
economicand business advisor who helped design
California’s international investment strategy (an
initiative now run by Dee Dee Myers), we under-
took trade missions to Europe, Asia, Canadaand
Latin America; direct government-to-business
outreacl d long-term investment compacts.

Now that strategy is paying off. Nearly 19,000 for-
eign-owned enterprises operate in California, sup-
porting more than 814,000 jobs and paying an esti-
mated $89 billion in wages to Californians—a figure
that grew even as federal trade policy turned
inward. The US Bureau of Economic Analysis con-
firms that California consistently ranks among the
top two or three states on foreign direct investment.

Tobessure, the headwinds President Donald
Trump’sadministration has created must be
ALknO\\’Ie(l;,(‘(l Tari ise i acrosssup-

sector. Many other international investors have set
upshopin California for the same reasons. Our
clean-energy sector employs more than a half-mil-
lion workers and is growing three times faster than
the overall economy.
Three sectorsillustrate California’s pattern of
suceess most clearly. In cleantech and climate
infrastructure, the state’s Advanced Clean Cars
regulations, ap- md trade systemand nation-

ply chains and policy unpredictability
long-term capital commitments that drive invest-
ment. Nostate, however large, is fully insulated
from national macroeconomic conditions.
California’s 61.000-plus exporters face real
exposure from retaliatory tariffs, as do the farmers
and ranchers whose top export markets—Mexico,
Canadaand China—have been targeted by federal
trade policy. But for the international firms that
remain committed to the US market, the question
isnot whetherto invest, but where. Here, Califor-
nia offers something that Washington currently
cannot: predictability. Clear emissions standards
create demand certainty for clean-energy invest-
ment and well-established labour protections
reduce long-term litigation risk. With its commit-
ment to a green transition, California stands out for
international makers of electric vehicles (EVs) a
other supplies across the battery supply chain.
Asan executive from UK-based Octopus Energy
a’s “supportive policy and
world-class entr epreneurship” make it “an ideal
place to back long-term investment partnerships.”
That assessment accompanied a nearly $1 billion

leading 1 create demand
certainty for investorsin solar, battery storage,
hydrogen and EV infrastructure need. Having
added more than 30,000 megawatts of new clean
energy and storage capacity since 2019, California
now generates 67% of its electricity from clean
sources and it is building toward 100% by 2045,
Suchanambitious, yet achievable, target creates a
durable investment runway that extends far
beyond any single federal administration.

ikewise, in life sciences and biotech, Califor-
nia’s world-leading research universities, regula-
tory expertise and cluster effects in the Bay Area
and San Diego continue to attract E and

ness leaders are sceptical of California’s regulatory
environment and they are not wrong to say that
the cost of doing business in California remains
high. Reforms of the permit process are in progress
but incomplete, even as housing affordability con-
strains the labour market—a challenge that
demands sustained attention.

But such problems are not solved overnight. Our
Jobs First Economic Blueprint acknowledges the
work that needs to be done. Meanwhile, foreign
investors are making comparative judgements:
The relevant question is not whetherajurisdiction
is perfect, but whether it offers the best available
combination of market scale, institutional stability,
workforce quality and regulatory predictability for
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China and India are poised to
score big on weight-loss drugs

Generic makers rushed in after Ozempic went off-patent in both

JULIANA LIU
is a columnist for Bloomberg Opinion’s Asia
team, covering corporate strategy and
management in the region.

he simultaneous patent expiry of
Ozempic'sactive ingredient in China
and India on Friday wasa watershed
moment. Until now, these weight-loss
drugshave beenavailable largely to people
with means. The launch of affordable
gcncnm ersionswill bealevelling force in
Ithcare, with global es.

That's because the world's two most-
populous countriesaren’t just consumers,
They also have pharmaceutical firms that
are capable of exploiting this moment to
reshape the market for metabolic thera-
pies, affecting the earnings of incumbents
Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly. It would be
driven by demand from large populations
suffering from chronic ailments like obe-
sity and diabetes that can be treated with
these medicines that mimic the effect of
the natural hormone glucagon-like pep-
tide-1 (GLP-1), which regulates appetite
and blood sugar.

Public health will benefit most. Accord-
ing to the Lancet, China had 402 million
people living with obesity five years ago.
That number will grow 56% by 2050 to
nearly half the population. India had 180
million individuals with the disease in
2021, with the figure expected to more
than double to 450 million in about 25
years, Obesity is known to increase the
nsl\soldlahe[e% comm\n’mel_ disease,
hy otherc

While Novo Nordisk has slashed the
price of Wegovy (which uses semaglutide,
thesame ingredientin Ozempic), in China
and Indiainantici ldel()n ofthe patent loss,

ive for most

itsofferis

Low-cost producers of generic versions
could expand into export markets. AR

and even malnutrition. There'sa question
markabout depression. Countries need to
train health workers to deliver long-term
care tosupport the treatment and invest in
prevention by encouraging exercise and
proper nutrition, according to Johanna
Ralston, CEO of World Obesity Federation.
China and India’s chronically short-staffed.
under-funded healthcare sys 3
\lmggle ln do that, but they must commit
to ive careif the dr

\\Videl.\‘ available.

The commercial opportunity in these
drugsis clear. Even though China did not
originate GLP-1 treatments, it dominates
theresearch pipeline, with more than 100
drugs indevelopment, around 40% of the
global total, according to Citeline’s Phar-
maprojects. Over the past two years, thera-
pies originating from China have com-
prised the majority of global GLP-1-related

ingby both 1deal volume.
In fact, Pfizerwill soon enter the market for
weight-lossdrugsafter years of trying—by
licensing a Chinese product after its own
efforts fell flat.

Thisisnotasurprise for those watching
the trajectory of China’s pharmaceutical
development. Over the past five years,
drugmakers have started introducing
experimental therapies and signing multi-
billion-dollar lice cnsmqtl cals to bring them

people. lu(,hmd where
fall outside insurance coverage
be the decisive factor in whether millions
hegm medical treatment. Many dlahcws

toglobal markets
are looking for shortcuts to expand their
offerings—since many are facing an
upmmm[. ‘revenue (‘llﬂ‘ with lucrative pat-

their,

agiven investment strategy. On that measure, fora
widening range of investment categories, Califor-
nia’s advantages remain formidable.

Ourinv cstmon( fmmc\mrk was always intended
tobedurableac onomic
cycles. And now the international relationships.
sect lur»specni ic u)mp.u tsand rng\lldlun certainty

Asian pharma and medical-tech capital at record
rates, In Aland digital infrastructure, California’s
venture ec tem and strong lead in talentand
compute capacity make it the default destination
for international tech investment—a position
re-inforced by federal ambivalence towards AT
governance that has created a regulatory vacuum
that California is beginning to fill.

These sectors and many others are attracting
substantial capital for innovation and the scaling of

weh re proving resilient in a turbu-
lent national environment, vindicating our strategy.
California’s experience holds lessons that extend
well beyond our state. In a global economy charac-
terized h\ rising geopolitical friction and policy
volatility, predictability and openness are competi-
tive ad 2 i d 1 this
will attract the capital, talent and partnerships that
determine long-term prosperity. California did not
wait for Washington. It drew its own conclusions,
builtits owninstitutions accordingly and isreaping.

commitment to invest in California’s cleantech

companies that will define our future. Some busi-

the rewards,

MY
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loss effecti T
eolder

to generic semaglutide could result in
superior glycemic and weight control,
reducing the risk of long-term complica-
tions, Nadim Anwer, pharma analyst at
GlobalData, told me. Competition could
bring prices down to $50 amonth, whichis
much cheaper than in the West.

China has more than 10 companies,
including CSPC Pharmaceutical Group
Ltd. and Huisheng Biopharmaceutical,
developing generic versions. Local media
say it will take another half year for the
sto beavailable, In
to have dozens of options within months.

Even if the drugs are a game changer,
they're notasilver bullet. And they can be
tricky to get right. The medicines have
been associated with loss of muscle mass

entson blockk drugs expiring.
Andbecause the patent forsemaglutide
hasalready expired in Canada and is poised
todosoin Braziland Turkey, Chinese and
Indian generics could become significant
playersifthey receive regulatory approval.
With China already the world’s biggest
supplier ofactive pharma mg'redwnl\ the
components in drugs that produce the
intended therapeutic effects, itssuppliers
can make money in those markets, too.
Ozempic went viral for helping people
se weight after its launch as a diabetes
injection in 2018, The sheer effectiveness
ofthisclassof drugs hasadvanced the idea
that obesity is a chronic disease. Now
affordable generics won't just make them
more widely available, butalso give Asian
drugmakers a bigger slice of the growing

business. (©BLOOMBERG

Indias LPG adoption success story is being choked dry

NARAYAN RAMACHANDRAN

o

is chairman, InKlude Labs. Read
Narayan's Mint columns at
www.livemint.com/
avisiblehand

rowingupin Kerala, it wasaweekly

ritual to spark the firewood and get

ready for an oil bath. The weather

was warm enough during the week to use

the plentiful water from a running tap or

well. The firewood had to be kept dn and

1 d pride of place in

tobe brought out insmall batches for weekly

baths or cooking. In an unexpected tw

many parts of India are having to return to
this tradition of burning firewood.

Liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) is a fuel

c Iy used in Indian | hold:

commerci i cooking pur-

poses. Itismost often a combination of pro-

pane and butane, An almost-fully-burning

clean fuel, it hasreplaced firewood and kero-

sene in most Indian kitchens. LPG is pro-

duced as abyproduct of natural gas liquids

(NGL) extraction or as a distillate product

from the oil refinery process. The cost of

extraction dsahvpmduu ismuchlow (-nh.m

istillate, v .
why India still lehcs on LPG importsr :nher

and

than on domestic oil distillation for its full
annual requirement.

The global demand for LPG is over 340
million tonnes annually. India’s consump-
tion of LPG, almost entirely for cooking, is
approximately one-tenth of the world's con-
sumptionataround 31.3 million tonnes. The
household sector, utilizing14.2kg cylinders,
accounts for the overwhelming l)ull\,

ly 87% of total ¢
‘The commercial sector
uses 19kg, 47.5kg or 425kg cylinders .md
accounts for13% of total usage.

For nearly 40 years after the late 60s,
India saw a gradual uptake of LPG as a
kitchen fuel. Most households continued to
use a mix of coal, firewood, kerosene and
LPG during that time. The 2011 census
showed that 29% of Indian households were
using LPG; it was 62% in 2016 and has
reached ‘near saturation’ levelstoday. India
hasalittle over 300 million households and
now has 330 million gas connections, which
implies full penetration. The government’s
scheme to convert the population to clean
burning fuel has been a success. If you add
the fact that its LPG subsidy hasbeen specif-
ically aimed at poor households using an
Aadhaar-based direct benefit transfer (DBT)
mechanism, it canbe deemed a spectacular

success. The online process for ordering
refills and a transparent scorecard for LPG
it usesastarratingsystem ha

distr

resulted in much greater empowerment of

LPG consumers.

This grand success has an Achilles heel.
Nearly 60% of India’s LPG needs are
imported and nearly 90%
of thatis sourced from the

’ used to make rofis, is gasa
Gulf. Our biggest source The Cou“try S betteralternative. Bu_\%ond
countries are the U i measuresat the household
Qatar, Saudi Arabia and switch to clean level, India must continue
Kuwait. Bringing these i its diplomacy with Iran to
imports using ships called COOk'ng gas was get more ships through
VLGCs (Very Large Gas impressive but 12 o
Carriers) requires transit
Lhruu;:,h lheSmuwrlI( - it's now time m\(-\lu(hdnmda}s(ﬂu’(a
muz. VLGC carries . supply. India should also
about .>() 000 tonnes of for k|tchens increase purchases from
LPG. India needs about . Saudi Arabia, Russia and
400suchshipsayear,alit- togoelectric  theUs SaudiArabianLPG

tle more than oneaday, to
fulfill its import demand
expected to reach 20 million tonnes. The
Strait of Hormuz, named for the Zoroastrian
divinity Ahura Mazda, has become a major
chokepoint inthe ongoing war between the
USandIran.

The near-term strategy for Indian homes
isto practise LPG conservation. Using pres-

Join the fight, although Iran itself struck a

sure cookers and communal cooking can
reduce cooking time substantially. Using
electricity for peripheral cooking tasks like
water boiling and making tea diversifies the
use of energy. Cooking with induction
stoves saves about 30% of the heat for the
same cooking task. Only when direct heatis

used for charring, like that

could be contracted
through its Red Sea ports.
Red Sea transit will require passage through
the Bab el-Mandeb Strait. This strait issand-
wiched between Yemen and Djibouti and
could also be targeted if Houthis in Yemen

Saudi hydrocarbon target on the Red Sea
coast after its South Pars gas-field was hit.

Long(-rterm, Indiamust scaleitsdome: <ur

anc s

LP(_'. India’s storage capacity is placed at

about 150,000 tonnes, or two days of

dvm:md and itshould expand to at least 30

mand. As India proces

itsnet-zero emissions target set for 2070, it

is important to promote electricity-based

alternatives. This can and should be

achieved concurrently with the grid being
decarbonized.

I rana scenario analysis through Claude
with the following assumption: blended
adoption between rural and urban house-
holds rises from 8% today to 25%in 2030 to
45% in 2035. The analysis projects LPG
demand will drop to about 21 million tonnes
by 2035, which can be met with increased
ic production and limited imports.
The increase in power requirement due to
thisisabout 100 terawatt hours per year or
4% extra, which is easily plannable. In the
same way that India switched from earlier
cooking fuels to LPG, it must begin an
aggressive transition to electricity-based
cooking. Ahura Mazda, the ‘father of fire,”
would approve.

Ifitweren't forelectricity, we would be
watching television by candlelight,” said
Comedian George G Jobel.
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West Asia war tests
India’s economy

As tensions escalate in West Asia, India finds itself
confronting the familiar tremors of surging oil prices
and currency pressure

Three weeks on, there is no sign of a let-up, only escalation -
this sums up the US-Israel-Iran war that started as a regional
conflict but is now impacting the whole world, and India is no
exception. With our heavy dependence on imported fossil fuels,
most of which passes through the Strait of Hormuz, the oil
supply is severely hit, and as the war prolongs, things will get
worse. The impact is staggering. The oil markets are in a tizzy, oil
prices have already reached $119 per barrel. Experts feel that
oil prices will touch $150 per barrel within a matter of weeks if
the war does not end or some sort of mechanism to supply oil
through Hormuz is not reached. The Iran war has once again
exposed the fragility of global energy markets-and India’s deep
vulnerability to them.

Recognising the gravity of the situation, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi convened a high-level meeting to review the
country’s energy preparedness, signalling both urgency and
concern. While retail petrol and diesel prices have so far
remained stable, this may not hold for long. Industrial diesel
prices have already risen by about 25 per cent, reflecting the
underlying stress in the system. Such increases inevitably
translate into higher transportation and logistics costs, which in
turn fuel inflation across sectors. Equally alarming is the falling
rupee against the dollar, and it would not be an exaggeration to
say that we are now close to breaching the 100 mark in months,
if not weeks. The depreciation of the Indian rupee further
compounds the crisis by making imports more expensive.

Like every crisis, this too has its own lessons, if we are willing
to learn. For long, we have depended upon imported oil for our
energy needs without ever caring that this dependency is one
of the severest weaknesses any nation can have, especially if it
strives to be a regional power. The time to correct this
vulnerability is now. Itis a structural issue and needs to be
tackled with utmost urgency. There cannot be a short-term fix
for it, like arranging alternative suppliers or increasing cess to
manage demand. It would need investments in exploration and
refining facilities. It would need sustainable solutions like
biofuels and renewable energy resources - the policy decisions
that would alter the energy equation. It is nota unique
problem; many countries have successfully become self-
sufficient and transitioned from total dependence on oil to a
more diversified and self-reliant energy mix. Germany, through
its ‘Energiewende, scaled renewables rapidly; Denmark
switched to wind energy in a big way; and China dominates
solar, wind, and battery supply chains, combining energy
security with industrial strategy. Electrification of transport,
expansion of public transit, and promotion of energy efficiency
can significantly reduce oil dependence. Equally important is
maci ic resili hening the rupee through

sound fiscal management and boosting exports can help
mitigate the impact of external shocks. The lesson is clear-
energy security equals national security, and it should be our
national priority. We need a long-term strategy; it will not be
fixed with a band-aid!

of the Ram Navami festival in Patna.
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WHEN EVERY SIDE NEEDS INDIA,
IT MUST ACT WISELY

A new dawn or another illusion?

Nepal’s recent election was an eruption of public anger against years of stagnation and corruption. Yet, a pressing question
remains: has the country chosen real transformation, or simply been swept up by emotion without a clear path forward?

NILANTHA
ILANGAMUWA

The election in Nepal last week was not merely
a political exercise; it was an eruption of pent-up
fury, a rejection of the old guard that had throt-
tled any semblance of progress for decades. But
what now stares back at the country is a stark
question: have the people truly changed their
future, or simply traded one set of illusions for
another?

For years, Nepalis endured the same trio of
power brokers-the Nepali Congress, the CPN-UML,
and the so-called Communist Party-as these enti-
ties pirouetted through government halls, recy-
cled leadership, and maintained an endless
cycle of impressive promises and microscopic
delivery. Institutions decayed, corruption metas-
tasised, and unemployment worsened further.
Youth unemployment stands north of 20 per cent-
more than double the national average. Around
1,500 young Nepalis leave their homeland every
single day seeking work abroad, a staggering
exodus that undermines any future the country
might hope to sculpt for itself.

So,when the uprising erupted, when Gen Zand
youth frustration boiled over into the streets, it
‘was not just rage-it was despair. Into this void
surged Balendra Shah, the rapper-turned-
Kathmandu mayor better known as Balen. He
became the face of something many claimed they
wanted: a break with the past. The Rastriya
Swatantra Party (RSP), a party as new as its leader’s
rise from outside the entrenched political class,
swept to an unprecedented majority: 125 of the
165 first-past-the-post seats. A single party holding
nearly two-thirds control in Nepal is almost
unheard of, a brutal indictment of the old estab-
lishment's collapse.

Nepal's new leadership inherited not oppor-
tunity but catastrophe. The economic foundation
isweak and brittle. Public debt hovers around 40-
45 per cent of GDP, but it is the quality of the
economy that terrifies: a narrow tax base, enor-
mous dependence on remittances accounting for
roughly one-quarter of GDP, and a private sector
too fragile to absorb the burgeoning army of
young jobseekers. Tourism, once thought a
panacea, remains exquisitely sensitive to global
disruptions. Agriculture remains archaic and
unproductive. Power outages and distribution
inefficiencies plague even the most basic enter-
prises. Crucially, the labour force-the very youth
that marched in protests-has no obvious outlet
for meaningful employment.

The RSP manifesto, the so-called “2082 Vision",
is nothing if not audacious: 1.2 million jobs in five
years; GDP expansion to almost $100 billion; per

FOR A
GENERATION
RAISED ON
UNFULFILLED
PROMISES, THE
OLD GUARD
SIMPLY HAD NO
AUTHORITY LEFT
TO PERSUADE A
BATTERED
POPULATION OF
ITS RELEVANCE

The writer is a columnist
based in Colombo
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capita income rising to $3,000; 15,000

(-}

ofinstalled capacity; halving LPG imports; digital
services exports of $30 billion in ten years; and
the construction or upgrade of 30,000 kilome-
tres of national highways. These numbers are
ambitious-some might say visionary-but inde-
pendent observers see them as fantasy builton
the emotional reservoir of hope, not on deeply
rooted economic analysis. Nepal's energy grid
cannot reliably distribute current capacity;
transportation infrastructure routinely buckles
under seasonal rains; foreign direct investment
remains underwhelming; and the digital
economy is throttled by regulatory unpre-
dictability and an underdeveloped legal regime
for international payments.

These are the grim realities. A promise to
reduce imports without address-
ing critical bottlenecks in trade
policy or cross-border logistics is
apromise destined for frustration.
A pledge to build tens of thou-
sands of kilometres of roads
without sustained institutional capacity to
manage land acquisition, competitive bidding,
quality control, and anti-corruption oversight

Dioneer
E*1565 |

€ Smerl

nisms build nations. The currentadministration’s
inexperience-not merely in government, but in
managing a modern economy under immense
pressure-sets the stage for something grim: a
crescendo of disappointed expectations.
Worse still, emotional politics is ripe for
exploitation by external actors. Nepal is
geostrategically hemmed in by its two giant
neighbours. India-the largest source of trade,
investment, energy supplies, and transit routes-
watches with both interest and caution. China,
astakeholderin multiple infrastructure ventures
and a central actor in Beltand Road projects, has
its own expectations. Both have engaged with
the RSP, seeking alignment with their own strate-
gicinterests. Butemotion is a currency external
powers love to leverage: where
national confidence is high and
institutional clarity is low, foreign
influence finds entry points. A
government fuelled by public
passion-but lacking robust policy
anchors-becomes pliable, attractive, and danger-
ous. The question is: did the electorate truly
choose a path to prosperity, or merely a dream

offers little more than ritual ground-breaking and
even more ceremonial delays.

This mismatch between aspirational rhetoric
and structural capacity points to a far more trou-
bling truth: Nepalis have been deceived not by
individuals but by narratives. The uprising was
not wrong in its desire for change. But it was
driven by visceral emotion-a collective impulse
to reject the old, often without a coherent alter-
native blueprint that could realistically transform
the economy and provide stability. Angry
protests and street fervour commandeered the
engine of politics, and once that engine is running
on emotion rather than evidence, it becomes
dangerously unpredictable. If Nepal is honest
with itself, it must question whether Balen may
tread a similar path: overwhelmed by the emo-
tional thunder that elevated him, yet unprepared
to deliver the institutional and economic stabil-
ity the nation desperately needs.

Here is the painful truth: Gen Z politics,
fuelled by emotion, creates momentum but not
mechanisms. Momentum wins rallies; mecha-

ofit? i politics gave the people a mirror-
a reflection of their hurt, their labour unrecog-
nised, their aspirations denied. But mirrors do
not map roads; they only reveal what is already
before us.

Balenomics may become a lesson in hubris-
not because the goals are unworthy, but because
goals without disciplined implementation, insti-
tutional reform, and credible governance remain
poetry when the country needs engineering.
Nepal needs a systemic recalibration of labour
markets, transp. rule-making, ¢ itis
commerce, legal certainty for investments, and
infrastructural credibility-not just slogans that
rouse crowds. When citizens see delays, when
promised jobs fail to materialise, when inflation
stubbornly erodes incomes, and when foreign
capital does not flood in simply because of opti-
mism, the inevitable question will surface: was
this all just emotional theatre? If the answer is
yes, Nepal risks entering a phase worse than the
old guard’s mismanagement: disillusionment
with revolt itself.

Peace cannot grow from seeds of violence

o B d i
Students dressed as Lord Hanuman take part in a fancy dress competition ahead

India’s carefully cultivated
neutrality has gradually
transformed into something far
more valuable - strategic
indispensability. Years of
sustaining working relationships
with rival powers, without
binding itself exclusively to any.
have earned India a position
that few nations occupy today.
The unfolding West Asia crisis is
now putting that hard-won
standing to its most demanding
test yet.

What makes this moment
particularly significant is that all
sides — the US, Israel, Iran, and
the Gulf states — simultaneously
need India’s ear. That rarely
happens. Historically, non-
alignment was principled
abstention. Today, under Modi
and Jaishankar, it has evolved
into active, multi-vector
engagement. India is no longer

watching from the sidelines; it is
operating as an indispensable
node in a network with few
other common points.

But diplomatic access,
however valuable, has a shelf
life. It must be converted into
tangible outcomes — ceasefire
facilitation, safe passage for
stranded vessels, stable energy
corridors, and protection of the
Indian diaspora across the Gulf.

India’s BRICS presidency adds
another lever. Using it
purposefully, rather than
procedurally, could make a
meaningful difference. Back-
channel diplomacy, quiet
mediation, and confidence-
building between Tehran and
Washington are areas where
India’s credibility with both
sides gives it genuine utility.
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There has never been a single day in the whole history of
the news media when the media reported that peace pre-
vails on the whole planet Earth and that everything is going
right in the world. A study of the recorded history of the
world gives conclusive evidence that there has constant-
ly been bitter or bloody strife over the last two-and-a-half
millennia. This strife may have been social, economic, polit-
ical, cultural, ethnic, religious, or militaristic, or of any other
kind; often, it was bolstered by a claim that it was for a noble
goal or a just cause.

Similarly, those who were responsible for the partition
of the Indian subcontinent claimed that it was done for
the noble goal of seeking justice for one particular com-
munity, which was considered the main minority commu-
nity. Similarly, those who are now waging a struggle for

reservation of government jobs for the Scheduled Castes
and Scheduled Tribes, etc., claim that they are fighting for
social and economic justice for the weaker and backward
sections of society.

Oflate, even extremists claim that their fight is for obtain-
ing political freedom and for the human right of self-deter-
mination. Now, even if we suppose that the struggle waged
by the above-mentioned groups or individuals, or by others
mentioned in history, has been for a noble goal ora good
cause, the question arises about the means

It is easy to romanticise revolution or justify conflict in
the name of ideals, but one should remember that
lasting peace can neveremerge from paths paved with vio-
lence. In the process of pursuing justice, if we lose our sense
of humanity, the very purpose of that justice becomes
diluted. So, the analysis of events of history leads us to the
conclusion that if we wish peace for ourselves and the
world, and if we aspire that bloody strife should end, then
we must first review our goal and see if it is really correct

and noble, and then we should double-

used toachieve their professed goal. Have e @za—  check whether our means are also noble.
the means adopted in each one of the above Jlou“l’ Let us remember that the means are as
cases also been worthy? importantas the goal. The greatest transfor-

Looking at the historical facts, one would [SEETII mations in history have not always come

find that some of these struggles or protests

indulged in gory acts of bloodshed of hundreds of thou-
sands of people, and they created a deep feud against the
capitalist world, thus leading to large-scale armament buiid-
up. In their struggle for a classless society, they led to the
creation of antagonistic groups or countries locked in global
conflicts of various sorts.

The means adopted by the leaders for forcing the par-
tition of India resulted in unparalleled communal carnage
and genocide on a mass scale. Similarly, the strategies of
those who want reservation for backward castes and the
approach and means adopted by militants also have led
to great strife and the latter, in particular, have led to killings,
abduction, and fear.

from force, but from the strength of inner
conviction and peaceful resistance. Leaders like Mahatma
Gandhi and Martin Luther King |r. taught the world that non-
violence, dialogue, and moral clarity have the power to dis-
mantle oppressive systems without bloodshed. In today's
fractured world, where lines between activism and
aggression are often blurred, we must return to the wisdom
of these ideals. True peace is not just the absence of war,
but the presence of compassion, understanding, and ethical
integrity in both our vision and our methods. So, let our
future struggles, if any, be defined not by the wounds they
cause, but by the healing they bring.

( The writer is a spiritual teacher and a popular columnist )
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Lift safety cannot be ignored

Kolkata's RG Kar Medical College is back in the news. A
patient’s father was killed after he was trapped along with
his family inside a lift when it malfunctioned at the hos-
pital's trauma centre. He reportedly was stuck either
between the lift doors or between the lift and the wall.

Itgoes without saying that lifts or elevators should be
regularly monitored and their upkeep must be foolproof.
Secure electric connections, temperature maintenance,
and lubrication of parts cannot be taken for granted.
Checking the functionality of doors through periodic check-
ups is extremely essential. Door sensors have to be kept
in good condition.

Monthly or quarterly servicing must be undertaken.
Scrupulous adherence to annual maintenance contracts
(AMCs) should be mandatory. Timely audits cannot be
bypassed. Traction elevators are more effective in larger
buildings.

Old and worn-out elevators should make way for newer
ones. Nowadays, lift operators are conspicuous by their
absence. Also, the majority of them are untrained.
Proper training and supervision are necessary to avoid
such tragic incidents in the future. Safety cannot be com-
promised in public institutions, especially hospitals,
where lives already hang in the balance.

GANAPATHI BHAT | AKOLA

CAPF officers deserve leadership roles

In recent times, both social media and traditional media
have witnessed active discussion on the CAPF (General
Administration) Bill 2026. The Bill has sparked debate,
particularly among Indian Police Service (IPS) and CAPF
officers, who have publicly expressed their concerns
regarding the provisions related to the proposed role
of IPS officers.

Having served in the Armed Forces, | have reasonable
insight into the functioning of the Central Armed Police
Forces (CAPFs). My experience provides practical insight
into their structure and deployment in challenging envi-
ronments. The backbone of the CAPFs lies in their units
and sub-units, led by subordinate and CAPF officers,
often deployed far from headquarters for internal secu-
rity, law and order, elections, and protection of vital
installations.

Itis the cadre officers who are exposed to complex
and challenging situations in the field. They coordinate
with local administration and other security forces to
fulfil both operational and administrative directives.
Considering this, the claim that IPS officers alone possess
wider experience is far from reality. CAPF officers possess
the necessary qualifications and experience to be pro-
moted to higher positions currently held by IPS officers.

PRAKASH BHATT | NOIDA

Nuclear threat remarks are irrational

The remarks of Abdul Basit, the former Pakistan High
Commissioner to India, that 'if the US were to ever
attack Pakistan's nuclear arsenal, Islamabad would
launch retaliatory strikes against New Delhi and
Mumbai’, are illogical and senseless. His comments
are in response to the US National Intelligence
Director Tulsi Gabbard's assessment before a Senate
committee that "Pakistan's nuclear missiles are a
future threat to the US". Basit argues that in the event
of a conflict with the US and Israel, since the former
is not within Pakistan's immediate nuclear range,
India would become the default target.

This reflects a crab mentality, like a man who lost
both his eyes finding satisfaction in a neighbour losing
one. Itis surprising that such remarks come not from
a trigger-happy Pakistan general but from a former
diplomat. The US has no military base in India, unlike
in some West Asian nations targeted in the US-Israel-
Iran conflict. Pakistan may partially succeed in its
attempt, butif india were to retaliate, it may be wiped
out from the face of the earth. Such an eventuality
will not be a victory for either, but a colossal failure
of diplomacy, statecraft, and human imagination. One
hopes Basit is not echoing his government.

V JAYARAMAN | CHENNAI
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Degrees but no job: Is a college education still worth it?

FIRST
olumn

India possesses one of the youngest populations in the world, a demographic advantage that could fuel economic transf ion. But this p ial can only be realised if the country's

education system is closely aligned with the shifting demands of the global economy

Government initiatives, including Skill
India, Digital India, and various start-up
incubator programmes, also reflect a
rising recognition that employability
depends on practical capability rather
than academic qualification alone.

The Real Solution: Degrees Plus Skills

However, the answer is not to abandon
formal education altogether. Universities
still play an important role in building
intellectual foundations, social networks,
and academic disciplines that remain
essential in many fields.

What needs to change is the way stu-
dents approach higher education.

Instead of treating a degree as the final
destination, students should adopt what
investors call a “Barbell Strategy”.
Completing a college education provides
a basic safety net. It satisfies society's
expectations and guarantees that gradu-
ates are not automatically filtered out by
conventional recruitment systems.

At the same time, students must invest
in developing specialised, high-value
skills, whether in Al, data analytics, design,
digital media, entrepreneurship, or emerg-
ing technologies. Building projects, intern-
ships, and digital portfolios should become
an integral part of the college journey.

Redefining the purpose

DINESH

‘ SOOD

For decades, millions of Indian students have
followed a familiar economic script: study
hard, earn a college degree, and a stable job
will follow. This belief, shaped by the 1990s
era of economic liberalisation, evolved into
an unwritten social contract between
schooling and work.

Yet recent evidence suggests that this con-
tract is rapidly weakening. A recent report
by Azim Premiji University reveals a striking
reality: “around 67 per cent of India’s unem-
ployed youth today are graduates. In 2023
alone, roughly 1.1 crore unemployed young
people were degree holders, a dramatic rise
from 32 per cent in 2004". Over the same
period, the proportion of graduates in the
youth population rose sharply-from about
10 per cent in 2004 to nearly 28 per centin
2023.

These figures reveal a structural paradox
in India’s labour market. While access to
higher education has expanded, the

age of jobs; it is the hyperinflation of
degrees. Over the past two decades, the
number of universities and colleges in
India has expanded. While this expansion

the digital economy evolves almost
weekly. As a result, students graduate with
outdated knowledge that does not match
contemporary business demands.

duced a powerful shift in recruitment
methods. Increasingly, employers and
clients care less about formal credentials
and more about demonstrable ability.

economy has not created enough high- A COLLEGE has increased access to higher education, i i An aspiring Al engineer is judged by the of education
quality jobs to absorb the growing number DEGREE MAY it has also created a mismatch between  Artificial Intelligence and the end  qiects visible on their GitHub profile.A  India possesses one of the youngest pop-
of graduates. The result is an emerging crisis: PROMISE what students learn and what industries  of generic knowledge work digital writer or marketer s evaluated by ulations in the world, a demographic
more degrees, but not enough employment. need. Technological disruption, particularly the  their published articles, audience reach, advantage that could fuel economic trans-
For earlier generations, the formula POTENTIAL, BUT A " . rise of Artificial Intelligence (Al), has accel-  or portfolio. A college degree may promise  formation. But this potential can only be
worked. A college degree was rare and there-  PUBLIC PORTFOLIO ~ The economics of signallingand  eared this shift. Many knowl- potential, but a public port-  realised if the country's education system
fore highly valuable in the labour market. PROVIDES the declining value of degrees edge-based tasks, once justified - folio provides undeniable is closely aligned with the shifting
But the India of 2026 presents a different UNDENIABLE Economists describe part of this phenom- by white-collar employment, %8 woneer proof of competence. This demands of the global economy.
reality. Higher education has expanded enon viasignalling theory. Adegree does  are now being automated. If a transformation has created a The value of a college degree has not
rapidly, yet employment opportunities PROOF OF not simply certify knowledge; it also degree primarily trains stu- more meritocratic environ- disappeared-but its meaning has funda-
have not kept pace. As a result, the value of COMPETENCE signals certain qualities to employers-dis- ~dents to perform routine analytical tasks, mentwhere skill, creativity, and execution mentally changed. It is no longer a guar-

a conventional degree is steadily declining
while youth unemployment continues to
rise.

Degrees are rising faster than jobs
Data from the International Labour

cipline, perseverance, and the ability to
complete organised tasks.

When graduates were relatively few,
that signal held substantial weight. But
when millions of students graduate each
year with similar qualifications, the signal

basic coding, or standardised reporting,
those skills are rapidly losing economic
value. Al systems can perform such tasks
in seconds and at minimal cost.
Industry projections show this transfor-
mation. According to NASSCOM, India

matter more than institutional pedigree.

The rise of parallel learning
ecosystems

Recognising these realities, a parallel
learning ecosystem is emerging across

antee of success; it is merely a starting
point. In the 2ist-century knowledge
economy, students must treat their degree
as a foundation and make the develop-
ment of practical skills their true compet-
itive advantage. Those who assume

The writer is Co-

Organisation’s India Employment Report Founder and Managing becomes diluted. will require over one million specialised  India. Web platforms, coding boot camps, responsibility for their learning journeys
2024 paints a troubling picture. According Im:"":ﬁ;’a‘]":;f;‘;l"g A Mercer-Mettl India Graduate Skill Al professionals by 2026 to meet growing digital learning hubs, and professional ~and build relevant expertise will define
to the report, “young people account for Partner with the National Index (2024-25) report reveals that only technological demand. However, these communities provide learners with prac- ~ their own success.

nearly 83 per cent of India's total unem- Skill Development. about 55 per cent of Indian graduates are  roles require advanced, applied skills tical skills that traditional institutions To compete and thrive, students must
ployed population. Even more alarming is Corporation (NSDC) considered employable for modernindus-  that cannot be acquired solely through often fail to deliver. build not just credentials but also skills,

outdated classroom lectures.

In other words, the modern economy
does not simply reward what individuals
know. It rewards what they can build,
solve, and create.

Proof of Work in the Digital Economy

The internet-driven economy has intro-

that graduate unemployment is nearly
nine times higher than that of individuals
with little or no formal education.”

These figures raise a difficult but neces-
sary question: does a college degree still
guarantee economic mobility in India?

The problem today is not simply a short-

try roles. In other words, nearly half of
India’s degree holders enter the labour
market without the skills employers actu-
ally require.

One reason for this gap lies in the slow
pace of curriculum reform. University
syllabi often take years to update, while

These platforms emphasise project-
based learning, industry exposure, and
practical problem-solving. Many global
technology firms are increasingly priori-
tising skills assessments and portfolio-
based hiring instead of purely academic
credentials.

practical experience, and a mindset that
welcomes change.

By pairing formal education with con-
tinuous learning and hands-on expertise,
India’s youth can turn the degree inflation
crisis into an opportunity for long-term
growth.
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Decisive Initiative of BBSSL: Towards
self-reliance in the seed sector

India is an agrarian country where a large
section of the population depends directly or
indirectly on agriculture. With changing times,
agriculture is no longer merely a means of liveli-
hood; it has become a central pillar of self-
reliance, food security, and rural economic
development. In any agricultural system, seed
is considered the most critical input because
crop productivity, quality, and farmers’ income
are directly dependent on seed quality. At the
global level, the seed industry is undergoing
rapid technological transformation. Advanced
biotechnology, artificial intelligence-based
agriculture, and organised supply chain systems
are taking this sector to new heights. Regions
such as North America lead the industry, while
the Asia-Pacific region, particularly India,
has emerged as a rapidly growing and signifi-
cant market.

equally by five major cooperative institutions-
Indian Farmers Fertiliser Cooperative Limited
(IFFCO), Krishak Bharati Cooperative Limited
(KRIBHCO), National Agricultural Cooperative
Marketing Federation of India (NAFED), National
Cooperative Development Corporation (NCDC),
and National Dairy Development Board (NDDB).
Its authorised share capital has been fixed at
Rs 500 crore. Operating under the brand name
“Bharat Beej,” the organisation promotes

In this context, the nt of Bharatiya
Beej Sahakari Samiti Limited (BBSSL) is regard-
ed as a historic initiative. This institution is not
merely a commercial organisation but a nation-
al cooperative movement rooted in farmers'
participation, aiming to make the country
self-reliant in seed production
and to provide high-quality cer-
tified seeds to farmers. BBSSL has
been formed in alignment with
the vision of “Self-Reliant India”
and “Prosperity through Cooperation.”

Global seed market and

India’s position

In 2024, the global seed market was estimat-
ed at approximately Rs 4 lakh crore. North
America leads the sector due to precision
farming, advanced machinery, and strong
supply chain infrastructure. Meanwhile, within
the Asia-Pacific region, India is emerging
rapidly as a key seed market. India’s seed indus-
try was valued at Rs 67,858 crore in 2024 and
is projected to reach Rs 1,65,295 crore by 2033.
An estimated annual growth rate of around 10.5
per cent highlights the sector’s strong poten-
tial. Diverse agro-climatic conditions, contribu-
tions from research institutions, and govern-
ment support are accelerating this growth.
However, India continues to face challenges
such as counterfeit seeds, limited access to
quality seeds, and inadequate modern storage
facilities. The establishment of BBSSL represents
astructured and coordinated effort to address
these issues. BBSSL was established with an
initial capital of Rs 250 crore, contributed
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1s seed production to reduce depen-
dence on imports.

Itis a national-level multi-state cooperative
seed society, with its registered office located
at WTC Tower, New Delhi. Its membership
extends from Primary Agricultural Credit
Societies (PACS) to state and
national-level cooperative institu-
tions. Breeder seeds for production
are sourced from the Indian
Council of Agricultural Research
(ICAR), state agricultural universities, and other
national and international institutions.

Objectives and operational framework
The primary objective of BBSSL is to provide
farmers with high-quality certified seeds,
promote domestic seed production, and reduce
import dependence. The organisation places
special emphasis on developing climate-
resilient and disease-resistant seed varieties.
Strengthening farmers economically by inte-
grating cooperative institutions into the value
chain is also a key priority. Additionally, increas-
ing the Seed Replacement Rate (SRR) and
Variety Replacement Rate (VRR), along with
ensuring transparency through a QR code-based
traceability system, are among BBSSL's core
strategic initiatives.

Strategic operations and
achievements

BBSSL procures breeder seeds from reputed
research institutions, produces foundation
and certified seeds, and supplies them to
farmers. The organisation invests in research

pest-resistant, and high-yielding varieties
capable of addressing climate change chal-
lenges. Through the expansion of its distribu-
tion network, BBSSL is ensuring the availabili-
ty of certified seeds even in remote regions of
the country. From a statistical perspective, the
organisation has made notable progress. So far,
it has received more than 35,524 membership
applications and issued 34,078 share certificates.
In the financial year 2025-26, it distributed
2,70,167 quintals of seeds, generating an oper-
ational revenue of Rs 177 crore. During Kharif
2025-26, seed production was carried out over
11,125.68 hectares, resulting in 1,99,501 quintals
of output, while for Rabi 2025-26, production of
7.04,388 quintals is estimated. The organisation
has set an ambitious target of achieving a
turnover of Rs 25,000 crore by 2035.

Vision 2035: A Self-Reliant Seed Powerhouse

BBSSL aims to become one of the world's top
five seed-producing organisations by 2035. To
achieve this, it is expanding research based on
artificial intelligence and genomics, strength-
ening local production systems, reducing
import dependence, organising farmer train-
ing and demonstration plots, and adopting envi-
ronmentally sustainable production practices.

Conclusion

Bharatiya Beej Sahakari Samiti Limited (BBSSL)
represents a historic and transformative initia-
tive in India's seed industry. Through its coop-
erative-based model, the organisation is pro-
viding a new direction to agricultural produc-
tivity, food security, and rural prosperity. By inte-
grating quality, transparency, technology, and
cooperation, BBSSL is emerging as a strong pillar
in realising the vision of a self-reliant India.
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From Al to legal Intelligence:

Strengthenin

NIRMAL
SINGH

India's technological rise has entered a deci-
sive phase. For decades, the world viewed
India largely as an IT services powerhouse-effi-
cient, reliable, and cost-effective. Today, that
perception is changing fundamentally. India
is no longer merely supporting global digital
systems; it is building and exporting them.
The next frontier in this evolution is not just
Artificial i e (Al), but Legal i e
(LI). As India’s economy expands and regula-
tory frameworks grow more complex, gover-
nance systems must evolve accordingly. A
nation aspiring to be a $5 trillion economy
cannot depend solely on manual compli-
ance systems, prolonged arbitration process-
es, and procedural bottlenecks. Speed, trans-
parency, and institutional efficiency are now
central to economic competitiveness and
investor confidence. Artificial Intelligence,
when applied responsibly, can serve as a pow-
erful enabler of governance reform.
However, generic Al models are insufficient
for India’s layered legal and constitutional
architecture. Our federal structure, sector-spe-
cific regulations, evolving taxation frame-
works, labour codes, and judicial
precedents require systems that
are context-aware and rooted in

g governance

tem. CognexiaAl has also secured ¥540 crore
in enterprise contracts across Australia and
New Zealand for its Al-driven ERP and CRM
platforms.

While commercial in nature, these global
wins highlight a deeper shift: Indian compa-
nies are no longer competing only on cost effi-
ciency, but on performance, scalability, and
intellectual property ownership.

High-value Al exports contribute directly to
foreign exchange inflows, strengthen India's
digital trade position, and expand global
demand for Indian engineering and domain
expertise. Increasingly, Indian talent is trav-
elling abroad not as outsourced support, but
as architects of intelligent systems.

Yet technology must serve a higher institu-
tional purpose. Legal Intelligence should
augment, not replace, human judgment.
Judges, policymakers, compliance officers,
and legal professionals bring interpretative
wisdom rooted in constitutional balance. Al
can assist by accelerating research, identify-
ing regulatory overlaps, streamlining docu-
mentation, and reducing procedural delays-
while remaining transparent and auditable.

Accountability must remain central. In gov-
ernance systems, algorithms cannot function
as opaque black boxes. Ethical guardrails,
explainable Al, and regulatory oversight are
essential to preserve public trust.

India has already demonstrated how digital
infrastructure can scale securely and inclusive-

ly. The next logical extension of

D. that success lies in modernising
10NEeY  |egal and regulatory systems

[
The
Indian realities. Legal Intelligence C
must be designed with a deep
understanding of constitutional values, due
process, and regulatory nuance.

Equally important is the question of sover-
eignty. Legal and regulatory data is strategi-
cally sensitive. As India builds digital public
infrastructure across sectors — from pay-
ments to identity management — it must
ensure that Al systems supporting gover-
nance are aligned with national priorities and
data security imperatives. Dependence on
external technological frameworks in
such critical domains may create long-term
vulnerabilities.

In this context, recent developments signal
a promising shift. CognexiaAl recently
launched an Al-native Legal Intelligence plat-
form-India’s first-in Mumbai, aimed at support-
ing arbitration, compliance, and institution-
al processes. The effort reflects an emerging
confidence among Indian technologists to
address governance challenges through
domain-specific innovation rather than generic
automation.

This initiative is part of a larger transforma-
tion underway in India’s technology ecosys-

[SETYY3 Withequal ambition.

At this juncture, the evolution
from Artificial Intelligence to Legal Intelligence
aligns closely with the vision of Atmanirbhar
Bharat. Technological self-reliance is not con-
fined to manufacturing or strategic sectors; it
extends to digital architecture, governance
platforms, and institutional frameworks.
Building sovereign Al capabilities for legal and
regulatory processes strengthens national
resilience and reduces strategic dependency.
The transition to Legal Intelligence is therefore
not merely technological progress. It is an affir-
mation that India can design systems rooted
in its constitutional ethos while competing
globally on innovation and excellence. If har-
nessed responsibly, Legal Intelligence can help
India build governance mechanisms that are
faster, fairer, and globally respected. In doing
50, it will not only enhance institutional effi-
ciency but also reinforce the foundations of
a confident and self-reliant Republic.
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€ @mhedailyPioneer

@ cailypioneer

The writer is the Founder and
Chairman of CognexiaAl
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Upturned by Big
Jupee Movements

RBImay have to delay monetary easing

Rupee’stakingaknock as the US-Israel war against Iran en-
ters its fourth week with little signs of likely de-escalation
—with theusual Trumpian doublespeak. Oil pricesarenow
50% higher than when hostilities began, which is straining
foreign investor outlook about India’s growth prospects. Ca-
pital flight out of Indian equities is adding pressure on ru-
peeastheenergyshock propst fe-h 1fordol-

l STATE OF PLAY{ JFromNowruz to Easter,a bridge for Trumpto build - orisitabridgetoofar?

Hormuz, E

lar: RBIhasnopresetlevel todefend forrupee. Yet, the central
bank’s intervening to ensure an orderly descent. Rupee’s
not the worst performer among the emerging market pack
that's vulnerable to a sustained rise in energy prices. Forex
reserves are down on both central bank intervention and
higher dollar demand from oil refiners.

ThelIndiancurrency’strajectory willbeshaped by how
the country addresses its vulnerabilities to the energy
shock. Dollar is also currently valued beyond a justifiab-
lelevel as a safe haven. It's reacting to
signals of escalation that keeps the
situation fluid for RBI — the green-
back dipped on Trump’s decision not
tobomb Iran’s power infrastructurea
day after he threatened todoso if Iran
doesn't let go of its chokehold on the
HormuzStrait. RBIis comfortable with
currentlevel of reserves. It willhaveadditional reasonto
keepinterestratesonhold while it assesses the impact of
the energy shock on growth and inflation. Incomplete
transmission of fuel price increases will weigh on down-
sideriskstogrowth.

Sustained high energy prices will widen India’s current
accountdeficit, and increase thefood and fertiliser subsidy
burden. RBI may have to delay monetary easing as it smo-
othes out rupee volatility Short positions on Asian curren-
cieshave moved higher; while speculativeactivity in theoil
futuresmarket could be spilling over into the forex market.
RBIwillhavetotackle helghtenedvolatﬂ.ltvas apreconditi-
onto ilising their ies’ forex

y~ gy rump may have delayed his

! plans, but he’s marked out

thecontoursof thenextlevel

of escalationinthe US-Israel

war on Iran by identifying

power plants as legitimate targets in

case Tehran doesn't back off on block-

ing the Strait of Hormuz. Targeting

energy infrastructure isa leaf straight

outof the Russia playbook against Uk-

raine, where the Westhas had to invest

large sums in ensuring the Ukrainian

grid keeps functioning despite Russi-
anatta

What would hap-
penif Trump wereto
execute his earier
threat? It's a high-
risk strategy and
that's why the repor-
tedly new round of
talks, subsequently #
denied by Iran. Iran
has already said it
will respond by tar-
geting power utiliti-
es of Gulf countries
and, possibly even
desalmauon plants.

would mean the West may have to
step in, a la Ukraine, to help these co-
untrieseconomically hithardest by the
closureof Hormuz.

Infact, inanunusual turnof events,
Gulf countries have recently floated a
Chapter 7 UNSCR against Iran for
blocking the strait, calling for UN-
backed use of force to ensure freedom

Indian
hedges tend to favour limited volatility at alow cost. These
arebeing upturned by bigrupee movements.

Transgressive Bill
Ignores Individuality

Earlier thismonth, GolI told Parliament that Census 2027 would
record the gender of the head of household under three catego-
ries—male, female, and tr- ‘Whilethis move hasbeen
welcomed as a progressive step toward visibility, the proposed
Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Amendment Bill
2026, placed in Parliamenton March13, signals a troublingshift.

The proposed Bill raises three core concerns: it removes self-
identification as the b f legal recognition, depart-
ingfromtherightsframeworkaffirmed in ‘NALSA v. Union of
India’ verdict; it introduces medical and bureaucratic gateke-
eping by requiring certification through boards and district
authorities; and it narrows the definition of ‘transgender’,
risking exclusion of non-binary, gender-
fluid and other identities that fall outside
rigid sociocultural or biological categori-
es. This shift replaces a person’s internal
sense of self with clinical scrutiny, for-
cing individuals to undergo verification
by medical boards and district authoriti-
es, thereby transforming a fundamental
right into a bureaucratic permit raj, deepening vulnerability
and institutional dependence of individuals.

of navigation as per international law:
This is the second GCC-sponsored re-
solution this month, the first to talk
about ‘use of force'. The draft is belie-
ved toalsomention the option of impo-
sing UN-backed sanctions on Iran if it
digsinitsheels.

‘Tehran, for its part, will count on Rus-

If the war stretches,
consequences will weigh
heavy on Trump
economically and politically.
Hence a revisit to talks

Inthe shade, or shady?

sia, and China, to veto any such resolu-
tion. Whilethat polities plays out in New
Yurk_ there will be cascading effects —

sis fcuowing Russian attacks on its
energy infr
TheUS wmhave tofactor insimilar

—of any
suchescalation.
In the first mund,

to Gulf countries if Iran
were to target their energy infrastruc-
ture. It will alsoneed to take into acco-

ation or Exit?

sia, and prioritise a deal in West Asna’7

THE SPEAKING TREE

This is a strategic i
now: But a recalibration can't be ruled
outnow that Russian oil is temporarily
off sanctions.

On the domestic front, Trump conti-
nues to hold on to his MAGA
spite criticism. But a longer commit-
ment into a seemingly ‘forever war’
will not give him the sort of political
impetus he’slooking for; given his cam-
paignslogan against long-drawn wars,
And for thisreason, a ‘victory', even if
itmeansadeal on Hormuz, might bean
acceptable takeaway as the Iranian go-
vernment survives o live another day.

But Iran will want more predictabi-

Divine
Feminine

SONAL SRIVASTAVA

Weare enveloped by the Divine
Feminine. In this cocoon of ener-
gy, weare born, live, die and mer-
ge into. The Adi Shakti, Divine
Feminine, is the primordial sour-
ceof energy that can neither be
created nor destroyed. Sheisev-
er-present, usto per-

lity against
al. Already, military assessments on
Iran’s hidden capabilities, including
nuclear, are being scrutinised again,
especially after its missile hit on far-
off Diego Garcia, which conveycd an

form our daily mundane tasks
to themost creative work. The

Divine Feminine is thesubstra-

tum that shapes usand our crea-
'vestrea.ks

Tranian ballistic missile capability of

thatforasadhak,

4,000 km. Though Iran has not confir-
all wl

spmmalpxacmmnel engrossed
the Devi, there

med it, the incident

militarily
will take anugly turn
as more civilian in-
frastructure  beco-
mes legmmam tar
gets.

of the war will begln
with Iran aiming to
cause maximum ci-
vilian damage in the
region, further pro-
voking US-srael re-
taliation aimed at se-
curing Hormuz, This
won'’t be easy and may require troops
on the ground. which will lead to a
longer stand-off, unless Iran relents.
But Gulf countries will need protec-
tion for energy and other civilian in-
fra, raising the cost of war:

Over few year: ries

unt itsEur
get involved in this war After all,
‘Trumppulled outof many US commit-
ments to Ukraine, including contribu-
tion tothe energy support fund.

So, the path up the escalation ladder
for the US will mean it having to take
the call on driving home the ground
advantage toachieve military victory
atallcosts. It could work best for US if
Iran capitulates quickly through a
shortground offensive, Butif itstret-
ches, consequences will weigh hea-
vy on Trump economically and po-
litically Hencearevisit to talks.

Iran, on the other hand, willlook for
support from Russia and China, as it
triestohold onto Hormuz, itsbestleve-
rage. Infact, it has, in the past twodays,
stopped all traffic across the Hormuz

have pooled in resources to raise (1.8
bnas partof the Ukraine Energy Sup-
port Fund. Last December; through
one of the most complex logistical ex-
ercisesever carried out, anentire ther-
mal power plant involving 2,400 t of

ounds, tellingtrusted inter-

locutors that it fears attacks could be

engineered on foreign ships and
wrongly blamed on Iran.

The final pivot of escalation for the

US is political with external and do-

On the first count,

fromLithua-

hech

nia to Ukraine, adding to the 9,200-0dd
power generators and 7,000-plus trans-
formers to help Kyiv tide over the cri-

between the Tr
and its European allies will grow. Will
thisforce Trump theUSline

to hit beyond 2,000 km.
So, Iran will

Chasm between the Trump
regime and its Eurapean allies
will grow. Will this force Trump
to try talking to Russia, and
prioritise a deal in West Asia?

driveatoughbargain.

Eitherway, Tmmp 'spolitical timeli-
ne has spanned itself out between the
escalation during Eid/Nowruz and
‘what hecan achieve by Easter on April
5. Else, the war islikely to entera more
dangerous, violentand potentially un-
controllable phase — one that will not
just disrupt economic realities but al-
sopotentially upset political order:

is ne\m -adull moment. Not only
ishisjourney full of excitingspi-
experiences — practition-
ers have reported seeing visions
or hearing naad, the unstruck
sound — italso culminates in the
most satisfactory of ways. The
sadhak is assured of the follow-
ingmuktis, forms of liberation,
asaconsequenceof hislifelong
sadhana: salokya, samipya, swa-
rupyaandsayujjya.

The Shaivand Vaishnav schools
of thought offer different inter-
pretations of the four forms of
mukti. According tosome, salok-
yameansentering the deities'lok;
the sojourn in the goddesses’ lok
dependson the merit thatasadh-
akhasearned through his spirit-
ual practice, the jap; however, the
moment his merit is spent, the
sadhak is back inthecycle of dea-
thandrebirth.

‘Samipya is when the sadhalk de-
velopsa closeness with the deity.
Swarupya means toattain the
physical formof the Devi. Wor-
shippingall forms of the Divine

on the Ukraine war: try talking to Rus-

ia.com

principle,

, merging with

J6ad

the Divine Feminine, when the
v pped be-

The Other Ether-Blend Solution

Y

A Prathap Reddy
1 —

Association (AIDA) has offered to sup-
ply ethanol blends exceeding 20% with
petrol, Gol couldalso look at another
solution toreduce the currentenergy
burden: blending dimethyl ether (DME),
aclean-burning fuel that can function
asasubstitutefor LPG.

DME has been adopted in several
countries, particularly China, where
large-scale production and applicati-

i icality. China

OnMonday, the PM laid out hi
ment’

govern-

has installed DME ot

diesel and gas supply isn't: s)gm.ﬁcanr
ly affected by the US-Israel war again-
stiranand Tehran'

tyof around 20 mn MT, and uses it for
cooking! fueL indust.}'ia]‘heaﬁngand

rely restrict passage of cargo through
the Strait of Hormuz Headded that
such efforts included blending ‘close
t020% ethanol in petrol along with
expanding RE, nuclear power and
ccompressed biogas capacity.

Even witha planned 25% increase in
domestic LPG output from refineries,
India isstill expected to face nearly a
50% shortfall that must be met throu-

Flame excuse

ery manufacturing, glass production,
ceramics and aerosol manufacturing
rely on LPG asacleaner alternative to
coal or firewood. Similarly, small busi-
nesses —roadside eateries, restaura-
nts, dhabas—depend on LPG for dai-
ly operations. Any disruption in LPG
supply affects employment, produc-
tion and livelihoods across large seg-
mentsof the economy DME offersa
pathway to protect these sectors from
energy shortages.

Whilestandalone use of DME may
require some modification to burners

transpor Succes: as15016861:2015, ensuring thatsafety  and stoves tooptimise thermaleffi-
of ighli ibilityof  and perfor ciency research i haveal
i ing DME i1 i with glcbalbestpmcmes. 1eadybegun dewelupmg compatible
energy systems. Another major i i

Oneof themost si advanta-  mal infrastr ji requi-

gesof DME is its compatibility with
existing LPG infrastructure. Accord-
ingtoBi £ Indi

red for blending. DME can be u:nmdu-
cedmm LPGbulks

relaumly hmned and mmngeabla

ms, DME tion

mixingor recirculation

(BIS), DME can be safely blended with
LPG upto20%,allowing it to be used
acrosssectors without requiring ma-

ghimporLs Thi: mdia's

jor rentsys stems.

processes, without requiring extensive

aligns with the broader (‘,Onoeplof a
‘methanol economy’, which promotes
d

new infrastructure. Thi

alternati ‘ived:

ing LPG storage and distribution net-
workstobe uuhsed effectively Even
LPG

ticresources. This approach places
DME withina broader national stra-

Alackof thoughtregardinggroundrealitiesis.

ent.Ina
country where the tr faces i

all-scale mdusmzﬂ oper'mons mmam
of

Thi:
u-ansmou can begm gradually reduc-
imported LPG, while

totrans-
port DME with minor: safely mod:ﬁcn
tions like additi

dosely tied

band family rejection and soci

tegy
entand self-reliant energy system that
Narendra Modi reiterated in Parlia-

and
comeoneand externalities dis-
solve. It isthe ultimate union with
theBeing.

Asincere sadhak canaccess the-
se through higher states of cons-
ciousness by invoking the Devi
through spiritual practices.

Parsgraphs From Fiction

The Left Hand
Of Darkness

Ursula K Le Guin

I'limakemy reportasif Itold
astory, forIwastaughtasa
childon my homeworld that
Truthisamatterof the ima-
gmauon The soundest fact
may fail or pre-
vailin thestyle
of itstelling:like
thatsingular or-
ganicjewel of
ourseas, which
1 growsbrighter

asonewoman
wears itand,
‘worn by anoth-

ey, dullsand go-

C i v - . ani i uncertain insupplyand E\oman mdusmal slandpoml adopl ‘menton Monday. es mdust Factsarenomore
addinglayersof verification only invites furtherharassment. suuanon during periods of conflict. usage. The standard for DME-blend- ing DM SQM coherent, round, and
Governance is not merely about administrative precision — While ethanol blending has been inginIndia hasbeendevelopedinline torsthat hoavﬂy dependon LPG. Ind- The writer is founder-executive chairman, pearlsare. But both
the ‘tightening’ inthe new Bill is ostensibly to weed out misuse prioritised, and AllIndia Distillers’ with international benchmarkssuch  ustriessuch asfood processing, bak- Balaji Amines are sensm\(e .
= butalso: :{boul empathy. Laws. mus.t b un d 1ly inclu- m’gg’f’;ﬂrgﬁ\gﬂ g&g‘;’:’n‘
sive, reflecting the vast spectrum of identities rather than for- notsure whose story it is; you
cingitintorigid, outdated boxes. This Bill is a regressive step. nd' 5 better But l}t]]sra]lm\e‘

andif atmoments thefacts
It should be taken back. O U U n e e it Al
, 'voice, why then you can ch-
oose the fact youlike best; et
s datasets within seconds. Thequestion ~ concerns into regulation — these in- ader perspective. Success of DPIsuch none of them isfalse, and itis
J usT lN J Es‘l‘ isnolonger; ‘Can you code? It’s ‘Can d.mdualsopemle atthe mmrs(x'uun as Aadhaar UPI andln(ha Stack did allonestory,
youask theright question?" of tech Tt starts on the44th diurnal
,‘ . < Prompt engineering captures this shape the trajectory of innovation. ce alone It required regulatory imagi- of the Year1491, which unthe
J One big fallout of the war in transformation Thequalityol an AL When nitoducing Padin2010.Steve - natian polcydesignand heability o plaet Wiler ntheradon G-
iai i system’s output t the most transform- uild trust among citizens, le was wa
WestAsiais abUSE of thlS term and nuanceof its instructions. Craﬁ ative innovations emerge at the inter- Thenext phase of India’s Al journey orthe twenty-second day of
[ :l_‘ ° Rohit K Singh ing those requireslinguisticprecisi- - sectionof techand theliberalarts. willrequire asimilarly interdisciplin- the third monthof springin
H clarity wasnot  aryapproach. Oureducationsystem, the Year One.
O V ‘/ lth the ead Of awareness, capabilities that liberal a mumph of engineeringbutof desi-  however,is built around mgh -stakes
J.[ you grewupin the’ 70s-80s, the! brigiw artseducation encourages. an, torytelling. I—Ie narrow
¢ ') Sam Al ive ‘himself culti that privileg i
-ham veruse it dream. o LLMcepend " i Wi whllemarghaisingromderinicie
. Engineering or medicine becamethe  human prompts and supervision. ThL classes in college. tual exploration. While thismodel
gold standard of success. Literature, ~ most powerful usersof Alarenotne- Alismaking that intersection even pmduced technical excellence, it often
Everyone and their uncle’s using the word ‘off-ramp’ ina i y or histor i cessarily the best pr but important i at riosii In |f D el U IU I emon
very off-hand. i since Trump ted the war he asan impracti- 3y 1y ml & mi:;;mnn rfgnd o i [t’l}::dgﬁ: AL suchrigidity becomesa
N In y emerging il i i tthey isju enmm ues- ntage.
Wamsthe wur]d!ofhmk he’sfinished. Everyune ) oﬂ'—r'flmp 7 [\om scarcity STEM wasnotmerely fuloutcomes. bout fairnessin inroutinetech- WereaPerson
dropping— pundit anac itwasasur- G cath decision-mali yfor  nicaltasksri i Edit, ‘Consider the
o e b} Theex- ival iy iyinthe Al The ¢ dsys hicaldep-  mated. Whatendures s cognitiveagili- Madness Of KingDonald (Mar
5 Sorizimall Soans ) s thathierar-  engineer who canexplai ithmic  loymentof Alcannot ty, th ity g, think 23), Trump's second term is inc-
g‘r:lsns:m_, wa;r(:)llr ‘ex)ittbrs;::i]'l::l'servit:;}:lsfel') hasnow chy. This does not mean science and risk toa corporate board, the policy- through maths alone. They require critically and move across domains. reasingly marked by concerns
high % engineeringare losing importance. maker who can translatedataprivacy  perspectivesdrawn fromphilosophy,  Advantage will shift from narrow spe- that go beyond policy disagree-

become the geopolitical term of choice — an opening that
cangetyououtof astickysitnation—even whennotappli-

cable to geopolitics.
i war, the word' d. Yourbreakup?
Anoff-ramp. Yourdiet? Anoff-ramp. Your ingyouto

The Al revolutionrests on extraordi-
nary breakthroughs inmaths, compu-
tingand data science. But the premi-
umis movingaway from those who
merelyexecute technical tasks towa-

stop using that hip flask when on the job? Definitely an off-
ramp. Whatever happened to the classics? ‘Exit strategy”
had gravitas, like Napoleon retreating with dignity. ‘With-
drawal plan’ evoked armies (not just Napoleon's) trudging
home inthesnow. Even ‘pullout’hadablunt.

frame problems,
interpret complexity and communi-
cateinsight. AI's rise is restoring the
importance of capabilities long culti-
vated by humanities — from STEM to
STEM + Arts=STEAM.

For Jects were valued less

as it made diplomats blush. Instead, we're stuck with ‘off-
ramp’ intheageof GPS. Somehow, Churchill growling, ‘We
shall fight on the beaches, but eventually, we’ll take the off-
ramp provided by the Soviets at Stalingrad,’ doesn’t quite
have aring toit. So, peeps: easy with ‘off-ramp’, please. Let
warsnot (pretend to) end with the imagery of a truck load-
ed with cauliflower missing a patligali.

for what they revealed about the world
and more for the salaries they promis-
ed. Engineering degrees became the
most reliable hedge against economic
uncertainty. The system produced ex-
ceptional engineers. But it also narrow-
ed our imagination about what intelli-
gencelooks like. Al is forcinga rethink.
LLMs can generate code, ise

history, sociology and law. As AT
beginstoinfluence hiring, lending,
haauhcare_and governance, stakes of

cialisation to integration: connecting
technological capability with human

ments. At stake is the health of
American democracy itself. His
patternof erratic pronounceme-

context. A product designer whoun-
i A

mots. der al nt King
Tension i ML polic

and human interpretation is hauﬂy Lromca]ly 1 iseof 1 machi- eof uncer-
new.Ina ion  nesi th unique- tainty that weakens institution-
in Berlin, Einstei T Iyhi it curiosity, crea- alstability. Infact, the UShas
edthenatureof truth. Einsteinargu-  tivity empathy and storyleﬂmg Real hax\’lly been a beacon of demo
edthatscientific truth existsindepen- ~ Aldisruptionisnot

dentof human perception. Tagore nebutalso intellectual. powuful states for decades. lts
countered that truth ultimately acq- ‘The future will neither belongto civil rights movement and treat-
uires meaning through human cons- S'['EM alone, nor solaly to humanities. mentof people of colourathome

ciousness and cultural understand-
ing. Nearly acentury later, Al'srise is
reviving that debate in unevpected

Yet, attempts had
been toright some of these

cal plu:xsmn wxlh human msxghl In

wrongs, and createamore level
playingfield at home. Nonethe-
less, the US must set its own hou-
seinorder, instead of launching
brutal wars,

ways. ) lachines may theageof 1 machine:

v, but the: mte. ion of most ill may nolonger be
meamng solvi lrwﬂ]beaskmg
ins profoundly human better

India’sown ical journey

research papers and analyse complex

Artificial, eh?

illustrates the importance o[ thisbro-

Theuwriter is former secretary, Gol

Gregory Fernandes
Mumbai
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- A thought for today
While you're saving your face,
you're losing your ass
LYNDON B JOHNSON

Don Bowls A Doosra

Is his pause the beginning of the end of the Iran
conflict, or just the end of the beginning?

rump’s abrupt pivot on targeting Iran’s power and energy

infra, marked by a five-day pause, has landed like a pressure

valve release, ona world bracing for escalation. The reaction
was swift and telling. Oil price, the ever-nervous barometer of
geopolitical anxiety, exhaled. Brent crude plunged over 7%, slipping
to $104 per barrel, while bruised equity markets appear poised for
a rebound after weeks of relentless sell-offs. The recent carnage,
especially yesterday, with Sensex down 12.7%, and Nikkei shedding
10% over a month, may finally give way to a cautious rally. US stock
futures were climbing at the time of writingthis.

Any interruption, even a partial and uncertain one, in a conflict
that seemed tobe hurtlingtowards a wider conflagration is, undeniably,
welcome. Trump’searlier ultimatum to Iran toreopen Straitof Hormuz
within 48 hours, had ra!sed the spectre of a critical chokepomt

hut. Now, with Trt ing
’I\»:hramsopen tuadeaLauarrow diplomatic
window may h ged. That 1

Can Trump Bail
Out Trump?

His Iran statement is designed to manage tension &
reassure Americans. Deliberate ambiguity strengthens
his position, but also heightens regional instability

Aydin Sezer

Trump'’s statement
yesterday, on talks with
Iran, has sent a fresh
tremor through the
already volatile tectonic
plates of West Asia - a
region where pressure
rarely dissipates, only
shifts. His claim that
“very good and productive talks have
been held towards a full and definitive
resolution of our hostilities in the Middle
East,” coupled with the announcement
that military strikes on Iran's energy
infra have been postponed for five
days, appears, at first glance, to offer
a fleeting pause in escalation. Yet, in
the theatre of international relations,

however fragile, must be sustained and
broadened. This is where intermediaries
like European powers, and India, can
step in, shoring up what remains an
uncertain backchannel.

Uncertainty, in fact, is the defining
feature of this moment. Trump’s famously
mercurial approach, leaves allies and
adversaries a]_Lke guessing. The fog of war is thick with “unknown
unknowns”, to borrow a phrase from American strategic lore. Iran,
forits part, denies any talks with Washington, though such denials may
well be tactical. There are hints of possible fractures within Tehran,
between its military establishment and diplomatic corps. Which faction
ultimately shapes policy could determine the trajectory ahead.

Israel’ssilenceadds anotherlayer of ambiguity Will italign with
Washington’s pause, or pursue its own strategic calculus? Meanwhile,
Trump has conspicuously stopped short of ruling out strikes beyond
energy targets, keeping the threat matrix alive.

Three pathsnow lieahead. The most optimistic seesan extension
of the pause, evolving into a broader de-escalation, contingent on
Israeli cooperation. A middle path involves a partial American
disengagement whileIsraeland Iran continue hostilities, containing
the crisis but not resolving it. The worst-case scenario envisions
continued Iranian strikes in the Gulf, triggering wider regional
involvement, and potentially dragging US back in with greater
force. Remember, by the end of the five-day period, 4,500 US marines
will reach the conflict zone. This moment, then, sits delicately,
between resolution and relapse. it may mark the beginning of the
end of this conflict, ormerely the end of its beginning.

Flight Path

Costly jet fuel may drive up airfares briefly, but lack of
competition is the real long-term risk to Indian aviation

question now is, what happens next month, when jet fuel prices

arerevised.If USandIranachieve “totalresolutionof hostilities”,
as Trump has hinted, price pain might not arise. Crude slid below
$100 within minutes of Trump’s announcement yesterday, and if
peace prevails, and Hormuz Strait reopens, it will trend back to its
pre-warlevel. But if fighting resumes, all bets are off.

That’s a problem for aviation, because jet fuel isn't seen as a
“need” like diesel, or cooking gas. There’s no strong political
compulsion to cushion its price. Already, Singapore benchmark for
jet fuel has touched $225 once - about $50 more than its peak at

the start of Ukraine war. Although
India is a major producer and
4 exporter of jet fuel, that won't
shield Indian airlines from fuel
inflation. And since fuel is 40%
of operating costs, no airline can
absorb its impact for long.
the worst case, then, flyers
would pay a lot more everywhere —
notjustinindia. But India’s duopoly market - the Big Two hold over
90% share - is especially suited to price gouging. So, govt must
watch airfares. It can also offer some respite by slashing taxes on jet
fuel until warends. More important, it must create conditions for at
least one more strongairline to emerge. By govt’s own admission, 11
airlines have folded up in the past 10 years. That suggests systemic
issues. China’s top three airlines together have less than 60% market
share. In US, no airline has even 25% share. As the fastest growing
aviation market, India should plug this gap. Jet fuel price is a
short-term irritant, lack of competition is thereal concern.

The Khaosan cool

An excursion in the time of war

India pulled its airfare cap yesterday, without a price surge. Big

Anupam Srivastava

J| Byafternoon, the street ceases toexist. Merrymakers swallow
it, withasmuch relish as their beers. A parade of performers—
&/ singing AdeletoDylan-traverses thedecades with ease. Their
‘\ § audience - including bare-chested European and American
'men, with their women companions - sways from one end to
LN another. Some hold a bottle or a joint. Khaosan, Bangkok, is
unlike any other place on earth. Loud, permissive, garish, yet civilised, not
letting its contradictions show an obvious edge against the other: And just
around midnight, when you think it would all end, new singers arrive, at the
most frequented bars.

Elsewhere, the war grows more intense. The bombing of the schoolin Minab
isafewweeks old. Iran’s oil depots were bombed, and a Thai vessel struck. But
the passionate conversation about the war in the forenoon, is over with lunch,
anda glassof Changdraught, at Molly Bar. The air gets coolerasevening draws
near, but Khaosan isfeverish, and drenched in its sounds. The music
of the eighties, nineties, and today is played by the performers, and
several high-wattage concerts are held together. It matters, but not
- t// enough - not today. Away at Wat Khuhasawan Worawiharn by the

canal, Monk Pramote interrupts his sermon on suffering, and says
only unhappy people engage in war.

The air oulslde King’s Cannabis is heavy, as young and old couples sit, on

. withlong f weed ash hanging from their joints. After
‘Wen closes his grocery shop, a ‘gas station’ comes up, where one can inhale
laughing gasfor a few Bahts, and have the laugh of one'slife.

Inthisamorphous island of pleasure, signboards try totouch the heart,and
makethesale. ‘Getasuit before WWIII,’ says the board outside Wall Street Tailor,
anovernighttailoringshop. A bar urges: ‘Stopworrying, startdrinking.’ Anda
weed shop remarks thoughtfully: ‘Money can’t buy you happiness, but it can
buy you weed.’ The lure of Khaosan made Antonio - who is finally going home
toItaly after two months - keep extending his stay.

Ttisamystery that the party goes on every day with the same zest. Wen, who
retires early for ‘a little quiet’, says visitors keep renewing, but for regulars,
itisjustajob. ‘Wedosurvive our jobs, don't we?
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pecially when dealing with a leader
who treats unpredictability as a
strategic instrument, the real story
lies not in what is said, but in when,
‘how,and why it is said.

Tounderstand the weight of this
announcement, one must rewind
through rapid-fire developments
that preceded it. In the days leading
up to Trump’s statement, Washington
had intensified its calls to Nato
allies, as well as partners like
Japan and South Korea, urging
them to ensure that Strait of
Hormuzremained open.

At the height of these tensions,
reports surfaced alleging that
Iran had launched an attack on the
US-UK military base at Diego Garcia,
located nearly 4,000 kilometres
away inIndian Ocean. Tehran's swift
rebuttal, dismissing the incident
as a “false flag operation”, only
deepened the fog of uncertainty.
In a region where perception often
rivals reality in strategic importance,
such competing narratives are
central to the unfolding drama.

Iran’s allegation of a false flag
operation introduces a critical
dimension to the crisis: the erosion
of trustnot only between adversaries,
but also among allies. Tensions
between Washington and Tel Aviv
have reportedly been simmering,
with differing calculations about
how far topush Iran, and when.

In this context, Trump's decision to
personally seize the diplomatic initiative
and position himself as the manager of
the Hormuz crisis, is telling. It is less an
act of de-escalation and more a projection
of control - a signal that he intends to
dictate the tempo of events.

The timing of thefive-day postponement
is equally significant. It comes as US
has deployed approximately 4,500 to
5,000 troops to the region, a move
widely interpreted as preparation for
apotential ground operation.

Simultaneously, final hours of
Trump's earlier 48-hour ultimatum to
Tehran, to reopen Strait of Hormuz,
were ticking away. In this charged
atmosphere, the announcement of a
temporary pause, suggests the con-

not arespite, buta countdown.

This strategy aligns with a broader
doctrine of brinkmanship, in which
the line between diplomacy and conflict
is deliberately blurred. By keeping
the military option firmly on the table -
repositioned rather than removed -
Washington ensures
unfold under constant duress. The
conditional natureof

How America
Bails Out Trump

US’s under

ing strengths are absorbing his erratic

choices. zmludmg war on Iran. Other countries must
work in packs, to hedge against Washington

Ruchir Sharma

Last year America's
prowess in Almore than
offset the damaging
economic effects from
Trump's tariffs. Now,

negotiations different strengths -
Columnistbased  including energy
in New York i its army

explicitly tied to the “success of the
talks”, reinforces this dynamic. Should
discussions falter, escalation is not
just possible; it is pre-authorised.
Atthesame time, Trump’s calibrated
retreat carries implications beyond
the immediate crisis. Domestically, it
allows him to project the image of a
leader committed to peace, particularly
at a moment when rising energy
prices are straining public sentiment.
Internationally, it sends a dual
message: reassurance to markets that
catastrophe may yet be avoided, and a
stark warningto Tehran that the window

of retail investors, and
the dollar’s safe-haven status - are saving
US economy and markets from the
worsteffects of hisIran ‘excursion’.
Since the first bombing run on
Feb 28, gasoline prices have risen more
than 20% in US, but much more steeply
in many other countries. Natural gas
prices have barely budged in US, but
have surged in the rest of the world.
Across Europe and Asia, the energy
squeeze is leading to higher energy
prices, factory shutdowns, shorter work
weeks, school closures, cancelled flights,
andaspike in distressed companies.

Ldd ki

forcompromise israpidly closing.
This interplay of reassurance and
threat, creates a carefully engmcered
—~onethat
negotiatingpositionevenasit hexghtens
overall instability.

So, while no country is gaining from
the war, economically, the bigger losers
areoutside US, This showsup in the mood
on the ground. Americans are following
events on TV, and grumbling a bit about
gas prices, but I see other nations far

Perhaps the most unpr
variable in this equation is Israel.
Amid the controversy surrounding
the Diego Garcia incident and the
broader “false flag” debate, the stance
of Israeli govt - and particularly the
response of Netanyahu to this temporary
diplomatic pause will be pivotal.
Israel'ssecurity calculations, often more
immediate and less tolerant of ambiguity,
could either reinforce the current
trajectory, or disrupt it entirely.

the final analysis, Trump's

struction of afragil icbridge.
Yet, the existence of such a bridge
remains uncertain. In high-stakes
negotiations, especially those conducted
under the shadow of imminent force,
appearances can be deceptive.

Indeed, Trump's approach bears
all the hallmarks of classic coercive
diplomacy. His language carefully blends

is not a declaration of peace,
but a manoeuvre designed to manage
and manipulate tension. It is a strategic
pause, not a resolution; a suspension
of force, not itsabandonment.

The metaphor is unmistakable: the
raised fist has not been lowered, only held
inmid-air Whether
itultimately comes
down as a strike,

opu.mlsm wuh menace, While invoking
the of a * Pl and
definitive solulion" he also revives
the archaic phrase “War Department”,
a rhetorical choice that evokes the
spectre of military action.

The decision to postpone, rather than
cancel, strikes on Iran’s energy infra, is
particularly revealing. It transforms
time itself into a weapon, placing
Iran under intense psychological and
strategic pressure. Five days become

or opens into
ahandshake, will
depend on the
substance beneath
the rhetoric - do

genuine conver-
gence or merely
on the illusion
of progress?

Source: The Economist
(March 2026)

bed by the war,
especially countries in
the Indian subcontinent.

that they expect the

energy shock to drive up inflation
faster in countries other than US.
The Trump team is spinning higher oil

t-term pain for

but overall a positive for a net energy
exporter like US, with producers
enjoyingamajor windfall.

The relative resilience of US
economy is feeding the arrogance of
American power, which long predates
Trump and permeates the establishment.
After all, the Biden administration
spooked allies as well, by taking the
weaponisation of US dollar to a new
level in its sanctions against Russia
over the Ukraine war,

Lately, when I ask top leaders of
Silicon Valley and Wall Street about
threats to US economy - from policy

ining immigration
and record budget deficits— they typically
shrug as if to say, “Where else will the

Calvin & Hobbes

THREE HUNDRED
BILLION GAZILLION .

OH, THANKS FOR
THE BIG HELP !

THATS A THREE, FOLLOWED BY
ZEROES.

AT
KNEW THAT.

They are hit harder Trump is layering a

money go?” America’s huge lead in AT
isreinforcing this narrative.

Superpowerdom naturally breeds
hubris. And no country has ever risen
up to dominate the financial landscape
to the extent US has in recent years.
Its share of the widely followed global
stock market indices has been mounting
for decades, and now tops 60%, while its

25% share of global GDP is the same
asitwas in the early 1980s.

One mainstay of the US market is its
endless army of retail investors. They
keep buying stocks at every opportunity,
and that enthusiasm has not been
dimmed by the grim headlines out of
Iran, They have been net buyers every
day since the war began, and as a result,
US stock market has held up better
than international markets. The Indian
stock market has fallen twice as much
as US market in March.

Though foreigners heap criticism
on Trump for a destabilising “war of
choice”, they don't hold US accountable
in financial terms. They too keep
buying US stocks, and there is
hardly any ‘Trump risk premium’
visible across US assets.

Infact, the dollar has appreciated
this month against every other
major currency in the world. This
reversed a period of depreciation,
which appeared to signal the end
of alongdollar bullrun.

So, rather perversely, the Iran
adventure has at least temporarily
rescued the dollar’s role as a
haven currency.

The mild domestic impact of the
war suggests that, once again, Trump
is getting bailed out by America's
pre-existing strengths. The mighty
dollar, the rise to dominance of
US markets and revolutionary
technologies, the achievement of
energy independence - all have
rootsthat predate him.

Trump is layering a haphazard
shooting war, on top of an ill-conceived
tariff war. and largely getting away
with it, in part because, other nations
have become too dependent on
‘America-militarily, technologically
and, aboveall, financially.

Countries have recently tried to
decouple from US by spending more
on defence, or directing central banks to
hold fewer dollarsin theirreserves, or by
striking trade deals that don’t involve
US. But the lopsided economic fallout
from the Iran conflict shows that they
needtodoalot more.

The law of the

| jungle prevails, and the

best way for smaller
powers to survive in

Image: Al

B, ety Sk haphazard shoofing 1 crnert v
and many also havé .Wal', on t_op of a'! work in a pack. Naﬁons
closer ties to targeted ill-conceived tariff war, could form bargaining
stmntecul | and,sofar, largely it o e o
global bond markets is genlng away with it let Trump force deals

on one overmatched
targetatatime.

Europeans could focus more on
creating a unified military structure,
and spend more on establishing energy
independence, rather than building
oversized welfare states. Many nations
could strengthen their own financial
markets, by encouraging domestic
investors and sovereign wealth funds
to invest more at home, rather than
shipping national savingsto US.

Until Trump faces serious domestic
blowback from his various wars, he will
keep exercising American power in an
unbridled way. A significant section
of MAGA Republicans back the Iran
campaign, so other nations can't just
hope for his base to revolt. They need
to do more to strengthen themselves,
collectively and individually, or they
will keep suffering more damage from
the whims of anerratic US leader.

Sacredspace

Without deep
listening and gentle
loving speech, it is
o verydifficulttomove
towards peace.
Peacewill only
become areality, when
world leaders come to negotiations
with the ability to hear the suffering
atroot of all conflicts.

Thich Nhat Hanh

Poetry Humanises Us In Violent Times

Sumit Paul

I I niversities around the world

are shuttingdown humanities

programmes, saying they don't
lead directly tojobs. But education is not
justaboutemployment; it'sabout shaping
thoughtful, ethical, and empathetic
human beings. Poetry, philosophy,
and musichumanise us.

Poetry makes us think, and what
makes us think guides us. Apoem xsa

hazar at self- g
It's the deepest part of autul)mgraphy
Poetry isan ordinary languageraised to
thenth power. Inany language, poetry is
the mostdistilled form of that language.
‘What'sstated ina poetic way always
strikes deeper and more effectively.
Poetsarecritics and analysts of life.
‘They realso the chroniclersof livesand
times. They're the mouthpiecesof the
emotions that we all have but are unable to

express. Poets dofor us what we cannot do for

ourselves. There's an English adage: A poet
isaprophet. Poetry is indeed

when everyone is my extension?
When John Donnesavs “Any
man’s death dimi: me because

(Shayari Payambari Ast: Jami).

‘The way poetry motivates and
inspiresallof us, nothing else does.
Read Rudyard Kipling’s immortal
poem, If: Recalling the poem
makes us feel intrinsically
good: “If you can fill the
unforgiving minute, With
sixty seconds’ worth of
distancerun, Yoursis
the Earthand everything
that'sinit, And-whichis
more-you'llbeaMan, my
son!” Orread Patricia A Fleming's
poem, What lifeshould be.

‘The immortal lines of the great
Persian poet Rudaki, which he uttered in
ancient Persian, “Deeaz geen min taftan
nanafratun bigam/Jaan az shaa fzivadan
pahloorigam”-how cani

i'm involved in mankind.” We think
with the poet and empathise withall,
our differences dissolve. Poetry makes
usempatheticand humane.

In times of raging global wars,
theselines assume much

greater significance, and we
"o mustask ourselveshow we
can hate anyone whenall are
our extensions and brethren?
Are warmongers listening?

THE SPEAKING TREE Arethey bereftof compunction?

Don't they feel the prick of
conscience? Ponder what the Pakistani
Urdu poet Jaun Elia says, “Jang ki itni hi
darkaar haiagar/Insaan,tuapne aap se
_Jjang kar,” -if war cannot be averted at
all/You'd better fight with yourself. This
fight smetaphoncal you fight with your

get thereply thatany war

isfutile. Afterall, the voice of conscience
is the voice from the Cosmos. Sahir
Ludhianvi's poignant nazm, “Aeshareef
insano, jang taltirahe toh behtar hai.”
The poet says that war itself isa
problem. How can it providea

solution to any problem?

Poetry isarevelation. It enables
satori thatdawnsasanawakening. Itisa
pursuit of excellence and enlightenment.
Poetry is notan ivory-tower production
house; it'sa manifesto of ground
realities. Urduand Persmn poet
Nashtar ‘Nishapuri® , “Mainrahoon
narahoon, fikra nah m,’HDga meri

&

shayari ka zikra Kahin, "~ no matter
whetherilive ornot/Someday, somewhere,
my poetry willberead.

Poetry isa balm for weary souls. In
turbulent times, poets have a far greater
roleto play inassuaging humanity’s
frayed nerves and providing a definite
direction for misguided humans.
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Manufacturing push

Execution will be key to the success of industrial parks
The Union Cabinet’s recent approval of the ¥33,660 crore BHAVYA (Bharat Audyo-
gikVikas Yojana) schemetodevelop 100 plug-and-play industrial parks is asignifi-
cant step towards strengthening India’s manufacturing base, promoting job
creation and improving facilitating business. Spread over about 33,000 acres and
to be implemented in more than six years, these parks will provide pre-approved
land, ready infrastructure, and mreﬂrated services, supported by robust single-
window clearar dc led by states. Financial assis-
tance of up to 31 crore per acre will be provided for core infrastructure such as
internal roads, nd utilities, drai , and facilities. Estimates
suggest it could generate around 1.5 million direct jobs while strengthening
domesticsupply chains through cluster-based development.

Industrial nodes such as the Dholera Special Investment Region, the Shendra-
Bidkin Industrial Area, Vikram Udyogpuri, and the Greater Noida Industrial Area
h_lghhgh[ the potential of plug-and-play ecosystems, where pre-approved land,

infrastructure and multis nnectivity enable faster industrialisa-
tion. The National Industrial Corridor Development Corporation, which is imple-
menting20 proj 13states, hasd howsuch modelscan attract
both micro, small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs) and large businesses by
reducingentrybarriersand improving project readiness. However, challenges such
as construction delays and long completion timelines often raise costs and erode
investor confidence.

Past experience also offers a cautionary lesson. Many industrial areas across
states remain underutilised; for instance, some parks in Karnataka have only about
25 per cent of allotted units operational due to poor connectivity, weak governance,
regulatory delays, and lack of demand. Similarly, several special economic zonesand
industrial corridors have struggled with various issues. Delays in synchronising
internal infrastructure with external networks, such as highways, rail freight corri-
dors, and ports, often leave parks operationally constrained. Even when land and
basic facilities are ready, firms face bottlenecks in accessing reliable power, water,
and digital connecuwty, raxsmg operating costs and reducing competitiveness.
Th that ing businessisnot about policy design but
about consistent, on-ground implementation and coordination across agencies.

To succeed, BHAVYA must focus on execution. The scheme’s emphasis on
ensuring seamless last-mile connectivity through integration with PM Gati Shakti
would reduce logistics costs and improve competitiveness. Reliable power, water,
and digital infrastructure, supported by features such as underground utility cor-
ridors, must be guaranteed to ensure uninterrupted industrial operations. The
scheme’s challenge-based selection process must prioritise high-quali[y, invest-

- andf tor-specific clusteringin
tronics, texules pharmaceuticals, and green manufacturing. Linking these parks
w1Lh sklllmg ecosys[ems wdl be required so that employrnent generation is both

BHAVYA inte-
grated planning, and ease of doing business. This could help India deepen its manu-
facturing base, attract investment, and create jobsat scale. However, its success will
depend on translating the ambitious design into efficient and functioning indus-
trial ecosystems. It must also be highlighted that the development of industrial
parks should not lead the government to lose focus on the rest of the country. An
enabling business environment needs to be created across the land.

haselec-

Protecting biodiversity

Strategy has improved, but outcomes remain uncertain

Indiarecently submitted its Seventh National Report to the Convention on Biolog-
ical Diversity, offering a detailed stocktaking of its biodiversity commitments at a
critical point in the runup to 2030. It is the first full progress assessment since the
Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework was adopted in 2022. While
India has builta wide-ranging institutional and digital-data architecture, marking
ashifttowarc ised gover dbiodiversity conservation, several out-
comes still remain uneven. India’s updated National Biodiversity Strategy and
Action Plan (2024-30). aligned with the Kunming-Montreal framework, includes a
biodiversity-monitoring system with 142 indicators mapped to 23 national biodi-
versity targets (NBTs). On the ground, there hasbeenvisible progress in spatial plan-
ningand ecosystem monitoringunder NBT-1. India’s remote-sensing programme,
led by the Indian Space Research Organisation (Isro), under the National Natural
ystem, hi d the capacity forlarg lespatialand
temporal assessments of forests, wetlands, and coastal ecosystems, thereby sup-
por('mg area-based conservation planning.
overnance hasalso by t through the PARIVESH
(Pro -Active and Responsive facilitation by Imeractlve, Virtuous, and Environ-
mental Single Window Hub) platform, a single-window facility based on the Geo-
graphlc Information System, or GIS. This system integrates forest, wildlife, and
I and coastal while tracking compliance. More recently,
the expansion to PARIVESH 2.0 reflects an attempt to combine technological effi-
ciencywith yoversight. Data-driven approach 1 ing puttouse
to achieve progress under NBT-2 on ecosystem restoration. For instance, Isro’s
Space Applications Centre has mapped desertification and land degradation across
muluple time periods. A pilot land degradanon vulnerabxhty assessment con-
30districts, integrating socit dsoildatatoident-
1fy high-risk areas, is helping restoration eﬂorts Despite the expansion of
restoration programmes, ecological stress continues alongside recovery efforts.

A central concern is the gap between restoration and degradation. While India
reportsthat 24.1 million hectares have been restored or are under restoration against
atargetof26 million hectares, nearly 30 per cent of its geographical areacontinuesto
faceland degradation. Conservation coverage also remains limited, with only alittle
over5percentofIndia’sland under formal protection. While flagship speciessuch as
big cats and rhinos show recovery, the report provides limited data on lesser-known

d other taxa, makingitdifficult tc derbiodiversity health. Agri-

India’s hidden credit constraints

how it is priced and regulated

Even with abundant banking liquidity, banks continue
to scramble for deposits. Overall, India’s credit eco-

economy.
All this reflects a combination of tax incentives,
regulatory structures, and monetary conditions that
suppress the attractiveness of fixed income and con-
strain credit expansion. In turn, this has wider impli-
cations for our asset markets and external balance.

Sizing the problem
Data from the Reserve Bank of India (RBI), the Secur-
m&sandExcha.ngeBoardoﬂndJa(Sebl) andLheWor!d
lobal outlierin
size of ourcredit markets. India’s domestic credit, across
banks, non-bank finance companies, and corporate
bonds, stands atjust 60 per cent of equity market capi-
talisation. The global average is 115 per cent.
Evenin the United States, with its equity
culture, credit is 95 per cent of market capi-
talisation. In countries like Japan, Ger-
many, and South Korea, this ranges
between 125 per cent and 195 per cent.
China, with its investment-heavy growth
model. isatastaggering 310 per cent.
India’s sha]low credit base reflects

truct

The pricing of fixed income
Low returns from fixed income weaken
the foundations of our credit ecos

income at marginal income tax rates
makes it harder for post-tax returns to clear the
expected inflation hurdle. In recent times, this has
sparked a migration of household savings away from
fixed income into equmes This, in turn, reduces the
pooloflong: unc it market:

Second isthe impact of monetary intervention. For
FY26, the RBI will conduct record open market oper-
ation (OMO) bond purchases of Z8 trillion, effectively
absorbing 77 per cent of net central government bond
supply through secondary market operations. While
intended to inject liquidity and support growth, this
anchors risk-free rates below where the market would
otherwise clear the deficit.

Economists argue that cooling consumer price

The credit problem may lie less in liquidity and more in

POLICY IN shift
e PRACTICE
First is the fiscal drag. Taxing interest ANANTH NARAYAN

ILLUSTRATION; BINAY SINHA

inflation justifies lower interest rates. However, inany
market economy, prices should ultimately be
determined by supply and demand. When rates are
influenced by large-scale interventions, their
signalling role becomes less clear.

All this results in fixed-income returns being seen
as insufficient compensation for inflation and
duration risk.

Regulatory constraints
Overlaying this are banking regulatory

Deposits from individuals have reduced from 60
percent of all deposits 10 years ago to 52 per cent now,
with no compensatory shift in the extent of term
deposits. Alongside, any net FX outflows and CIC
spikes drain deposits, and strain LCR management.
While the ratio of CIC to deposits has remained under
control, there have been FX outflows in recent years.

All thisexplains the current scramble for deposits,
despite ample banking liquidity.

There is also a “fallacy of composition” here. LCR
and NSFR address the idiosyncratic risks of abank run.
System-wide, a run usually reshuffles deposits
hetween banks. While buffers enhance the resilience
anaggre-
ytolend.

ofi banks, they o

gatelevel, id i

External spillovers
‘With post-tax returns from fixed income struggling to
beat inflation expectations, domestic flows into
equities have risen. In recent times, this flow has out-
stripped Eresh equlty issuance, leadmg to pockets of
over conducive
far foreign i mvestuxs o pare exposure, llkely contribu-
moderation innetforeij vestment.
Low domestic interest rates also compress the
dollar-rupee forward prermum Especially during
timesof currency hedg:
ingof} i i he

such as the liquidity coverage ratio (LCR) and the net
stable funding ratio (NSFR). These are global post-

hedging of exports, and induces domestic savers to
invest overseas. These add pressure on the rupee while

he fbanks. Their
system wxde effects merit attention.
high-quality i

further reducing domestic deposits.

The path l‘orward

(UQLA) to cover a30-day “stress” outflow.
prescribe how flight risk is

these issues requires a
and multi-pronged approach.

Deposits over 30 days have zeroimputed
outflow. In contrast, “sticky” retail
depositsunder3odaysmay carrya7.per
cent runoff, while “volatile” wholesale
deposits may carrya 40 per cent outflow.
To manage LCR, banks prioritise
Ao .

First, a gradual move towards a more asset-
agnostic, savings-friendly taxation framework would
allow risk-return considerations, rather than tax dif-
ferentials, to guide asset allocation. This would help
stabilise fixed-income flows, support balanced asset
valuations, and create room for consistent foreign

demand
deposits, with wholesale short-term
deposus bemg alast resort. Any adverse

lasses.

Second, on LCR and NSFR, we must remain
aligned with global best practices huravold nghtemng
beyond them. iti buffer: iniso-

more

HQLA, in turn

lation, to a systemic burden that stifles the

deposits. Similarly, NSFR demands
“reliable stable funding”, or deposits
exceeding one year to back long-term
lending, If there is insufficient growth in long-term
deposits, long-term lending will be curtailed.

The deposit paradox
System-wide, deposits are created by bank lending,
government spending funded by banks, or foreign
FX) inflows. They are drained by the repay-
ment of bank loans, an increase in currency in circu-
lation (CIC), or FX outflows.
While loans create their own deposits, the LCR
burden is neutralised only by term deposl[s As the
bl

economy they aim to protect.

Third, monetaryand currency interventions must
be assessed not only for their immediate objectives,
but also for their higher-order effects on savings
behaviour, asset markets, and financial intermedi-
ation. Tmmsespecm]ly crucialifthe focus of interven-
tion all stability
and interest rate anchoring.

India’s financial system has achieved significant
depth in equity markets. The next phase of develop-~
ment requires acomparable strengthening of credit
markets across banking and corporate bonds.

Without this, the paradox of liquidity without suffi-
cient credit will likely persist.

deposit mix shifts toward sh
categories, banks must hold more HQLA, necessitat-
ingadditional funding.

‘The writer is a former whole-time member, Sebi.
The views are personal

War & emerging geopohtlcal faultlmes

The unfolding United States-Iran (US-Iran) war has
underscored a fam:har but often undetappreclated

critical nodes in the global energy

damage inflicted, onLNGij

truthini politic Wh@n

collide with structural ies, con-

d the fragmty of supply chains that under-
ity from Europe to East Asia. Par-

flicts rarely remain confined to their original intent.
‘What began on February 28as a calibrated US Israeh

effortat 8

a)lel strikes across the United Arab Emirates, Saudi
Arabia, and beyond reinforce the pomt The conflict
has the Gulf’s

has within weeks,morphedmm a far

This Lransformauon is neither ax.cndental norsur-
prising. In a region where hydrocarbons are both the
Iou.ndancn of state power and the currency of global

entire exp
What is particularly nolewonhy is the widening
aperture of targeting. Critical infrastructure — from
ports and desalination plants to data centres and air-
ports — has now entered the conflict matrix. This

energy

logical, i
strategic competition. By mid-March, the
Persian Gulf’s networks of oil and gas had
effectively become the central theatre of
conflict, with both sides signalling that
economic coercion is now as vital as mili-
tary dominance. Though US President
Donald Trump has decided to “postpone
any and all strikes against Iranian power
plants and energy infrastructure” for five
days, citing “productive conversations”
about “acomplete and total resolution to
the conflict”, there is still no certainty
aboutthe course of thisconflict, especla].ly

HARSH V PANT

ywarfare, where
the distinction between civilian and military assetsis
increasingly blurred. In the Gulf context,
where economic infrastructure is deeply
integrated, such actions amplify both
immediate humanitarian risks and long-
term developmental setbacks,

The economic consequences, as
expected, have been swift and severe.
Energy markets, already operating in
tight condmons, have reac[ed wu.h vola-

the equation. The potential
of reglonal proxies, particularly in LheRed
Sea, funhern ional

For major powers, the implications are protound
China’s concerns on energy security will inevitably
sharpen, potentially driving a more assertive role in

supply lines or accelerating di
tion efforts. Europe, still grappling with the after-
shocks of previous energy disruption, faces renewed
vulnerability. Russia, while benefiting in the short
term from elevated prices, must navigate the longer-
term uncertainties of a shifting Gulf order.

Ultimately, this conflict is less about immediate
battlefield gains and more about the reconﬁgurauon
ofglobal ics. Cl
is likely to accelerate diversification — more renew-
ables, African LNG, or Arctic routes — while under-
scoring US limits in enforcing maritime security
without broader buy-in. If ground operations or
further power-] plaut strikes occur, the COnﬂlC[ could

dragi higher
of energy and a more fragmented world order. The

tility. Pr ik and

fromavi-
ation to agriculture, underscore how
regional instability can trigger systemic

asI.ramsmterpretmgltasa i
it of Hormuz, thereby throw-

ingthe global economy in turmoil.
The speed of escalation has been striking. Iran’s
decisiontoshut offtheStrait of Hormuzon March 1was

cu!turalecosystemsremamaweakhrﬂc Althoug,h TESLTy 1O} Dout8.65
percentof areaand treesc il ificanth

not tof it

todisrupt theglobal

for roughly a fifth of the global

tototal tree cover, excessive pesticide use and nutrient runoff remain
Data weaknesses, ranging from non-standardised indicatorsto Eragmented col-
lection systems comphcate the. assessmem ofreal pmgres& Besides, external press-

flows of oil and liquefied natural gas (LNG), Hormuz
remams the ultimate pressure point in the interna-
Tehran’sintent toweaponise this

existing stresses fmm land h 1sion, and urbanisation.
Much of this biodiversity 1areas, wher yover-
sightisweaker. Taken together, it isclear that biodiversityloss increasingly intersects
with climate risks, food security, and livelihoods. Thus, momtoung systems should
bematched withregulatoryenforcement ionactivit dmove
beyond protected areas into agriculture, infrastructure, and urban planning.

1ge, infrastruct

chukepcu][, Lhmugh tanker interdictions, GPS (global
positioning system) disruption, and explicit threats,
has forced areckoning far beyond the region.

Israel’s subsequent strike on South Pars, followed
by Iran’s rapid retaliation against Qatar’s Ras Laffan
complex, illustrates the emerging logic of reciprocal
vulnerability. These are not symbolic targets; they are

TheImemanonalEnergy Agency’sstark

warnis capturest ofthe

butit: i issue:
The world’s continued dependence on a region that
remains geopolitically brittle.

Geopolitically, the conflict is accelerating trends
that were already underway. Gulf states, long posi-
tioned as pillars of stability in global energy markets,
now find themselves directly. exposed Thel.r strategic

targeting of infrastructure marks a depar-
ture from traditional conflict boundaries, signalling
the intent to mlpose systemic costs on the interna-
tional
powerin global system:
The central question now is not simply how the
conﬂxc[ will end but what precedents it will set. By
energy and critical infrastructure the battle-
field, the war has globalised what began as a bilateral
strike. Il is testing alliances, inflating economic pain
andsi inganewera ‘hydro-
carbons are both weapon and target. The nomlahsaf
tion of infrastructure targeting, the weaponisation of

lusislikely toevolve, t partner-

and the pening of multij align-

ships with the imperative of economic survival. This
could translate into greater hedging behaviour,
including deeper engagement with alternative power
centressuchas Chinaand Russia.

At the same time, Iran’s use of relatively low-cost,

high-impactca

mentsall point toward amore fragmented and volatile
order. In that sense, the 2026 Iran war is not merely a
regional confrontation but a defining moment in the
evolution of 21st century geopolitics — where energy
isboth the instrument and the battleground of power.

of asymmetric stra(egles By raxsmg the costs of inter-
vention for )

The author is vice-president for studies and
foreign policy, Observer Research Foundation

out Indiaas one of the most
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the need and future role of the

US engagementin the Indian Ocean

BOOK
REVIEW

‘GUNJAN SINGH

Conflictin West Asia and the disruption
of essential energy supplies underscore
the critical role of the sea lanes passing
through the Indian Ocean region (IOR)
and the Persian Gulf. Vivek Mishra’s
book promises to discuss the trajectory
of dominance, diffusion and adaptation
ofthe United States (US) maritime strat-
egy especially focused on the IOR in the
post-Cold War period.

‘The major premise of the book is that

by theearly 1960s, “Britain’s ability and
political will to either sustain its domi-
nance in the Indian Ocean or to continue
conducting traditional maritime patrols
inthe region had waned.” This was fol-
lowed by increased American presencein
the region. Frominitial ignorance, the US
approach towards the Indian Ocean
became one of active presence. The end
ofthe Cold War also paved the way for US
attention toward the IOR as the sole chal-

building, maritime security, promotmg
Usi etc”

engagements. “Indiaand the United
States have institutionalised cooper-
ation both bilaterally and through multi-
lateral platforms suchas the Quad,

trade relations between the US and
Asian nations also warranted Washing-
ton’s “cautious and compelling involve-
ment” in the IOR. Further, the end of the
Cold Warbrought about a shiftin the
kind of threats for the US at the seas,
piracy and terrorism being two most
pertinent. These threats have also
forced the US to seek a cooperative and

lenger: Union, had
ceased toexist. Mr Mishra writes that the
post-Cold War period “..marked astra-
tegic consolidation of US influence —
shifting its posture from episodic engage-
menttosustained regional dominance.”
This period also witnessed a change
in Washington’s goals vis-a-vis its role in
the IOR. Now it moved to “crisis
response humanitarian relief, multina-
tional joint naval exercises, nation-

Ve

Thus, there has been arise in bilateral
and multilateral cooperation between
the US navy and the navies of other
Indian Ocean littoral states such as
India, Pakistan and Australia. The US
hasalso been working with the UAE,
Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Oman,
Qatar, Egyptand Jordan, the other lit-
toral states in the Indian Ocean, where it
has military bases. The author singles

o0 oo L

haring of real-time informa-
tion and technology is a core metric of
operational synergy,” Mr Mishra writes.
These efforts aim to uphold a free, open
and inclusive regional order— one that
resists domination by any single power.”

Globalisation has also called for

increasing cooperation at multiple
]evels The authorargues, "Supply

d critical such as
artificial i i and bi
are becoming increasingly important to
emerging nations in the IOR. Therefore,
building strong partnerships and demo-
craticlinkages in the Indian Ocean will
enable the US to maintain its technologi-
cal leadership and influence”.

Thevrise of China has definitely

playeda crucial role in directing US mari-
time policies and approach toward the

Tegion
challenge for the US, necess-
itatinga collaborative, multi-

Quad, without fully engaging
withit. The bookisa useful

lateral approach that addition to the existing litera-
combines military and econ- ture, butitis repetitive. It pro-
omicstrategy,” Mr Mishrasays. vides alot of data and analysis
Headds, “Forthe US, Indiais but most of the book is dedi-
theonly country thatis cated to arguments and devel-
capable of countering Chinese opments that occurred till
provocations while maintain- 2010. Much has happened

ing a favourable balance inthe sincethathasaltered the
Indian Ocean.” Theriseinthe  amarican Maritime dynamic of US engagement.
capacity and reach of the Strategy in the Indian But the reader hastoget to the
People’s Liberation Am)y Ocean: Dommancﬁ. annexure to gainan insight
Navy (PLAN) hasal d  Diffusion, Adapf intothe author’

the UStorenewits focus by Vivek Mishra with respect to current devel-
towardsthe IOR. Bejjing's Belt ~ Published by opments, Asaresult, most of
and Road Initiative (BRI)and ~ Routledge the bookisjustabuild-upto

its “energy strategy is likely to
drive more [US]

202 pages 1295

how the USchanged its
toward theIOR in

with the Indian Ocean”.

‘Though the book paints a detailed pic-
ture of US measures and policies towards
the IOR during and after the Cold War,

the post-Cold War period. It
has, unfortunately, been overtaken by
fast-paced events in the past two decades.

IOR. “China ive p inthe

and unex . Mr A hintat

The reviewer i

OPJindal Global University



INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

TELANGANA’S BALANCE
BETWEEN WELFARE & INFRA
RESTS ON ROSY ESTIMATES

ELANGANA has proposed a delicate equilibrium that
many other states are trying to achieve—between in-
creased support for education, health and welfare on
one hand and long-term asset creation on the other. The
state’s ¥3.24-lakh-crore budget for 2026-27 includes an
allocation of 2,34,406 crore for revenue expenditure and
%47,267 crore for capital spend. This split signals the intent
to address social needs without neglecting infrastructure.
Two fresh proposals are genuinely progressive: the extension
of mid-day meals to intermediate students and Indiramma,
a scheme providing Z5-lakh life insurance cover to 1.15 crore
families. The allocation for education, at 8.2 percent of the
total outlay, is up 15 percent over 2025-26, and health gets 10.4
percent more. Despite the increases, it must be noted that
health and education in the state suffer from poor infrastruc-
ture. New schools, upgraded hospitals, modern laboratories
and digital classrooms require far higher capital spending.

A closer look at the numbers offers another caution. The
budget estimate of a ¥3.04-lakh-crore outlay in 2025-25 has
come down to ¥2.81 lakh crore in the revised estimate—a
shrinkage of about 8 percent. The most glaring cut was in
central grants-in-aid, halved from the BE of 22,782 crore
to the RE of 11,161 crore, exposing over-optimistic as-
sumptions about devolution from New Delhi. Yet, a similar
buoyaney marks some assumptions for 2026-27. State GST
alone is budgeted to yield over ¥52,000 crore, while sales
taxes and excise form another large chunk. These are vul-
nerable to headline inflation, which could rise sharply if
the West Asia crisis persists. A revenue surplus of 6,857
crore has been projected, a cushion that’s paper-thin.

The state plans to raise roughly 60,000 crore in fresh
debt, taking the cumulative public debt beyond ¥5.62 lakh
crore (without off-budget borrowings); the fiscal deficit is
set to climb to ¥58,458 crore. Given that the outstanding
guarantees stand at Z3.01 lakh crore, even if 10 percent is
invoked, another 330,000 crore would be added to the deficit.
Equally risky is the expectation of central grants-in-aid
Jjumping to over 24,000 crore.

The core weakness is the dwindling share of the state’s
own revenues. Telangana must focus on widening its tax
base, improving compliance and promoting non-tax reve-
nues. Only then can the state have a better defence to exter-
nal shocks and create genuine fiscal space for infrastructure
upgrades that health and education desperately need.

SECURITY NET IN SIMILIPAL
CAN'T BEALLOWED TO SLIP

HE recent seizure of a melanistic tiger's skin does not

augur well for Odisha’s Similipal Tiger Reserve for

two reasons. One, Similipal is the only place in the

world where big cats with such a genetic mutation are

found, and two, it is a low-density tiger habitat. This
was the second such seizure in 15 months, which means
poaching is thriving in the national park despite height-
ened surveillance. In the latest case, a forest department
team seized the hide from a group trying to sell it. Prelimi-
nary investigation shows the tiger was killed about a month
back. Nine persons have been arrested and efforts are on
to establish the poachers’ modus operandi. Of the nine ti-
ger deaths reported in Odisha over the last four years, most
were from the larger Similipal landscape.

Similipal's tigers have a chequered history. From a stable
population in the 1990s, they witnessed a near-collapse in the
mid-2000s when Maoist activities peaked. Despite efforts, the
national park remained a low-density habitat and its in-bred
population was always marked as vulnerable. That's why the
National Tiger Conservation Authority suggested supple-
mentation to strengthen the gene pool and two tigers were
brought in from the Tadoba-Andhari reserve in Maharashtra
in 2024. According to last year’s census, Similipal was home
to 32 tigers, 19 of which were pseudo-melanistic in nature.
One of the largest and oldest tiger reserves in the country,
Similipal is spread over 2,745 sq km and its landscape poses
a stiff challenge for the park’s managers. The reserve’s po-
rous boundary dotted with human habitations has always
attracted poachers, who use the area’s forest-dependent popu-
lation to do their bidding. Their illegal network in the habitat
is also marked by elephant and leopard poaching.

Over the last couple of years, the government has armed
the reserve’s managers with increased surveillance support.
Intrusion has been detected and firearms seized with the
help of some of the 220 Al-enabled cameras installed. But
clearly, gaps exist in the security cordon. The future of Odi-
sha’s tigers is heavily dependent on Similipal, as it holds the
state’s entire population. That's why the government must
spare no effort in keeping its big cats together and safe.

USE FUNDS, DEVISE SOLUTION

HE government on Monday indirectly admitted its fail-

ure in installing effective air purification systems. It

informed Parliament that the Delhi and Mumbai IITs
had found the two smog towers in Delhi’s Connaught Place
and Anand Vihar, installed at a cost of 35.59 crore, only
marginally effective in guzzling particulate matter, that
too within a 400-metre radius. This comes weeks after a
parliamentary committee flagged underuse of budgeted
funds by the ministry of environment in 2024-25 (72
percent) and 2025-26 (68 percent up to January 31), with
some large gaps, ironically, in the ministry’s pollution con-
trol scheme. This is not a fight we can give up on—it’s time
to use the allocation to its fullest extent and ask the smart-
est brains to devise longer-term solutions.

TIRUPATI, TUES!

Syouread this, there are over
120 armed conflicts and any-
thing between 11 and 30 full-
scale wars on around the
world, depending on whom
you ask. According to the In-
ternational Committee of the
Red Cross, we are living amid the high-
est number of active conflicts since the
Second World War.

While major ones like the tussle be-
tween Ukraine and Russia are remem-
bered the most (though it now seems to
be relegated to the status of ‘business
as usual’ on yet another war day), the
latest one to hit our television and
smart-phone screens is the three-week-
long US-Israel-Iran conflict. The fact is
that there is a war on in our lives.

Wars do not stay restricted to those
who wage it. In today s inter-connected
global order, it touches all of us. That
touch can be as lethal as an interconti-
nental ballistic missile—named differ-
ently and fancily by every nation to suit
the ego of its warriors—that lands at
your doorstep, if not on you. Alterna-
tively, the daily heavy touch of the gas
shortage in India, a petroleum shortage
tomorrow or, for that matter, shortage
of every kind of energy we have deemed
fit to be of critical use in our lives the
day after tomorrow.

Wars cause scarcity. They hike up
prices for the poor. They create
hardship for the deprived and the
distanced. The only ones who seem to
love a war are those rich enough to face
the brunt of everything that can be
thrown at their faces. To that extent,
wars are for the rich and most certainly
not for the poor.

Let me then think out the futility of
a war. It helps no one. Yet it tends to
soothe some egos. And at the same
times, it tends to be as barbaric as we
were once upon a time, before civilised
society set up laws and rules to govern
ourselves. Wars destroy every
covenant of peace that has been decid-
ed upon by a society of people. Wars
ruffle nations, regions and the world at
large. Fortunately, the planet and the
cosmos are not really concerned, as
they know we are all too small in their
scheme of things.

Modern society has put together two
notions. One is called the ‘act of war’
and the other the ‘act of god’. Nothing
ruffles living society more than these
two phrases. Under an act of war sta-
tus, anything goes. Everything is fair in
war and love. And therefore everything
goes. As we see today, every rule is
binned and every covenant shredded.

'
o

The cost of war is inevitably passed on to economic, social
and political arenas. Yet we seem all too ready to start
one often, erasing the painstaking gains of civilisation

WHEN THE WAR
COMES TO HAUNT
EVERY CONSUMER

HARISH BIJOOR

Innocent children are killed, civil-
ians injured, medical facilities
destroyed, social, political, economic
and religious infrastructure destroyed
at will. That is the nature of war. And
this current war in our lives is
no different.

As both sides of the active warring
parties test out the efficacy of their
stockpiles of arms and exhaust their
inventories on a first-in-first-out basis,
arms suppliers are in a state of glee. A
glee they will not show overtly. More
the war, greater the fear and higher the
profit. The stock prices of those in-
volved in war are up as of now, as a
peek into the names of everyone in-
volved in the defence sector would
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WANDAR PARDIKAR

show. As an aside, I wonder why it is
called the defence sector atall. It sure is
the offence sector today.

Therefore, there are beneficiaries of
war just as there are those who suffer
from its direct and collateral damages.
To an extent, if one is to carefully ana-
lyse the deeper meaning and intent in
it all, the suppliers of drones, bombs
and missiles are licking their lips inan-
ticipation as they are watching the war
unfold on their smart-phones. Those
who fuel the war economy are excited.

And then there are those who suffer
the direct hits of these missiles. There
are civilians and military personnel
who lose their lives. There are schools
and hospitals and churches and

" Wars can be prevented just as surely as they
can be provoked, and we who fail to prevent
them must share the guilt for the dead

Omar
Bradley

mosques that are destroyed. They
will need to be re-built. There are criti-
cal pieces of economic infrastructure
like gas fields and pipelines that will
need to be re-built.

And finally, there are those who will
pay for this and every war. It is eventu-
ally the end consumer and the citizen
inevery country who suffers the collat-
eral damage of a war. In India today, it
is the common man who is running
around for cooking gas cylinders. I re-
cently went on road trips in Assam and
Karnataka. Outside many village
homes you pass by, you see gas cylin-
ders kept outside, by the road. These
are empty cylinders kept out in the
hope that a truck would pass by and
leave a replacement.

Iam told that not even the tip of this
iceberg of shortage has been felt by us
yet. Induction electric stoves are flying
off the shelves and the burden on our
electricity grid is going to go up
substantially. Electricity bills will bloat.
Inflation is waiting to soar. The price
of everything has a reason to soar.
That one reason today is the three-let-
ter word ‘war’.

While the direct hit of a war is lost
lives, the collateral damage is economic
and, eventually, social and political—
never mind how far you are from where
the bombs are falling. The bombs are
not falling in India (even though one
nearly fell on Diego Garcia in the Indi-
an Ocean). But the economic, social and
political tumult is not too far from our
living rooms. The first sign of it is
shortage and the second one is price in-
crease. Rising prices always cause
social tumult, and social tumult has
a habit of causing political tumult.
War is a cascade of events that's best
avoided by all.

And yet, we do not learn. We jump
into wars all too easily. We let our egos
run the show. We act first and think
later. We get back to cave-man senti-
ment and cave-man action all too fast.
When shall we learn?

The world has bigger issues to grap-
ple with. The future shortage of drink-
ing water is one. Pollution is a big one
that is already in our midst, with air
pollution the biggest of them all. Global
hunger is another big issue, along with
malnutrition. There are several other
huge issues seriously challenging the
world. And yet we choose to focus on
war? There is something really wrong
with the way we think. More impor-
tantly, the way we act.

(Views are personal)
(harishbijoor@hotmail.com)

BRINGING BAHU INTO THE BUSINESS

recent proposal to the Securi-
ties and Exchange Board to
recognise daughters-in-law
as ‘relatives’ within promot-
er groups—led by promoter
families themselves—for dis-
closure and succession plan-
ning may signal an important shift in
women'’s roles in India’s family busi-
nesses. It may be finally acknowledged
that women’s roles in business families
can no longer remain informal, invisi-
ble or assumed.

This comes at a time when India’s
family-managed businesses, contribut-
ing over 70 percent of the country’s
GDP, are already undergoing change.
For decades, they operated on an unspo-
ken compact: ownership remained
within the family, authority rested with
patriarchs, and women, though central
to the family, remained at the periph-
ery—shaping values, resolving con-
flicts and preserving legacy, but rarely
part of strategic decision-making.

That compact is beginning to loosen.
Across the country, women from busi-
ness families are increasingly stepping
into visible leadership roles. Yet, to see
this as merely a matter of regulatory in-
clusion, or of “giving women a seat at
the table”, is to miss the deeper shift un-
derway. Laws and regulations can rede-
fine who is formally recognised, but
they cannot, by themselves, determine
who is trusted, heard or empowered.
The real change lies not in structures or
policies, but in mindsets—not just with-
in firms, but within families, and criti-
cally, among women themselves.

The traditional architecture of Indi-
an family firms reflected deeply gen-
dered expectations. Sons were groomed
to take over, while daughters—no mat-
ter how capable—were prepared for
transition into other families. Women
were often steered toward “safe” roles
such as philanthropy. while core busi-
ness decisions remained an inherited
male privilege. That script is now being
rewritten by three forces.

The first is education and exposure.
Today's daughters return to family
businesses with global degrees, corpo-
rate experience and a strong sense of
professional identity. They are not look-
ing for token roles, but want to contrib-
ute meaningfully:

The second is legal change. The Hin-
du Succession (Amendment) Act, by
granting daughters equal coparcenary
rights, has altered the economic founda-

tions of family enterprises. If Sebi rec-
ognises daughters-in-law as relatives, it
would extend this logic further, recog-
nising that women entering the family
through marriage also play a role in
ownership, governance and continuity.

The third is the market itself. Inves-
tors, partners and consumers increas-
ingly expect professionalism, transpar-
ency and diversity. Family businesses
that fail to tap into their full talent pool
risk not just reputational costs, but
competitive disadvantage.

x(nu

Promoter families have asked
Sebi to include daughters in law
as relatives for disclosure and
succession planning. Apart from

e company regulations, family
mindsets need to change to hand
women the reins. Research shows
growth-oriented families handle
such transition better

Despite these structural shifts,
progress remains uneven. The differ-
ence comes down to family mindsets.
Business families that operate with a
fixed mindset—where leadership is
lmked to gender, birth Oldel or tradi-

y formally r
or daughters-in-law, but not trust them
fully. By contrast, families with a growth
mindset see leadership as something
that can be developed, demonstrated
and earned, and evaluate successors on
capability rather than convention.

Our recent research on women in
family businesses reinforces this.
Across contexts, what shapes women’s
active involvement is not geography or
industry, but the family’s mindset.
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Families with a fixed mindset tend to
create subtle but powerful barriers,
while those with a growth mindset en-
able women’s participation through
three mechanisms: promoting meritoc-
racy, involving women early in the busi-
ness and fostering visible role models.

This is where the limits of regulation
become evident. Sebi can recognise
daughters-in-law as part of the promot-
er group, but it cannot ensure they are
part of the decision-making group.
That change depends on mindset.

Another crucial dimension is agency.
Many women in family businesses still
face a “legitimacy gap”, where they
have to establish their authority repeat-
edly. Women who see themselves as
decision-makers are better able to claim
and exercise leadership.

Some family businesses are recognis-
ing this. Still, it would be unrealistic to
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Dangerous ally

Ref: The Gulf and illusion of its proxy
security (Mar 23). By now the Gulf states
must have realised the maxim that while
it may be dangerous to be America's
enemy, it is fatal to be its friend. With
more US allies coming to terms with the
hard truth, we can expect the security

of West Asia to be reshaped. As the fire
of insecurity rages, India must tread
carefully to promote the region's stability
without getting its fingers burnt.

KS Mohana Murugan, Chennai

Drug prices

Ref: Rising cost of war (Mar 21). At a time
drug costs are rising, we must heed what
Swati Maliwal had pointed out: the vast
differences between wholesale and retail
prices of medicines that a parliamentary
committee had reported in 2025. Citizens,
in particular senior citizens, are curious to
know whether the government has taken
serious cognisance of such unjustifiable
differences in essentials.

TMUday Shankar, Hyderabad

Longevity test
Ref: Modi longest-serving elected

head (Mar 23). This milestone marks
a xlgnm(am moment in India’s

suggest that the transition is
Access remains uneven, particularly
outside large, urban families. Social ex-
pectations around marriage and car-
egiving continue to interrupt careers.
And the pipeline of women ready for
top roles remains limited not because
of alack of ability, but because of years
of constrained opportunity.

To bring about meaningful change,
intentionality has to be present—em-
bedded in governance structures.
Transparent criteria for entry, role clar-
ity and performance evaluation can re-
duce ambiguity and bias. Families must
also create real opportunities for wom-
en to lead, decide, take risks and be ac-
countable. Without this, inclusion re-
mains superficial. And finally, they
must make role models visible. Cele-
brating women leaders within the fam-
ily can shift attitudes far more effec-
tively than a formal policy.

The rise of women in India’s family
businesses is not just about breaking
barriers. It is about rethinking long-
held assumptions about how leadership
is defined and what legitimacy looks
like. Regulation can open the door. But
itis mindset that determines who walks
through it and who gets to stay.

(Views are personal)

e political history.
Undouhledly, such longevity signifies
sustained electoral mandates,
administrative experience and political
stability. However, the duration's true
significance lies in its outcomes. Its real
measure must be the extent to which it
improves the everyday lives of citizens.

Vidyasagar Reddy Kethir, Warangal

Regulate route

Ref: Pilgrims’ rush in first two months
(Mar 23). Chardham pilgrimage is seeing
unprecedented increase year after year.
Itis high time this pilgrimage route is
tightly regulated. A system of preference
for old people and first-time visitors can
also be instituted. Most importantly,
the maximum numbers of visitors every
month should be capped.

V HSubramoney, Bengaluru

Chickening out

Ref: Trump threatens (Mar 23). The

US President should be reminded of a
philosophical reply to life’s troubles:
this too shall pass. After all, who is
bothered about his threats? Trump
always wants to do something no other
US President has done before and then
chickens out if he is stood up to.
Philip Alexander, email
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SCrulingexpands
idea of motherhood

y striking down a rule that denied maternity leave
Bto women who adopted children older than three

'months, the Supreme Court has corrected a legal
wrong and endorsed a more inclusive idea of parenthood.
Therulewas partofthe Code on Social Security, 2020, which
was derived from the Maternity Benefits Act. A bench of
Justice J B Pardiwala and R Mahadevan ruled that adoptive
mothers are eligible for paid maternity leave for 12 weeks,
just as natural mothers, irrespective of the child’s age. The
distinction the rule made between natural and adoptive
mothersdid nothavearationaleand arose fromasense that
adoption could not be equated with natural motherhood.
The Court rejected this prejudiced view.

It asserted that motherhood cannot be defined sole-
ly on biological terms. A mother’s emotional requirements
and responses cannot be differentiated based on the age of
the adopted child. The earlier restrictions were imposed
by ignoring this reality. For an adopted child in a new en-
vironment, the physical proximity and care of her moth-
er are essential. As the petitioner,
Hamsaanandini Nanduri, contend-
ed, the process of adoption often
takesmorethan three months, mak-
ing the maternity leave provision in-
accessible for most of the mothers.
While this is a practical problem,
the larger issue entails what adop-
tion means to the parents and how
it has been recognised by law. The
government told the Courtthatonce
a child was three months old, there
was no “intensive dependency” on the mother as earlier,
making it easier for her to resume work. This view was
considered narrow and restrictive by the Court. The child
needs nurturing, care, and emotional bonding throughout
their formative years. Maternity leave is not the employer’s
concession; it is the employee’s and her child’s right. With
the ruling, the apex court has expanded the jurisprudence
of women's rights and equality inall situations.

The Court has also made a case for an extended paternity
leaveregime. Itnoted thatthe earlymonthsofachild'slifeare
irretrievable and a father’s absence during this crucial peri-
od may have lasting developmental consequences. Observ-
ingthat15daysof paternity leave for governmentemployees
is inadequate, the Court said the government may consid-
erlegislation recognising paternity leave as a social security
benefit. The judgmentis significant for its view on the equal
status of maternity, whether natural or adoptive, and the
gender-neutral idea of parenting, which has yet to gain full
legal recognition.

Custodial torture
and the missinglaw

Nearly four decades after the sensational Rasheed

The end of
discriminatory
maternity leave

rules marks equal
legal recognition
foradoptive
mothers

custodial death case, in which a young advocate was

abducted, tortured, and killed, and the then Home
Minister was arraigned before eventually being acquitted,
Karnataka continues to grapple with the same stain: deaths
inside police custody. The latest ﬂashpmn! is the death of
50-year-old Kantharajuat Huliyaru imaku-
ru, the district to which Home Minister G Parameshwara
belungs Hewas plcked up byplainclothesmen dunng Ugadl

Kantharaju’s

eshewas brutally assaulted. the police attribute his death to
acardiacepisode. He was shifted to anearby hospital, where
hewasdeclared “broughtdead”. As perestablished protocol,
the case has been handed over to the Criminal Investigation
Depanment and a judicial inquiry will follow. Yet, whether
the cause is medical or cusmdlal torture, the deeper issue
remains unck d: dyingin custody.
Thispointsto. systemlc fallure ratherthanisolated excess.
Torture endures because policing remains confession-cen-
tric. India’s severe shortage of forensic experts leaves inves-
tigators overly reliant on extracung admissions rather than

building evidence. Technological

safeguards arepatchy: closed Cll‘Cult Reform must
cameras, un: e“'a“ an

exclusive

anti-torture legal

Supreme Court, are often non-func-
tional or poorly maintained, conven-
iently failing at critical moments.
Meanwhile, conviction rates in cus-
todial death cases remain abysmally
low, fostering a culture of impunity.
When prosecutions collapse, and
witnesses turn hostile, deterrence
evaporates. Existing safeguards,
though robuston paper, sufferin ex-
ecution. Judicial inquiries, National Human Rights Commis-
sion reporting, and videographed post-mortems are man-
datory, but delays and witness inconsistencies dilute their
impact. Policing itself lacks functional specialisation; the
sameofficer juggleslaw and order duties with criminal inves-
tigation, leaving little room for professional evidence-gath-
ering. Crucially, India lacks a standalone law that defines
and criminalises custodial torture, despite long-standing
international commitments. While India signed the United
Nations Convention Against Torture (UNCAT) in 1997, the
country hasyet toratifyit.

Reform, therefore, must move beyondritualistic respons-
es. Accountability for non-functional cameras cannot stop
at the station house officer; it must extend to supervisory
ranks-Superintendents of Police and Deputy Commission-
ers—with consequences for lapses. The long-pending need
for a specific anti-torture law must be addressed, codifying
liability and closing legal ambiguities. Courts must adopta
sterner posture, ensuring swift trials and exemplary pun-
ishment. This is not merely about an individual official’s
misconduct but of institutional lapse. Only when India deci-
sivelyshiftsfrom coercion toscientificinvestigation, backed
by robust anti-torture laws and hierarchical accountability,
will custodial torture become history.

frameworkand a
shift to scientific
evidence
gathering

APAUSE FORTALKS

Enough: Awarwhere
everyone loses

The conflict’s costs are
mounting. Indiashould
leverage its strategic
neutrality for dialogue
and de-escalation

GURUCHARAN GOLLERKERI

he West Asia conflictisnolonger
adistant war; itis a global desta-
biliser. What beganasastrategic

cities, homes, and everyday life. Civil-
ian casualties mount, infrastructureis
destr i itiesare

affected stakeholder.
At the same time, India’s diplomatic
ing is uniquely ad

SPEAKOUT

The (PM’s) speech was long, butwhatdowe
have today, what arrangements are in place,

howmuchstock do we have,
wherewill we getit from for
the future, willany deal have
animpact, willwebeableto

buyoil from Russia?
KumariSelja, Congress MP

displaced. Thelong-term

es — psychological trauma, dlsmpted
and lost reate

the US longstanding civilisational and
ties with Iran, and expand-

generational scars. As the United Na-
tions hasrepeatedly no!ed civiliansac-
count for theoverwh majorityof

ing economic and technological coop-
eration with Israel. Italso enjoys deep
with the Gulf states, an-

casualtiesin modern conflicts.

Social cohesion within affected
societies frays. Polarisation deepens,
dissent is often curtailed in the name
of national security, and demncranc

choredinenergyi and

Humphrey is nota man who gives straight
answers. He giveslong answers.
Sir Humphrey Appleby (Yes Minister)

labour mobility. Few countries possess
thisbreadth of relationships; fewerstill
are perceived as relatively neutral and
non-hegemonic.

confrontation has drifted mm some- spaces shrlnk Dlaspora India’s hasis on stra-
thing d: ed con- experienceh dtensions,some-  tegic dialogue, and peace-
flict - where cmhan hves \nd critical intosocialunrestfar from  ful r ion lends credibility to any

infrastructure have become routine
targets. There can be no winners in
this war. It is a negative-sum game in
which every participant, and the world
atlarge, is losing. It is time to say, une-
quivocally: enough.

Unlike conventional conflicts, this
war destroys value across economic,
political. and human dimensions, leav-
ing every actor worse off. The United
States, already grappling with fiscal
pressures, 1s committing bllhons o
military Israel,
militarysuperiority, facessustained se-
curitythreatsand economic disruption.
Iran, alreadyin adeep economiccrisis,
is further weakened. The Gulf states
confront rising insecurity and capital
flightrisks. And beyond the region, the
global economy absorbs the resulting
energy shockwaves.

The i

the conflict zone.

mediation effortit undenakes Recem
diplomat

Politically, the conflict entrenches

are
immediate and measurable. Energy
markets, sensmve to geopulmcal in-
stability, h; dupward

hardline Negotiation be-
comes politically costly; compromise
is framed as weakness. Leaders on all
sides risk | ing prisoners of their

price volatility, with even a $10-} 15 per

own rhetoric, narrowing the space for
de- i

barrel increase tr quickly
intoinflation, fiscal stress,and reduced
household purchasing poweracrossen-
ergy-importing economies. For India,
which imports nearly 85% of its crude
oil, such increases can widen the cur-
rent account deficit by an estimated
0.3-0.4% of GDP.

The International Monetary Fund
has repeatedly warned that geopoliti-
cal fragmentation is a structural driver
of persistentinflation. Weare thus con-
fronted with the spectre of stagflation,
a toxic combination of low growth and
high inflation. Supply chains, already
fragile after the pandemic and the Rus-
sia-Ukraine war, are under renewed
strain. Even moderate disruptions to
energy flows from the Gulf can shave
off meaningful portions of global GDP
growth. Foreconomieslike India, which
have worked hard to stabilise macroe-
conomic fundamentals, such external
shocksare profoundly destabilising.

Yettheeconomiccosts, severeasthey
are, pale in comparison to the human
costs. Wars of thisnature donotremain
confined to battlefields; they spill into

This raises a fundamental question:
ifthe costsaresoevident, why does the
cnnfhct persist? The answer lies in a

of strategic miscaleul:
(mn. ic political

strated India‘sability to build consensus
inafragmented world. Prime Minister
Narendra Modi has demonstrated the
capacity to engage across geopolitical
divides. His outreach has spanned
Washington, Tehran, Tel Aviv, and the
Gulf capitals, often balancing compet-

“',5. o3 ¢ ot
T toinitiatea
dialogue thatothers cannot.

However, mediation is about fram-
ing. India must articulate the conflict
not in terms of competing claims, but
intermsofsharedlosses. The narrative
must shift decisively from ‘who gains’
to ‘everyone loses.” This reframing is
essential to create political space for
de-escalation. India can convene a
structured dialogue — formal or back-
channel - focused on three immedi-
iorities: cessation of hostilities,
ian access, and a roadmap
for sustained negotiation. Critics
may argue that India risks diplomat-
ic overreach. Yet the greater risk lies
in inaction. Proactive diplomacy is a
strategic necessity. The moral argu-
ment is equally compelling. In an era
mcreasmgly defined by transactional
thereisanurgentneed for

and the absence of credible mediators
who command trust across all parties.,
Traditional dipl YRR 15iate

appeal toshared |
lndxa.thh itscivilisational ethosrooted

either exhausted or viewed with suspi-
cion. Whatisneededisanintervention
that s both credible and constructive:
one that can reframe the conflict and
break the cycle of escalation.

India’s voice s crucial

This is where India must step forward.
India’s stakes are neither abstract nor
distant. Nearly nine million Indians live
and work in the Gulf region, and the
country’senergysecurityisdeeply tied
to Wes( Asia. Prolonged instability di-

and restraint,
can offer that voice. It can remmd the
world that power mustulti ve

peace, not perpetuate conflict.

“Enough” is not merely an expres-
sion of fatigue; it is a call to responsi-
bility. It is a recognition that the costs
- economic, social, and human - are
too great to bear. The war must stop.
Hostilities must cease. Dialogue must
begin. History will judge this moment
notby theintensity of thewar, butby the
couragetoendit,

The world does not need another
¢ itneed: dibl ;

ajectory,
I'sc(\l stability, and growth prospects.
Energy prices, trade flows, and the
welfare of its diaspora are all intimate-
Iy linked to the region’s stability. India
isnotmerelyan observer;itisadirectly

Indiacan,and must, stepintothatrole.
Enough must mean something.

(The writer is Director, School of
Social Sciences, Ramatah University of
Applied Sciences)

RIGHT IN THE MIDDLE

Exam (eu)stress in the school of life

Years after leaving school,
exam season returns—
withroles reversed

ASHA JOSEPH

Not because of a deadline, not be-
cause of work, but because [ am
helping my child finish the last work-
sheetbefore her exam. Asshesitsthere

Il is 11.30 pm, and 1 am wide awake.

master of life skills.

His famous declaration would arrive
every December:

“Allof youstartpreparing for your fi-
nalsrightaway, Otherwise, Januarywill
jump away... February will fade away...
Marchwillmarchaway...and April will
foolyou!”

This guidance (warning, if | may say)
would appear rightin the middle of the
Christmas season, long before exams
were even visible on the horizon, when
our pnmary plans mvolved cakes, holi-

practising her poem with half-ops

. Yet Pand-

eySir joltusback

eyes and d ic sighs, I sudden!,
realise something profound: T have
spent a significant portion of my life
studying late at night—school, college
and now... midlife. The only difference
isthatnow Iam nota student. Tam the
official night-shift exam companion.

Watching her rehearse her poemin-
stantly transports me back to myschool
daysand theannual epidemicknownas
exam fever.

Ourscience teacher, Pandey Sir, was
the undisputed chief physician of this
condition. An excellentteacher, he was
not only brilliant in science but also a

toacademic reality. As smcereLhelm of
our guru, we would return home and
begin studying, atleast for 10 minutes.

But the real battle was never about
studying, The real battle was waking
upearly. Alarm clocks never worked for
us. Cuckoo clocks could cuckoo them-
selves, and we would still be asleep.
Fortunately, our guru had a scientific
solution: “Drink a full tummy of water
before going to bed. You will definitely
wake up early!”

Let us just say the method was ex-
wremely effective. Naturally!

Our history teacher, Kennedy Sir,
was no less legendary. Long before I
encountered the term ‘eustress’ in
psychology books, he had already ex-
plained the conceptin his own style:

“Exam pressure is good! Without
exam pressure, noneofyou fellaswould
even open your books. So remember
your mantra: Exam pressure is good!”

At the time, we were not entirely
convinced. But looking back, (hose

TOBE PRECISE

INPERSPECTIVE
Aracetoreclaim
Bahujanmemory

In UP, Kanshi Ram
becomes the pivot
inacontest for
the Dalitvote, left
fragmented amid
the BSP’s decline

MAHENDRA KUMAR SINGH

n politics, the contest is

notonly for votes butalso

for appropriating icons.
Those who shape public
memory often shape elec-
toral outcomes. This truth
is evident in Uttar Pradesh,
wherethelegacy of politician
and social reformer Kanshi
Ram has become the centre

9.3% with no seats in the
2024 Lok Sabha polls.

InUP, the Dalitsarenearly
23%of the electorate, butare
politically fragmented, espe-
ciallyafter the BSP's decline.
Jatavs, Mayawati’s core vote
base, make up about12%, but
the non-Jatavs have drifted
to other parties. Today, Dalit
votesaresplitamong the BSP,
the BJP, the SP-Congress,
and Chandrashekhar Azad's
Azad Samaj Party. This frag-
mentation has opened space
for new strategies.

Beyond symbolism
Since 2014, the BJP has suc-
cessfully attracted sections
of non-Jatav Dalits through
welfareschemesand Hindut-
va. The SP, long seenasa Ya-
dav-Musli X

of anew politi ruggle.

Leader of the Opposition
in the Lok Sabha and Con-
gress leader Rahul Gandhi
has asked the government to
confer the Bharat Ratna on
Kanshi Ram, founder of the
Bahujan Samaj Party, calling
him a “symbol of empower-
mentand hope”.

As Kanshi Ram symbolis-
estheriseof Bahujan politics
and Dalit assertion, Rahul
Gandhi's demand appears
aimed at reclaiming the
social justice narrative and
reconnecting with Bahujan
voters amid the growing
influence of the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) and the
declmmgstrenglh ofthe BSP

arty, now seeks
to shed that image with an
outreachtonon-Yadav OBCs
and non-Jatay Dalits. In the
2024 general elections, the
SP-Congress alliance made
significant gains, winning
37 seats, its best-ever perfor-
mance. Candidate selection
made the difference: fewer
Yadavs and Muslims, more
non-Yadav OBCsand Dalits.
Yet challenges remain.
Without the Congress, the
SP’s ability to secure the Ba-
hujan vote is limited. Mem-
ories of the SP’s pastactions,
such as reversing district
names honouring Daliticons
in 2012, complicate reconcili-
ation efforts.

under
In UP, Dalits once formed

a key pillar of the Congress's
“umbrella coalition” of upper
castes, mmormes and Dalits

For i,theimmedi-
ate challenge is more funda-
mental. Even her core Jatav
base looks shaky. Internal
turbulence, defections, and

teachers did far more than
the syllabus. And now, decades lalcr,
herelam.

My daughter finishes her poem and
closes the book with the reliefofa mar-
athon runner.

I say gently, “Wake up a little early
tomorrow and revise once more.”

She looks at me with sleepy protest
and replies. “Mama, it is very difficult
towakeup.”

lee atrue disciple of my guru, Tre-

Pandey Sir,
“Drmk a full tummy of water and go
obed.”

And just like that, the sacred ex-
amesurvival wisdom hasofficially been
passed on to Gen Alpha.

LETTERS TOTHEEDITOR
The long shadow of caste

Honour killing, a deep-rooted phenomenon of inher-
ent caste superiority prevalent in the northern belt of
India, appears to have spread its malevolent effect to
southern states, an irony in this era of technology and
communication. Itis unfortunate that Karnataka, a pro-
gressive state, has seen caste prejudices become more
entrenched, leading to honour killings. Tamil Nadu's of-
ficial data shows ‘zero’ cases, while ind ds

HRBapu

have documented nearly 200 incidents. The statistics
presented by the Karnataka Home Minister - 15 honour
killings between 2021 and 2025, perhaps an underesti-
mation - paints a grim picture, While Iva Nammava Bill,
introduced by the state government, is a welcome step,
what is more important is its effective implementation,
thorough investigation and quick disposal of cases.

Indiamust take the lead

‘The ongoing Israel-US-Iran conflict
has plunged the global economy into
distress. PM Modi’s assurance in Par-
liament that India is largely shielded
from its effects inspires hope, but the
war shows no signs of abating even
after 24 days. Today's world craves
energy, and global leaders must
focus on diplomacy. This war is a no-
win situation, bringing destruction,

groups

loss of lives, and economic misery.
India, a global peace player, should
facilitate talks to end the conflict.
SSundaresh, Bengaluru

Sustainable livelihood

Mysuru

free electric autos. The transport
minister’s foundation has distributed
20 electric autos and promised 10
more. The scheme offers subsidies
for purchasing electric autos, aiming
to train 1000 women by year-end.
Ivania Mary Willys, Bengaluru

Irefer to ‘20 women, tr
get free electric autos’ (Mar 23).

Our readers are weicome to email letters to:

(only letters
Kudos to the initiative ing emailed - not handwritten — will be accepted).
women and tr swith All y the sender’s postal
financial ind through dd

that ined it:

for decades. This base began
eroding in the late 1980s and
early 1990s with the rise of
identity politics and Kanshi
Ram’s mobilisation through
the BSP. The Mandal-era
churnfurther dthi

a or
network have created un-
certainty. The Congress and
SP’s renewed emphasis on
Kanshi Ram is thus part of a
larger contest over Bahujan
memory. It seeks moral le-
gitimacy by iating with

coalition, enabling regional
forces like the Samajwadi
Party and BSP to reshape the
state'selectoral politics.

The demand is thus more
thansymbolic;itreflects Con-
gress’s attempt to widen its
social baseahead of the 2027
Assembly polls and improve
its bargaining position with
the SP. SP chief Akhilesh Ya-
dav backed the demand for
Bharat Ratna while marking
Kanshi Ram’s birth anniver-
sary. It may also be a joint
strategy by Congressand the
SP to project the LN.D.LA
blocas the political guardian
of Dalitinterests.

Mayawati attacked the
move, saying the Congress
never honoured BR Ambed-
kar with the Bharat Ratna
and questioning its attempt
to honour Kanshi Ram now.
Targeting the SP,sheinvoked
the 1995 State Guest House
Incident to highlight what
she calls the party’s historic
hostility toward Dalits.

The political context has

a leader who transformed
Dalitidentity into a powerful
political force. A sharpertilt,
however, risks consolidating
upper-caste voters behind
the BIP.

The future of Dalit politics
in UP remains open. The
BSP is weakened but not ir-
relevant. The SP is expand-
ing but still faces credibility
gaps, while the Congress is
attempting a cautious reviv-
altoregainitslost Dalitbase.
The BJP has built a broad
social coalition. but now
faces the challenge of man-
aginginternal caste tensions
that surfaced after the UGC
guidelines debate.

As parties compete to
claim the legacy of Kanshi
Ram, the future belongs
to those who can move be-
yond tokenism and offer
real representation. The
battleforsymbolshas begun.
Whether this competition
leads to meaningful pow-
er-sharing and succeeds in
convmcmg Dalits will be the

changed d ically. The
BSP, which won a majority
in the 2007 Assembly polls
with over 30% vote share,
has steadily declined: down
t012.7% and one MLA in the
2022 Assembly polls, and

theroad
102027,

(Thewriteris apolitical
commentator and teaches
Political Science at DDU
Gorakhpur University,
Uttar Pradesh)
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Integrated care: Indiamust go beyond dlagnos

ANURAG BHARGAVA AND
MADHAVI BHARGAVA

hirty-eight-year-old Sukhu, in a re-

mote tribal village in Jharkhand,

was given monthly food baskets in
our RATIONS trial but, strangely, did not
gain any weight. When we visited him to
understand why, Sukhu had the answer:
“Iwas found to have diabetes but was told
to go toa community health centre 60 km
away to start treatment. Without diabetes
control, how will I gain weight?”

Shankar, 52, weighed only 31 kg, could
notstand withoutsupportand had severe
anaemia, breathlessness and low oxygen
levels. These features, part of the screen-
ing toolweimplementedin the RATIONS
trial, helped health workers flag Shankar
as being at high mk nf death. They re-

Asif, who was being treated for lung TB
ataprimary health centre (PHC), brought
his wife, the mother of a seven-month-old
child. She was underweightand had fever,
headache, vomiting, and drowsiness. She
waslater di with' ingiti
hadnotreceived TB preventive treatment.

It is estimated that one-fifth of Indians
harboura TBinfection, and 2.8 million de-
velop TBdiseaseannually, withmore than
300,000 deaths. The development of TB
disease depends not just on the presence
of the TB germ but also on impaired im-
munitydue toundernutrition, HIV, uncon-
trolled diabetes, alcohol. or tobacco use.
Theserisk factorsincrease theriskofactive
TB,severedisease, death, andrecurrence.
The poor often find it challenging to ad-

deeper into poverty and food insecurity

ferred himi forinpatient care
at the district hospital. He recovered re-
markably with treatment of TB, anaemia
andundernutrition.

dug costsofthe
dxsease Personswith TBoften experience
disability, recurrence, and higher mortal-
ity after successful treatment. More than

sinits ﬁght agalnst TB

10%developdi recurrence withi Weight berecor t- butof: di n'eatrnenr Prevention of TB in the family
yearsinIndia. i initiati caremusuherefmebedlﬁ‘ Tests ol ation of TB-

These true-life stories illustrate that TBtreatmentoutcomes. ity. Sere atdi; lreatmem and/or provision cf numuoml
aneffective model of TB care and preven- Lil ! | i persons  high-risk features (very severe undernu- eatment

tion must be comprehensive and inte-
grated, addressing not only the TB germ
butalso the clinical, social and health sys-
tem dimensions.

Patients with TB often have coexisting
controllable conditions such as undernu-
trition, diabetes, HIV, tobacco, and alco-
hol use, which are risk factors for disease

with TBhavediabetes (oneintwoin Kerala)
with poor rates of control. Better control
of diabetes could prevent TB occurrence.
Decentralised diabetes care at the PHC
level-withtrained primary care providers
for diagnosis, counselling, initiation and
follow-up care -along with brief interven-
tions for substa‘nce use and mental health

and poor s. India has
successfullyintegrated HIV screeningand  discrimination, will improve treatment
in the TB pr and reduce deaths and recurrence,

asimilar initiative for undernutrition, dia-
betes, and other risk factors is needed. In-
dia has the monthly direct benefit transfer
under the Nikshay Poshan Yojana - with
a monthly benefit of Rs 1,000~ and the
Nikshay Mitra Yojana for in-kind nutrition
suppon to address undemutrmon How-

andreinforce faithin the programme. His-
mncally TB programmes have streng(h-
ened primary care by making

trition, inability to stand, severe anaemia,
breathlessness or low oxygen levels) can
identifythoseatgreaterriskof death, which
can be mitigated through appropnare in-
patientcare, asseenin S| case. The

is now recommended for all household
contacts of patientswith lung TB. The RA-
TIONS trial in Jharkhand demonstrated a
40-; 50% reducnon innewTBcasesamong

hfoodi ity,and this

national programme has laum:hed differ-

has infl new WHO r d

entiated c: ious-
lyill patientsfor referralandin-patient care
to reduce the currently unacceptably high
rateof TB-related deaths. Thiswill require
an adequate number of beds and trained
staff, as well as the capacity to manage se-
vere disease and undernutrition. The TN-
KETinitiativein Tamil Naduhassh b

testsand therapyavailable at points of first
contact; decentralised, integrated care of
persons with TB could similarly make the
d ion and of

thisis feasible,
Families share vulnerabilities and risk
factors, of which undnrnumuon |s the

tions on nutriti tfor such fami-
lies. The meningitisin Asif’s wife could have
been prevented through either TB preven-
tive treatment or nutritional support.

The provision of decentralised compre-
hensive care, differentiated care,and fam-
ily-centred care could be transformative
in India’s mission to reduce new TB cases,
improveoutcomesand prevent TBdeaths.

(Anuragisaprofessorinthe Department
of Medicine, Kasturba Medical College,

bledi

musrpr in lndla F

ever, funi-
versal coverage and umely disbursement.

cessible.
Patientsdo notdie of tuberculosis perse,

InIndia, Chinaand other nations, Novo Nordisk is on the verge of losing patent protection
for its blockbuster weight loss drug, opening the door for cheaper competing versions

ﬁi—ﬁzﬂ:\

REBECCA ROBBINS, MEAGHAN TOBIN,
ESHE NELSON, ALEX TRAVELLI
AND PRAGATIK B

he blockbuster weight loss

drug sold as Ozempic and

Wegovy will soon go generic

in countries that are home

to 40% of the world’s popu-

lation, significantly lowering
the price of a costly medicine that had
been largely unaffordable to nearly all but
the wealthiest people. On Saturday, Novo
Nordisk, the company that until now has
hadamonopolyonselling thedrug, willlose
patent protection in several of the world’s
most populous countries. The firstgeneric
versions are expected to arrive in India
as soon as this weekend. In the coming
months, the generics are also expected to
becomeavailablein China, Canada, Brazil,
Turkeyand South Africa.

“The availability of these drugs, which
1restr to high-i
tries to very wealthy people, will now be
democratised by the generics,” said Leena
Menghaney, an activist in New Delhi fo-
cused on treatmentaccess.

The new markets for generics are enor-
mous. Together, Indiaand Chinaare home
to more than 800 million adults who are
obese or overweight and more than 360
million adults with diabetes.

The generics are poised to shake up a
global market for drugs that have trans-
formed the treatment of obesity. Novo
Nordisk and its competitor, Eli Lilly, have
generated huge sales around the world,
but access has been very limited. Gener-
ics promise to significantly increase the
numberof peoplemkmg(hcdrugs whlch

pp
attacks and strokes.

In the United States and Europe, the
drugis not expected to go generic until the
early 2030s. That delay is due to special
regulatory protections that are intended
to encourage innovation by extending a
brand-name drugmaker’s monopoly.

Dozens of generic manufacturers have
been racing to produce supplies and win
regulatory approvals in countries where
they can soon compete. Huge demand is
expected from patients who could not af-
ford NovoNordisk'soffering butcan budget
forcheaper generics. Novo Nordisksellsthe
drug, semaglutide, as Ozempicfor diabetes
and as Wegovy for obesity.

“I don't think there has ever been so
muchexcitementforanyclassof druggoing
off patent,” said Siddharth Mittal, CEO of
Biocon,amanufacturerin Indiathat hopes
to introduce generics next year in Brazil,
Canadaand Turkey.

Generic makers have not yet disclosed
pricing plans. Analysts predicted that as
more competitors enter the markcL pric-
esforthegener Id
about $15 a month. By cnmp:mson. hxgh-
er doses of Wegovy can be bought in the
United States without insurance for $349
amonth. (The drug is generally available
atfive dose levels. Higher doses are more
expensive. Patients typically start at a low
dose and move up to higher doses over a
matter of months.)

The drugs are not a cure-all. Some pa-
tients stop taking them because of side
Lffeus. like nausea, vomiting and consti-
pation, beer
reported arerarely severe.

Public d h ifcom-
petition from generics drives down prices

bef

Apatient

|mectlon of aweight

al CentreinNew

Delhi. Experts expect patient demand for the dr

cheaper generi

NYT

Ozempicisaboutto go
generic forbillions of people

enough, national health insurance systems
mlghtagl eeto cover(hedrug for their citi-
7ens. S mostlyin
richcountries, pay foritsuseto treat diabe-
tes, and all reject coverage for most people
takingittoloseweight, becauseof the cost.

Argent Wang, 31, who livesin thenorth-
eastern Chinese city of Dalian, said she
spends about $160 a month for the drug.
She stopped working to manage compli-
cations from diabetes and lives at home
with her mother, who also has diabetes.
Wang’s doctor suggested that she switch
toadifferentdose, butat$291amonth, she
cannotaffordit.

Ifa Chinese company offered a generic
thatwasjustaseffectiveand costunder $75
amonth, Wang might tryit. “My expenses
are so large, I will consider the path that
saves money,” shesaid.

The expiration of the patents presents
more Lrouble for Novo Nordlsk whose

tock
has eroded its market share. At its peak in
mid-2024, the Danish drugmaker was the
mostvaluable public company in Europc

to restrict their sales. Seeking to preserve
its monopoly, Novo Nordisk has fought in
courts in India, China and Brazil to try to
block the generics. The company has also
cutpricesin Chinaand Indi icipation

patients have been eagerly discussing the
arrivalofthe generics,said Himani Raj,who
lives in Ahmedabad, in western India. She
takes Eli Lilly's drug and runs one of the

of competition. Officials at Novo Nordisk
said the company had developed several
strategies to keep reaching patients in
countries where it will soon face geneﬁc;

In New Delhi, Nivedita Dadu, a derma-
tologist, said she expects patient demand
for the drugs to grow once cheaper gener-
ics become avanlahle AI| eady, she and her
sister,

inalversion 1sapremmm brand they: sa1d

Once the generics arrive in Canada,

where Novo Nordisk’s patent prolecucn
inJanuary,somel

seek to import the drug from Canadian

pharmacies.

Generic makers could also bring sema-
glutide to poorer countries where Novo
Nordisk never sought patent protection
and where there has been very little use of
thedrugso far. Researchersestimated that
the generics could be mass-produced foras
little as $3 a month per patient.

InIndia, Novo Nordisksells higher doses
of Wegovy for about $180 amonth, a price
thatisoutofreach for most patients.

EliLilly,an American sell
its weight loss drug as MDUI‘IJBI‘O for dia-
betes and as Zepbound for obesity, poses
the biggest competitive threat. Eli Lilly is
expected to retain patent protection for
another decade in most major markets.

Last year, the United States accounted
for two-thirdsofNovo Nordisk’s global sales
of Ozempicand Wegovy. But the company
has lost US market share to cheap copycat
versions of the drug produced through a
process known as compounding, These
are not generics; they fall into a legal grey
area, and US regulators recently vowed

“Manyof from
them, buthaven'tb thembecause

seribing the brand-r drugs 1

of patients,

India, like many countries, does not
permit the kind of prescription drug ads
aimed at consumers that are omnipresent
inthe US, Butwithgenerics looming, Novo
Nordisk this month paid for a front-page
ad promoting obesity awareness in major
newspapers. Eli Lillyhas been runningads
featuring Bollywood actors. Apparently
in response, Indian regulators last week

about the rulesagainst drugadvertising.

By early March 10 genenc anpenmrs
wereinthefi
Chineser
products, and at least a dozen more firms
hay 1 linical trials,

of their cost,” said Reema Arora, a derma-

The United | Laborn(ones which hasits

tologistand inNew Delhi.

Alkem Laboratories of Mumbai, one of
several manufacturers that has won reg-
ulatory approval to market a generic in
India, has been producing supplies and
preparing todistribute them. “We will try
and make sure as quickly as possible that
we can make our product accessible to
doctors and patients,” said Vikas Gupta,
the company's CEO.

On Instagram and WhatsApp, Indian

headquar nprovince

of Guangdong and in Hong Kong, expects

approval to sellits generic for diabetes be-

fore July, said Cao Chunlai, an executive at

the company’s research and development

subsidiary.
Chil

covers Novo Nordisk’s drug for diabetes,
while people taking it for obesity must pay
outof pocket.

The New York Times

unitof TB careand preven-
tion, including screening, diagnosis, and

luru, and Madhavi is a professor in
the Department of Community Medicine,
Yenepoya Medical College, Mangalurw)

Staplestospectacle:
The urban makeover

NEELATPHAL CHANDA AND
SANTOSH KUMAR

n a sweltering summer

morning, inmany house-

holds across eastern In-
dia,abowlof cold, water-soaked
rice, popularly knownas panta
bhat, would be served with a
sliceof fried red chilliand a few
crispy red lentil fritters. Often
accompamed by the reassur-
ance that it * hens the

of survival foods

amother in the state of Bihar.
Khichadr's story is not very
different. It is served as a cri-
sis menu for the masses. We
witnessed khichdi being pre-
pared for displaced people due
to floods or other disasters.
Khichadi is also synonymous
with the prison menu. Howev-
er, itis a lifesaver for students
preparing for competitive ex-
ammancns whoareaway from
d cookingintheirown

body and aids digestion,” the
dishhaslongbeen partofevery-
day nutritional wisdom, Years
later, the same preparation ap-
pears in food vlogs, described
as a ‘rural delicacy for an ad-
venturous palate’, garnished
withmicrogreensandavocado.
Whatwas once eatenout of ne-
cessity now returns as curated
curiosity. Thisshift tellsastory
of cultural transformation, in
which a meal once marked by
deprivation acquires value for
anurban gaze,

This transformation is not
abstract; it is already visible in
contemporary urban cultur-
al spaces. Visitors to the re-
cently concluded city festival,
BLR Hubba 2026, witnessed
hamaar litti, along with
shughani gully, which was one
of theattractions at the Thindi
Hubba. BLR Hubba, especial-
ly through spaces like Thindi
Hubba, is the institutional
recognition of everyday cul-
tural practices, Additionally,
there are khichadi parlours in
Bengaluru, such as The Great
Indian Khichadi, Khichadi
Bar, Khichadi House, and The
Ghee Khichadi Project, signal-
ling how these foods are trav-
elling from kitchens marked
by scarcity to curated urban
plates, carrying with them
fragments of memory, labour,
andsurvival.

Historically, panta bhat has
been associated with existen-
tialrecurrence, poverty,andthe
“lower™ socioeconomic rungs.
Drawing on Satyajit Ray’s clas-
sic cult film, Pather Panchali,
and Nandalal Bose's illustra-
tion in Sahaj Path, there were
enough references that reso-
nated deeply with panta bhat.
Particularly, millennialslike us,
whogrewupinajoint family, of-
tenheard wisdomary tales from
grandparents about this dish
being a staple at breakfast and
lunch. A close cousin is congee
orkanji, derived from the Tamil
word karici,whichisconsidered
awartime or famine recipe be-
cause it is made by boiling rice
withalargeamountofwater. It
is usually served with pickles.
Similarly, maad bhat (hot rice
water), which is rich in nutri-
ents, used to be a lifesaver for

kitchens. Litti Chokha has an
ambiguous story. Itisa kind of
delicacyinthemetrositis easily
available in Bihar and eastern
UP. It is a safe option for work-
ersinsmall towns and tehsils.

Though the vloggers are
trying to make these subal-
tern food practices viral, they
are doing so at the cost of era-
sure. Some celebrated chefs
are giving it a makeover with
shallow-fried mackerel and an
assortmentofsaladandserving
itto the elites with cottagecore
aesthetics. This has created
hype around these staple dish-
es, raising critical questions
like: can the Internet-frenzied
populacewhoInstagramsthese
dishes as savoury understand
theoriginal ethos of these food
practices?

The original ethos of these
food practices is sustenance
ratherthanspectacle. Thespec-
tacle also comes with a cost of
sustainability. These foods are
evidence of century-old local
sustainable practices. Panta
bhat is made with leftover rice
for fermentation, whichreduc-
es food waste. Fermentation
adds to what is better known
as probiotic food. Khichdi is
cooked not for conspiracy but
tosave timeand fuel. The origi-
nal ieei was roasted on a goitha
or upla (traditional fuel cake or
charcoal). The roasted /iztis of-
ten last two-three days without
spoiling. Migrants from Bihar
and UP often carry homemade
litei with pickles during their
longjourney,astheyare healthy
and economical. However, the
modern or fusion preparation,
which often includes adding
counter ingredients such as
deep-fried mackerel or extra
ghee, often spoils the origi-
nal texture. The aesthetics of
low-capital food become the
fetish of the rich. This fetish
presents these foods as exotic.
Though one can easily prepare
these foods at home, they are
priced exorbitantly in niche
restaurants. What we are wit-
nessing, perhaps, is not merely
aculinaryshiftbutadeepercul-
tural reconfiguration.

(Thewritersare

Jaculty at Christ [Deemed to be
University], Bengaluru)
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Indiahas toshape itsown
styleofdemocracy: PM

New Delhi, March 23

Prime Minister Indira Gandhi today
sharply rebuked foreign elements
“shedding tears for Indian democracy”
by bluntly telling them that democra-
cywas nobody’s monopoly and that
Indian democracy was not under

any foreign licence. In a hard-hitting
speech at a seminar here, she said that
India had ch notto

Nethravathy water tobe used
fordrought-proneareas

Bangalore, Mar 23

Chief Minister S M Krishna today said
the State Government would make an
allocation of Rs 5 crore in the ensuing
Budget for conducting technical study
on the project to increase the ground-
water level in 62 drought-affected
taluks in 10 districts by diverting the
course of Nemvathy river. Mr Krishna

please any country but because of the
belief that democracy would enable it
tostay united and make progress in the
modern world.

receiving the pre-
liminary feasibility report for diversion

OASIS | NANDKISHORE

butin

ityaway from thei
toward an external authority. In this
sense, assumption opens the path to
freedom and innerindependence,
while belief can easily harden
intorigidity, making one
ive, adamant, or

spiritual

ingthedifference between the twois
profound. Confusing them can lead
tomisunderstanding, because the
purpose of describing any spiritual
experienceis either to offer clarityor to
seekit. Those who have understood the
deeper meaning of these words havea

evenarrogant. Consider
asimple example. When
youvoluntarily choose to
serveanother person, what
actually happens through

Youfirst recognise the need of the

of river water for drinking
waterand ground water recharge for
62 drought-affected taluks.

toclarify their di

other. Thenyou attemptto fulfil thal

by your
own choice. No. ex(emal authomy com-
pelsyoutoactinthisway. Your service
isguided by awareness of the living
person before you, not by obedience
toafixedinstruction. ln this
sense,

Assumptionvsbelief: The key to spmtual freedom
Wisistae

words assumption and beliefasif they
wereinterchangeable. Inordinary
conversation this may pass unnonccr.l

Theliving individual turns intoa means
for fulfilling the command. Buta book
is nota conscious being. Only living
beings possess needs and the capacity
for discernment. When belief replaces
responsibility, trust m the: W|sdnrn of
humani

itremains open todialogue,
understanding, and change.
Now imagine performing
the same act because a book

commands you to do so; the

yourwords, mjnd, and actions? v:xction may still appear similar,

yetits spirit changes. The process
becomes governed by rules and
procedures. The person you serve may

whpn a needuu h priate
iously, h r ibil htful action. This pr
ity forit. Belief, however, often shifts and . Itarises b you

lly become secondary, while
the instruction itself becomes primary.

As conscious beings, we should
prioritise living relationships rather
than blindly following words written
long ago under circumstances very dif-
ferent from our own. Ifhuman beings
shifted from mere belief to conscious
assumption of responsibility, many
conflicts might never arise. Imagine
thateach of us assumed responsibility
for peace. Who then could persuade us
towagewar?
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Familiar script

Astrologer-godman Ashok Kharat thrived
on a potent mix of fear, faith, aspiration

he sordid unravelling of self-styled astrologer-god-
Tman Ashok Kharat is not merely the story of an

individual’s fall from grace, it is an indictment of
a society that repeatedly enables such figures to rise
unchecked. From a modest numerology practice in the
late 1990s to charging an astonishing 50 lakh per consul-
tation, Kharat's trajectory reflects a dangerous blend of
charisma, opportunism and public gullibility -- one that
has now collided with grave allegations of sexual exploit-
ation. The ongoing probe by a special investigation team
(SIT) must, therefore, go far beyond the individual. It
must interrogate the ecosystem that allowed Kharat to
operate with impunity. His carefully cultivated persona -
- an ex-merchant navy professional with global exposure,
fluent in multiple languages and adept at persuasive
communication -~ was weaponised to build trust among
vulnerable individuals. Beginning in villages like
Kahandalwadi in Maharashtra’s Sinnar tehsil, he
reportedly approached residents seeking innocuous
details such as dates of birth and names, only to grad-
ually draw them into a web of dependency.

This is a familiar script. Across India, self-proclaimed
godmen and astrologers have long thrived on a potent
mix of fear, faith and aspiration. They promise certainty
in uncertain times, offering easy answers to complex per-
sonal and professional dilemmas. What sets Kharat apart
is not the model, but the staggering scale of monetisation
and the brazenness with which influence appears to have
been leveraged. Equally troubling is the culture of
silence that often surrounds such figures. Allegations of
exploitation - especially sexual - rarely emerge in isola-
tion. They are typically preceded by years of unchecked
authority, during which victims are manipulated,
coerced or intimidated into submission. The very aura
of divinity or special knowledge that these individuals
cultivate becomes a shield against scrutiny.

The arrest of Kharat in a rape case, while significant,
is only the first step. Justice will demand not just
accountability for alleged crimes, but a systemic reckon-
ing. Why do regulatory frameworks remain so toothless
when it comes to such practices? Why are claims of
supernatural ability allowed to be marketed without
oversight, often targeting the distressed? There is also an
urgent need for societal introspection. Blind faith cannot
be an alibi for exploitation. The willingness to place
unverified individuals on pedestals - granting them
power over personal decisions, finances and even bodies
-- must be questioned. The Kharat episode should serve
as a wake-up call. It underscores the urgent necessity of
scientific temper, legal vigilance and social courage.
Unless these elements converge, the cycle will repeat.

Wetland emergency

The conspicuous absence of flamingos in
Navi Mumbai signals an ecological collapse

he eerie silence over the wetlands of Navi Mumbai
Tthis season is not a natural aberration, it is a dam-

ning verdict on urban neglect. The conspicuous
absence of flamingos, once a defining spectacle of the
region, signals not just a seasonal disruption but a full-
blown ecological collapse unfolding in plain sight. For
years, satellite wetlands such as DPS Lake, NRI Lake and
T S Chanakya Lake have served as vital extensions of the
Thane Creek Flamingo Sanctuary, hosting migratory fla-
mingos between November and May. Their absence dur-
ing peak months - from January to March -- should have
triggered immediate alarm. Instead, it has taken activist
intervention to label the crisis for what it is: A wetland
emergency. Science leaves little room for denial. Water
quality tests reveal total dissolved solids (TDS) levels
soaring between 17,000 and 23,000 mg/L, more than three
times the threshold for a healthy wetland ecosystem.
Such toxicity is not accidental, it is the cumulative result
of unchecked sewage discharge, industrial effluents and
reckless urban expansion. In these poisoned waters, the
delicate food chains that sustain flamingos collapse, ren-
dering once-thriving habitats biologically dead.

This is not merely about birds. Flamingos are senti-
nel species - when they vanish, they take with them a
warning about the health of the entire ecosystem. The
degradation of these wetlands points to a broader envi-
ronmental failure that threatens biodiversity, ground-
water quality and ultimately human well-being. Yet, the
response from authorities has been marked by a familiar
lethargy, as if ecological decline were an acceptable
trade-off for urban growth. What makes this crisis par-
ticularly indefensible is its predictability.
Environmentalists have long cautioned against the sys-
tematic neglect of Navi Mumbai's wetlands. These frag-
ile ecosystems have been treated as dumping grounds or
real estate reserves rather than protected habitats.
Regulatory frameworks exist on paper, but enforcement
remains sporadic and toothless.

The disappearance of flamingos should have been
unthinkable in a region that prides itself on hosting one
of India’s most significant urban bird sanctuaries.
Instead, it has become a stark illustration of how quickly
natural heritage can be squandered when governance
fails. Restoration will not be easy. It demands immediate
cessation of pollutant inflows, rigorous monitoring of
water quality and a legally enforceable protection
regime for all satellite wetlands. Equally crucial is public
accountability - those responsible for contaminating
these ecosystems must face consequences, not merely
advisories. The wetlands of Navi Mumbai are not
expendable. Their decline is a warning shot for conserva-
tionists.

Itead maore o www.epaperlokmat.com/lokmattimes
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OPINION

Tehran bleeds Gulf, not Israel

UAE leadership has declared that sustained strikes imperil full-scale regional conflagration

Prabhu Chawla
POWER & POLITICS

istory’s wisest voices have

always warned of war's

hidden poison. “War is

hell,” American General
William Sherman declared, yet,
leaders still chase glory in its
flames. Today, in the smoke of the
West Asian cataclysm, those
ancient cautions resonate with
chilling urgency. As the US-Israeli
campaign against Iran enters its
third week, one unyielding verity
emerges with stark clarity. Tehran
has deliberately chosen restraint
towards Israel and ferocity towards
its Arab neighbours.

This calculated asymmetry is no
mere tactical footnote. It unveils
the regime's authentic objective.
Rather than matching Israel strike
for strike in pursuit of decisive mil-
itary damage, Iran has unleashed
thousands of missiles and drones
upon the United Arab Emirates,
Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Kuwait and
Bahrain. Only a modest fraction
has been directed at the Jewish
state.

This stark disparity has ignited
profound interrogations about
Iran’s genuine strategic aim. Is
Tehran truly fixated on Israel? Or
does its intent lie in eviscerating
the Sunni Arab economies that sus-
tain America's regional dom-
inance? The Shia-Sunni schism,
carved deep by decades of rivalry,
may illuminate the choice. And
why have the Arab states, despite
enduring the brunt of this ons-
laught, refrained from direct retali-
ation? Ramadan has now con-
cluded. Some analysts speculate
whether a post-Eid counter-offen-
sive might yet materialise. The
war's inaugural salvos proved mer-
cilessly effective. On February 28,
US and Israeli forces eliminated
supreme leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei along with Iran's politi-
cal-military aristocracy.

Yet the regime endured.
Khamenei's second son Mojtaba. a
56-year-old hardliner forged in the
crucible of the Iran-Iraq war, was
elected supreme leader. This metic-
ulously pre-planned succession
granted Iran temporary opera-
tional continuity far beyond the
expectations of most Western ana-
lysts, Iran's Operation True
Promise IV, initiated in the first
week of March, has so far dis-
charged roughly 220 ballistic mis-
siles and at least 110 drones against
Israel in successive salvos as part
of a cumulative total that remains
confined to the low-to-mid hun-
dreds of ballistic missiles and
drones. The civilian casualties in

By striking the very nations harbounng US bases that facilitate Israeli and
American air operations, Tehran seeks to impose intolerable economic and
political burdens.

Israel range between 12 and 24
dead, with impacts registered in
Tel Aviv, Haifa, Beit Shemesh,
Ramat Gan, Holon and surround-
ing locales. The physical destruc-
tion has remained symbolic.
Critical military installations have
sustained only negligible impair-
ment; the airbases continued full
operations.

On the contrary, the Gulf narra-
tive unfolds on an altogether differ-
ent scale. The UAE alone has
endured 314 ballistic missiles, 1,672
drones and 15 cruise missiles by
mid-March. Kuwait documented
over 120 missiles and 308 drones.
Qatar confronted 127 missiles, 63
drones plus two Su-24 aircraft inci-
dents. Bahrain absorbed 105 mis-
siles and 176 drones. Saudi Arabia
and other Gulf states registered
dozens more apiece. In the con-
flict’s early phase, approximately
60 per cent of Iran’s ordnance tar-
geted US bases and Gulf infrastruc-
ture rather than Israel.

The human and economic devas-
tation inflicted upon the Arab
world has proven incomparably
more profound. Iranian drone and
missile barrages have repeatedly
assailed Dubai International
Airport, the planet’s busiest inter-
national gateway. Fuel depots were
ignited. Flights were suspended or
massively diverted. Luxury hote]b
and energy

billion annually.

By striking the very nations har-
bouring US bases that facilitate
Israeli and American air opera-
tions, Tehran seeks to impose intol-
erable economic and political bur-
dens. It expects that it would com-
pel the Gulf rulers to pressure
Washington into cessation. The
doctrine is anything but arbitrary.
Strategists identify this as textbook
asymmetric doctrine. It aims to
inflate the cost of American entan-
glement by bleeding its Sunni Arab
proxies rather than pursuing out-
right military supremacy over the
far more robustly defended Israeli

Arab restraint, meanwhile, con-
tinues to perplex observers.
Despite absorbing the campaign’s
most punishing blows, the UAE,
Saudi Arabia, Qatar and others
have refrained from direct counter-
strikes against Iranian soil. The
imperatives transcend seasonal
considerations. These nations
remain profoundly dependent upon
the US security umbrella; their mil-
itary doctrines prioritise intercep-
tion over deep offensive projection
across the Gulf.

Direct confrontation with Iran
would court catastrophic escala-
tion, annihilation of oil infrastruc-
ture and economic self-immolation.
Ramadan’'s emphasis on restraint
infused an additional layer of dip-
lomatic delicacy; Gulf statements
invoked Muslim solidarity. Arab
foreign ministers convened in
Riyadh, issued strong condemna-
tions of the Iranian attacks and
demanded immediate cessation.
However, it stopped short of bellig-
erent participation.

Talk of a post-Ramadan Arab
offensive to “finish Iran™ remains a
speculation. Gulf leadership recog-
nises that only American and
Israeli power can meaningfully
degrade Tehran's capabilities.
They therefore absorb the punish-
ment, rely upon US interceptors
and permit Washington to shoulder
the offensive burden while their
economies continue to bleed.

Yet, the UAE has now issued an
ultimatum. The UAE

heartland.

This reality compels an even
more disquieting inquiry. Is Iran’s
ultimate objective mere regime
preservation through economic
attrition? Or does an underlying
sectarian calculus animate the dis-
parity? Iran stands as the pre-
eminent Shia power in the region.
The Gulf monarchies remain over-
whelmingly Sunni. For genera-
tions, Tehran has regarded these
Sunni Arab states - above all Saudi
Arabia and the UAE - as existential
ideological and geopolitical adver-
saries. The enduring legacy of the
Iran-Iraq War, proxy conflicts in
Yemen, Syria and Lebanon, and the
Islamic republic’s self-styled “axis
of resistance” have all been
i i coloured by this primor-

direct hits.

Qatar’s Ras Laffan LNG facility
suffered extensive destruction,
Saudi Arabia’s Yanbu refinery and
various Kuwaiti installations were
deliberately targeted, along with
luxury hotels across all states.
Global oil prices have rocketed bey-
ond $110. Tourism, a cornerstone
of the UAE and other Gulf econ-
omies, has haemorrhaged an esti-
mated $550-650 million daily, with
projections forecasting aggregate
regional losses surpassing $40-56

dial Shia-Sunni divide.

By systematieally punishing the
Sunni Gulf economies that norma-
lised relations with Israel through
the Abraham Accords, Tehran
simultaneously undermines
America’s Sunni bulwarks and
positions itself as the valiant
guardian of the broader Muslim
ummah against “Zionist-American
aggression”. Iran’s capacity to sus-
tain this campaign notwithstand-
ing decapitation strikes is nothing
short of remarkable.

leadership, in concert with Saudi
Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman, has declared that sus-
tained strikes imperil full-scale
regional conflagration. Should Iran
refuse to relent, the UAE retains
the prerogative to strike back.
ile, Iran has si
paralysed vital installations, pro-
pelled oil prices into the strato-
sphere and compelled global scru-
tiny of the human and financial
torment inflicted upon its Sunni
neighbours.

The strategy harbours existen-
tial peril. It risks alienating poten-
tial Arab public sympathy and
inviting deeper international ostra-
cism as Trump's core alliance
endures. As Mojtaba’s inner circle
entrenches itself behind the
‘mosaic defence’ doctrine, and as
the Gulf tallies its escalating bil-
lions in losses, Tehran is not
destroying itself in this conflict. It
is devouring the very economic
architecture that keeps the Islamic
republic afloat -- global energy
flows. War is never the right tool to
save an identity. It becomes the tool
that finally inhales it.

The author is a
senior journalist.
Views expressed are personal.

India steps forward towards TB- free future

s Dr Sushant Meshram

n the occasion of World

Tuberculosis Day, health-

care professionals, stu-

dents and citizens came
together to raise awareness and
reaffirm their ~ commitment
towards eliminating tuberculosis
(TB) under India’s National
Tuberculosis Elimination
Programme (NTEP). The day is
observed on March 24 every year to
commemorate the historic discov-
ery of the TB bacillus by Robert
Koch in 1882.

Tuberculosis remains an air-
borne infectious disease that pri-
marily affects the lungs and
spreads through droplets when an
infected person coughs or sneezes.
It commonly affects individuals
with weakened immunity due to
malnutrition, smoking, alcohol use,
diabetes or poor living conditions.
Despite this, TB is completely cur-
able with early diagnosis and
proper treatment.

India contributes nearly 25-27%
of the global TB burden, with
approximately 2.5-2.8 million cases
annually. Maharashtra reports
around 2.5-3 lakh cases, while
Nagpur district contributes 8,000-
10,000 cases annually, reflecting
both disease burden and improved
detection.

Data from the DR-TB Centre at
Government Medical College and
Superspeciality Hospital, Nagpur,

provides valuable insight into the
current situation. A total of 2,903
drug-resistant TB (DR-TB) patients
have been initiated on treatment,
with over 1,700 patients success-
fully treated or cured, reflecting
encouraging outcomes. Around 262
patients are currently on treat-
ment, indicating strong follow-up
systems. However, mortality (~13%)
and default (~9%) highlight the
need for continued patient support.
The data clearly shows that TB
predominantly affects the young
population (15-44 years), accounting
for nearly 70% of cases, signifi-
cantly impacting education and
economic productivity. Males con-
stitute about 62% of cases, and a
large proportion of patients fall in
lower weight categories, indicating
the role of malnutrition.
Importantly, the programme is
witnessing a transition towards all-
oral regimens, improving patient
comfort and adherence, and reduc-
ing complications associated with

el
\

injectable drugs.
The situation of extensively

drugresistant TB  (XDR-TB),
though relatively smaller in
numbers, remains a serious con-
cern. A total of 47 XDR-TB patients
have been initiated on treatment at
the centre. While some patients
have achieved cure or treatment
completion, a high mortality rate
(~57%) reflects the severity of
advanced drug-resistant disease.
Encouragingly, no patients are cur-
rently on active XDR treatment,
indicating closure of treatment
cohorts and improved manage-
ment. Most XDR cases also fall in
the younger age group, further
emphasising the need for early
detection and prevention.

India has significantly strength-
ened TB diagnostics with rapid
molecular tests like CBNAAT and
TrueNat, which detect TB and drug
resistance within hours. Al-based
chest X-ray screening is enhancing
early case detection, especially in

W TBis curable with early diagnosis

W Free treatment available under
government programmes

W Modern diagnostics provide results
in hours

W New all-oral regimens improve
outcomes

W Healthy lifestyle reduces TB risk

high-burden areas. These advance-
ments ensure faster and more accu-
rate diagnosis.

Treatment success rates for
drug-sensitive TB are as high as 85-

%, and newer regimens such as
BPaL (Bedaguiline, Pretomanid,
Linezolid) are revolutionising drug-
resistant TB care with shorter, all-
oral and more effective treatment
options.

Prevention remains egually
important. Avoiding smoking, lim-
iting alcohol, improving nutrition,
ensuring ventilation and early test-
ing are key to reducing TB spread.
The ﬁght agamst TBis mm easingly

thh actwe partlclpatmn from
healthcare workers, students and
the people.

With sustained efforts, techno-
logical advancements and strong
public involvement, India is
steadily moving towards its goal of
eliminating TB by 2025.

“Yes! We can end TB -- through
awareness, early diagnosis and col-
lective action”

The author is professor & head,
Department of Pulmonary
Medicine, GMC & SSH, Nagpur:
Views expressed are personal.
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LOBAL warming as is known

is the long-term increase in
Earths average atmospheric and
oceanic temperatures. The primary
cause is the burning of fossil fuels
(coal, oil, gas) for energy, which
releases heat-trapping gases like
carbon dioxide. Deforestation sig-
nificantly contributes to the crisis
because trees that absorb CO2 are
cut down, destroying natural car-
bon sinks. Industrialization and
increased use of vehicles emit large
amounts of greenhouse gases into
the atmosphere. This warming
leads to severe consequences, in-
cluding melting glaciers, ice sheets,
and rising sea levels. It causes more
frequent and intense natural disas-
ters, such as heat waves, droughts,
storms, and floods. Global warm-

ing disrupts ecosystems, threaten-
ing biodiversity and causing many
animals to lose their habitats. It
directly affects human health, caus-
ing heat stress, increased allergies,
and the spread of infectious dis-
eases. Key solutions include reduc-
ing reliance on fossil fuels, adopt-
ing renewable energy (solar, wind),
and increasing energy efficiency.
Planting more trees and adopting
eco-friendly habits are essential to
mitigating the impact of climate
change.

March 23 is World Meteorologi-
cal Day, with the theme “Observ-
ing Today, Protecting Tomorrow””
Marking the day, the World Mete-
orological Organisation (WMO)
released the State of the Global
Climate report 2025, analysing a

range of key climate indicators, in-
cluding greenhouse gas concentra-
tions, surface temperature, ocean
heatand acidification, sealevel rise,
Antarcticsea ice extent, and glacier
melt. The report confirmed that
2015-2025 were the hottest 11 years
on record, and 2025 was the second
or third hottest year on record, at
about 1.43 degrees Celsius above
the 1850-1900 average. Extreme
events around the world, includ-
ing intense heat, heavy rainfall and
tropical cyclones, caused disrup-
tion and devastation, highlighting
the vulnerability of interconnected
economies and societies. The ocean
continues to warm and absorb car-
bon dioxide. Over the past two dec-
ades, the ocean has absorbed the
equivalent of about 18 times the an-

Earth’s energy imbalance turns worse than ever

nual human energy used each year.
Last year, ocean heat content (to a
depth of 2,000 meters) reached the
highest level since records began in
1960, surpassing the previous high
set in 2024. The Earth's climate is
more out of balance than atany time
in observed history, as greenhouse
gas concentrations drive continued
warming of the atmosphere and
ocean as well as melting of ice, the
WMO said on Monday. For the first
time, the report indluded Earth's en-
ergy imbalance as a key climate in-
dicator. The Earth’s energy balance
measures the rate at which energy
enters and leaves the Earth system,
Xinhua news agency reported.
Earth's energy imbalance has been
increasing since its observational
record began in 1960, particularly

in the past 20 years. It reached a
new high in 2025. Data from indi-
vidual monitoring stations showed
that levels of three main greenhouse
gases -- carbon dioxide, methane
and nitrous oxide -- continued to
increase in 2025. With the ongoing
Iran-America war and the burning
down of oil installations leading to
further environmental chaos, sec-
tions of the world are already facing
its impact. The Iranian response to
the US rampage has been deliber-
ate and calculated to keep the fires
burning, literally. While the wur]d
worries about the socio-

() LETTERS

Work together toend TB

EVERY March 24, marking World Tuberculosis Day,
presents an opportunity to reflect on the progress of
the fight against TB. This year’s theme is quite appropriate,
“Yes! We can end TB: Led by countries, powered by peo-
ple? In India, which accounts for a significant share of the
global TB burdcn there has been considerable progress
through g, faster di and large-
scale treatment pmgmnuncs However, the incidence rates
are higher than the elimi targets. Itis p ble an
curable with early detection and complete treatment, Latent
TB infection may exist without symptoms but can become
active if timely testing, adl to
collective responsibility, global efforts and com-

cost of this war and the medium-
term impact it will have on the glob-
al economy, it is time to factor in the
ecological damage being caused at
the same time

‘Sword of Damocles’ bail and personal liberty

[
PrOF MADABHUSHI
SRIDHAR ACHARYULU

OMPLETE  confu-
sion and controver-
sial points remain

when it comes to consti-
tutional issues on bail and
arrest. In recent times, the
Supreme Court dealt with
many bail cases but did not
create a dlear rule about bail.
Instead, its approach de-
veloped gradually through
different cases. It repeatedly
spoke about the importance
of personal liberty, long de-
lays in trials, and the prob-
lem of people remaining in
jail for years before their
guilt is proven. This serious
issue on the fundamental
right is yet to be settled.

Bail with conditions:

‘The Mahmudabad v State
of Haryana is an example.
Ali Khan, an associate pro-
fessor at Ashoka University,
was arrested over two social
media posts related to “Op-
eration Sindoor” The FIRs
alleged that his posts could
threaten public order and
national security.

When the matter came
before the Supreme Court
in May 2025, the Bench did
not stop the police investiga-
tion. Instead, it directed that
a Special Investigation Team
(SIT) should examine the
case carefully, especially the
language used in the posts.

At the same time, the
court gramed conditional

interim bail to the profes-
sor. He was forbidden from
writing or speaking pub-
licly about the subject of
the FIRs, terrorists and the
armed forces’ response.
‘Through this order of 21
May, the court tried to bal-
ance two concerns: protect-
ing the individuals tempo-
rary liberty, and at the same
time, allowing the investiga-
tion to continue. However,
there was no conclusive
decision on whether the
speech itself was lawful.

Bail in anti-conversion
law cases:

A similar cautious ap-
proach appeared in cases
involving state anti-conver-
sion laws. In Aman Siddiqui
alias Aman Chaudhary v
State of Uttarakhand, the
accused was arrested after
objections were raised about
his interfaith marriage, de-
spite the consent of both
families.

Setting aside the Uttara-
khand High Courts deci-
sion denying bail, the apex
court bench observed that
the state had no reason to
abject when two adults had
willingly chosen to live to-
gether. He was granted bail
on 19 May.

Another related case ex-
posed how procedural mis-
takes can affect personal
liberty. In Aftab v State of
Uttar Pradesh, on 25 June,
although the Supreme Court
had granted bail in April, the
accused was not released for
almost a month. Authorities
claimed that the bail order
did not mention a particu-
lar sub-clause of the Uttar
Pradesh  anti-conversion
law.

The SC said it was a “trav-
esty of justice” that a per-
son remained in jail simply
because a subsection num-
ber was missing in the or-

velopment came in Anna
Waman Bhalerao v State of
Maharashtra on 12 Septem-
ber. Here, the issue was an-
ticipatory bail in a dispute
involving alleged forged
land records. Although the
Supreme Court ultimately
refused anticipatory bail, it
used the case to highlight
a larger problem-bail ap-
plications remain pending
for years while courts keep

ding interim protec-

bail, it used th P bail

rts keep

years

otection. Th PR
affecting personal liberty should not hang indefinitely over a

person’shead like a “sword of Damocles.” They issued directions

for faster disposal of bail and anticipatory bail applications.

der. Calling the detention
“hyper-technical and irrel-
evant the Court ordered
compensation of &5 lakh for
the 28 days Aftab spent in
custody despite having bail.

At the same time, the
broader constitutional chal-
lenge to anti-conversion
laws is still pending before
the Court in Citizens for
Justice and Peace v State of
Uttar Pradesh. In that case,
the Court will decide wheth-
er such laws violate funda-
mental rights like privacy,
personal liberty, freedom
of religion, and the right to
choose one’s partner.

indefinitely while the ac-
cused remains in jail.

The Court also showed
that bail orders must be
properly reasoned and fair
to victims. In Victim X v
State of Bihar, the Supreme
Court, on 21 July, cancelled
bail granted by a High Court
in a case under the Sched-
uled Castes and Scheduled
Tribes (Prevention of Atroc-
ities) Act.

The SC pointed out
that the victim had not
been heard before bail was
granted. It also noted that
the accused held a position
of influence as a person in
charge of a shelter home in
Bihar and faced serious al-
legations of trafficking and
sexual exploitation of resi-
dents. Because these factors
were ignored earlier, the
Supreme Court set aside the
bail order.

A similar legal shortcom-
ing was observed in the Net-
sity Systems v State (NCT of
Delhi). The Supreme Court
overturned a Delhi High
Court decision granting bail.

Bail in economic offences:

In another case involv-
ing alleged cryptocurrency
fraud, the court again fo-
cused on prolonged deten-
tion. In Subhelal v State of
Chhattisgarh, an alleged
crypto investment scheme
fraudster was kept in cus-
tody for over nine months.
The Supreme Court noted
that the chargesheet had
been filed but the trial was
moving slowly. The apex
court has been insisting that
trials should not be delayed

Speeding up bail decisions:
Another important de-

tion. The judges warned that
matters affecting personal
liberty should not hang in-
definitely over a person’s
head like a “sword of Damo-
cles.” They issued directions
for faster disposal of bail
and anticipatory bail appli-
cations.

In Sagar v State of Uttar
Pradesh, the High Court
had granted bail to an ac-
cused simply because a co-
accused had already been
released. The SC observed
on 28 November that courts
must examine the specific
role of each accused per-
son and determine whether
their situation is truly com-
parable.

Anticipatory bail-
SC/ST Act

In the Kiran v Rajkumar
Jivraj Jain case on 1 Septem-
ber, the allegations involved
that the accused had as-
saulted and humiliated the
complainant using a caste-
based slur (the SC/ST (Pre-
vention of Atrocities) Act).
A three-judge bench ruled
that when a FIR clearly
shows a prima facie offence
under the Act, the statutory
bar on anticipatory bail ap-
plies.

Preventive detention

and protests:
Environmental  activist

Sonam Wangchuk was de-

tained under the National

Security Act after protests
in Leh demanding con-
stitutional  safeguards for
Ladakh turned violent.

He was moved to
Jodhpur  Central  Jail,
far from Ladakh.

His wife challenged the
detention before the Su-
preme Court, questioning
both the grounds and the
use of preventive detention
in a protest situation. The
Court issued notice to the
Union government and al-
lowed amendments to the
petition.  Wangchuk  was
released after the matter
reached the Supreme Court.

The Khalid case:

Perhaps the most closely
followed bail hearing of
2025 was Umar Khalid v
State (NCT of Delhi). Umar
Khalid was in jail since Sep-
tember 2020 in connection
with the alleged conspiracy
behind the 2020 Delhi riots.

By the time the case
reached the Supreme Court,
he had spent more than five
years in custody without
trial. During hearings be-
tween October and Decem-
ber, the Delhi police argued
that the riots were planned
and not spontaneous. They
relied on speeches, witness
statements, call records, lo-
cation data, and WhatsApp
messages to suggest Khalid
played a coordinating role
in protests and road block-

ades.

Khalids lawyers argued
that merely being part of
WhatsApp groups did not
prove participation in a
conspiracy. Khalids  bail
plea was rejected by the
Supreme Court in January
this year under the UAPA
standard.

(The writer is Advisor,
School of Law, Mahindra
Univcrsily. Hyderabad)

munity involvement can help eliminate the disease.
Dr Krishna Kumar Vepakomma, Hyderabad-45

TB remains number one killer disease

he World Tuberculosis Day has been observed every
March 24 since 1982. This year’s theme “Yes! We can
end TB: Led by countries, powered by peoplé’ isa renewed
call that underscores the importance of urgency and ac-
countability. It offers an opportunity to reflect on ongo-
ing efforts and encourage stronger commitment at local,
national, and international levels to put an end to TB, TB
continues to devastate millions of lives globally, inflicting
severe health, social, and economic consequences. Every
year, over 4,400 persons succumb to TB, and 30,000 are
newly infected. Around 2.6 million Indians suffer from TB.
Tt is believed that around 25 per cent of the world popula-
tion has been infected with TB. World TB Day reminds us
that it is still the number one killer disease. Although TB
is curable and preventable, the control demands a highly
cost-effective health intervention. Meanwhile, in the back-
drop of dedining international funding for TB eradication
given the current geopolitical climate, there is a fear that

the global targets to end TB set for 2030 may not fructify.
Dr Burra Madhusudhan Reddy, Karimnagar

Evade social media trap with self-discipline

TH reference to the article "Social media bans and
the Indian dilemma” by Dr Bhaskar Nath Biswal, it is
evident thatsocial media platforms pose considerable threat
to the mental well-being of young people. The continuous
exposure to unrealistic standards and harmful content of-
ten leads to anxiety, depression, and issues with self-esteem.
These platforms can distract students from academics, neg-
atively influencing their future career devel Instead
of focusing on personal growth, many youngsters fall for
the peer comparison trap or succumb to addictive features
of social media. To counter such threats, it is crucial to em-
power the youth with digital literacy. Parents and educators
must gmdc young people on how to manage screen time
ively, and avoid negative
influences, Addmonal]y, social media can be a useful tool
for career development if used wisely. Platforms can help
connect students with mentors, educational resources, and
communities that foster skill development, It is essential for
young users to balance their online activities with offline
pursuits, focusing on building their future careers through
networking, learning, and self-discipline.
Raju Kolluru, Kakinada

Rethink on IT introduction
inschool curriculum

HIS refers to the write-up, "Social media bans and the

Indian dilemma” (THI, March 23). It must be analysed
whether the curriculum that's prescribed for students up to
the age 16 years warrants browsing the internet. Students in
the 14-16 years age-group will be in the ninth, tenth and elev-
enth dasses. Earlier, students required only books and notes
of the teachers to study. Nowadays, the system and syllabus
have undergone tremendous changes. It is time the authori-
ties ponder over these aspects and make suitable amends.

S Sankaranarayanan, Chennai-40

Midday meals have reduced dropout rates

'HERE was an unpalatable and unwarranted slip of the tongue
by Pravachana exponent Garikapati Narasimharao, who de-
naunccd providing midday meals in schools. Without going into
let me put forward my poignant observations. From

Gas and fuel crisis is neither new to India nor the world

Dr HYMA MOORTY

EEING the present crisis

unfolding as regards the
shortage of cooking gas and
fuel for vehicles, I have been
transported back to the 1960%.
As a kid, I would join the long
queues outside fair price shops
with my mom, waiting for
sugar and kerosene. The mys-
tery of those serpentine lines
lingered, till my mother would
excitedly announce, 'stocks ar-
rived! We would rush to grab
our monthly quota—3kg sugar,
10 liters kerosene for a family
of six! Often, the shop would
shut down in the middle of the
maonth. The ‘Lord of the shop’
would secretly sell it all to the
highest bidder, leaving the
people with empty hands.

The fuel situation in India
up to the 1990s was charac-
terized by severe scarcity, long
queues and a slow transition
from traditional cooking fuels
to LPG, Kerosene was the pri-
mary fuel for the masses while
LPG (gas) was a luxury, and
petrol expensive and often ra-
tioned due to global oil stocks.
Of course, there were not too
many two wheelers and four
wheelers per family. In those
days, the ‘primus’ kerosene
stove was a staple in city homes
asa replacement for traditional
wood chulha. Those were the

days of waillists for gas con-
nections, kerosene stove dra-
mas, and the prized Nutan
stove smuggled from Delhi for
its fuel efficiency.

I remember the ritual of
pumping up the pressure stove,
the thrill of pinning and prun-
ing the wicks just right, and the
occasional burst of flame when
it got too pumped up. Severe
shortages were common par-
ticularly after the geopolitical
events that like we have now,
wars in the world or wars with
Pakistan, forcing families to
rely on limited rations. Those
were simpler times amidst
scarcity. Of course, most of
it being man-made then and
even now. No political support
or sloganeering, no electronic
media interviews and no social
media platforms, but T learnt
only to understand the situa-
tionand act.

In the 1970s, gas connec-
tions were a luxury. We had
booked one, but years went
by with no sign of it arriving.
That was when we moved to
Dehradun, and it seemed like
our wait would continue in-
definitely. But fate had other
plans—a friend working with
ONGC, freshly transferred
to Assam, came to our res-
cue. ONGC employees there
enjoyed domestic piped gas
connections, and ‘gifted’ to us

what was his. For years, the
connection stayed in his (or
rather, his father’s) name. Then
one day, Cal Gas announced
an amnesty scheme for ‘illegal’
connections—pay a nominal
fee, and wed be the legitimate
owners. We jumped at it, and
finally, we had our own gas
connection.

But the gas connection
was just the beginning of our
adventure, Getting the refill
was a whole different story—
sometimes it felt like climb-
ing Mount Everest! We were
initially allotted just one cyl-
inder, so when it ran out, wed
be stuck with kerosene for
weeks, Procuring it was an-
other uphill task. Dehradun’s
refills came from Assam, and
during the rainy season and
during the severe winter pe-
riod, it would take up to two
months to arrive. When the
refill finally came, it was a cel-

cbration! But don't expect it to
be delivered home—no way!
You would have to ride your
scooter to the gas go down,
with aslip from the gas agency
located in another corner and
pray the lot had arrived. And
if you were lucky, youd man-
age to load the cylinder onto
your scooter, with your wife
holding it tight or a 10-year-
old kid balancing behind you.
It was quite a sight, seeing
two-wheelers loaded with gas
cylinders, a common spectacle
back then. By the end of 90s,
two cylinders became more
common but procuring refills
was still high pressure, with
consumers facing long waits
for deliveries, Global opening
in 90s and gradual improve-
ment in LPG availability,
reduced the reliance on ra-
tioned kerosene. Fast forward
to today, and gas connections
are a norm, thanks to the gov-

ernment’s welfare schemes for
women. Those days are now a
distant memory, and we are all
enjoying the convenience of
gas at home.

Back then petrol was sub-
jected to severe rationing in
many places, and its price was
largely sensitive to geopoliti-
cal turmoil. During the 1973
war between Israel and Egypt,
Jordan and Syria the (OAPEC)
Organization of Arab Petro-
leum Exporting Countries re-
duced oil shipments to coun-
tries supporting Isracl. The oil
spot market price increased
from 3 dollars to more than
20 dollars. During the fall of
the Shah of Iran in 1979 and
the Iran-Iraq war in 1980 the
price of oil rose almost daily
with the geo-political turmoil
and the cost of oil skyrock-
eted. With the war in Gulf
countries the effect was seen
in all countries dependent on
them for oil and India was no
exception. We Indians tend to
hit the panic button fast, don't
we?

Next thing you know, eve-
ryoné’s gone into hoarding
mode, stocking up for the
apocalypse. Petrol was no ex-
ception—people started filling
up their ‘tanks’ and storing
extra ‘cans’ just in case! The
petrol story was a whole dif-
ferent ball game. Just when

you think things were looking
up, the queue season would
roll around, and chaos would
ensue! Long lines at petrol
stations, men standing with
their vehicles for hours on
end after office hours—it was
the norm. Petrol bunks intro-
duced separate queues for la-
dies, but let’s be real. 1 was one
of the few women who could
handle both two-wheelers and
four- wheelers, and our family
friends knew it!

Word spread, and sud-
denly T had a fan club show-
ing up at my place in the eve-

personality, though—it was
the petrol they were after! |
would ride their two wheel-
ers to the pump, get them
filled, sometimes switch be
tween different stations to
avoid detection. The petrol
attendants never suspected a
thing! Those were crazy times,
and 1 am pretty sure those
days won't be back

India is managing the cur-
rent scarcity due to the war;
it is a tough situation. The
government assures there is
no immediate fuel shortage
risk, with sufficient crude oil
stocks and increased LPG
production, With the govern-
ment monitoring the situation

closely, the prices are stable for

now.

I®

nings, it wasn't my charming

1960 to 1973, elementary and high school students were deprived
of nutritious food due to poverty. Once children from a brahmin
family, who were my father’s students and fainted due to lack of
food. My mother fed them. Even hostels run by private manage-
ment were in deplorable condition, more so when it came to girls,
My parents not only gave them educational guidance but also fed
children from economically impoverished families. College stu-
dents from such families were boarders at Ramji Hostel, Malkap-
uaam, Machilipatnam. I can state that but for the food provided
freely at that time, many would have left the college, Now, midday
meals at schools and colleges area great help to children from the
underprivileged class. They are assured of nutritious and balanced
food. This has led to a great reduction in the dropout rate.

Dr T Ramadas, Visakhapatnam

thehansreader@gmail.com

War must not escalate, impacts economy
and common man: Industry leaders

BENGALURU: Industry leaders and global experts on
Monday expressed concern over the ongoing geopolitical
tensions, saying they hope the conflict does not escalate
further and is resolved soon, as its impact is already be-
ing felt on the economy and common people. Speaking
at the Indiaspora Al Summit here, Kris Gopalakrishnan,
former CEO of Infosys, said the ongoing tensions are not
just affecting the technology sector but are having a wider
impact on everyday life. “Shortages of LPG have already
started affecting small businesses such as roadside food
stalls and local restaurants, many of which are being
forced to shift back to traditional cooking methods,” he
noted. He warned that if the situation continues, rising oil
prices could push inflation higher, affecting the broader
economy.
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Trumps climbdown
Strategic pause raises hopes of a breakthrough

President Donald Trump's announce-
ment that Washington and Iran have
resumed talks is a welcome sign of respite
after weeksofmilitary attacks and counter-
attacks. The prospedt of adiplomatic break-

through has raised hopes of de-escalation of hostilities in
West Asia, even though optimism must be tempered
with caution, especially considering Trump's tendency
to jump the gun. Taking his foot off the pedal, he has
extended his deadline far Iran to reopen the crucial
Strait of Hormuz to international shipping, saying that
the USwould hald off on threatened strikes against Iran-
ian power plants for five days. His elimbdown has come
afterthe US and Iran traded threatsover energy targets;
had the escalation happened, it would have had cata-
strophic consequences for the region and beyond.

The US President has stated that his Middle East
envoy Steve Witkoff and close aide Jared Kushner are
talking to “a top Iranian official"”. Iran's Ministry of For-
eign Affairs, however has dismissed Trump's claim that
Washington‘Tehran discussions are underway. The min-
istry has described his remarks as an attempt to buy
time for further US military operations and influence
energy markets amid soaring prices due to the conflict.

Mistrust, flip-flops and fragile commitments contin-
ue to define US-Iran relations. The absence of detailed
disclosures by Trump raises two key questions: are the
current talks a concrete step toward de-escalation, or
merely a tactical pause shaped by immediate political
and military pressures? And what is Israel’s role in

these devel ? Complex disp particularly
lhose mded in decades of hostility, rarely have a swift
ing could undermine Trump's

credibility lf t.alks stall or collapse. Clarity and trans-
parency are a must to ensure that renewed diplomatic
engagement makes a visible difference on the ground.

Toxic taps

Asilent crisis in Punjab & Haryana

RESHdata placed before Parliament has
once again exposed a disturbing truth: drink-
ing water in Punjab and Haryana is far from
safe. High levels of contamination in water
samples are not merely statistical red flags.
they signal a public health emergency unfolding quiet-
Iy across homes, farms and villages. The crisis is neither
sudden nor solated. Across India, fromdeaths linked to
contaminated supply in Indore to disease outbreaks in
Betul (Madhya Pradesh), unsafe water has become a
yearround threat. Its implications are particularly
severe in Punjab and Haryana, where intensive agricul-

lum exce mve groundwater extraction and unchecked
h have long d ded water quality.

In Punjab, the legacy of pesticide-heavy farming has
qeeped mmaquxfers wnhreptmofhmvymelals and
Haryana, too, grapples
with high salinity, fluoride and industrial pollutants insev-
eral districts. The tragedy is compounded by governance
gaps—underutilised funds, weak monitoring and delayed
implementation of rural water scheme. Infrastructure
exists on paper; safe water often does not. What makes the
arisis alarming is its invisibility. Contaminated water does
not always look or smell unsafe. But its effects —skin dis-
eases, gasuﬂnmml illnesses and bng—tmn organ dam-

Theburden fall
mmml d ically weaker who lack
accessto filtration systems or alternative supplies.

Policy have ined fr d. Flag-

ship schemes promise tap water for all, but quality
assurance remams aglaring blind spot. Testing mustbe

d ¥ii y ensured and bili
ty fixed at the !ocal level Equally crucial is a shm
towards i and stricter ind

regulation to address the root causes of contamination.
Water, the most basic necessity, cannot be allowed to
turn into a vector of disease.

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO

TBhe Tribune.
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SirDenys Bray's speech

WE have already seen that in substance no less than in spiritand
temper, Sir Denys Bray’s mndudmg speech inthedebate on the
Frontier Provinee in the Legisl triking
contract to the speech of the Home Membet The question which
we are entitled to ask is, which of the two s peakers represented the
government in this case? Was it the Home Member? Why, then,
was Sir Bray put up to make the final speech on behalf of the gov-
ernment? Theresolution was not his, and he could claim the right
to speak twice in the debate only on the ground of his represent-
ing the government. Was it Sir Bray, then, who represented the
government? If so, what becomes of the professed neutrality of
the and the decl made by the Home Member
that the government front benches would take no part inany divi-
sion that might take place over the resolution? Who could say
after hearing Sir Bray's speech ar afterreading it in print that that
official was neutral? It is bad enough that ina matter of this kind,
a Secretary tothe government and a Member of the g
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Toimpeachthe CECis atroubling first

Opposmon s move against Chief Election Commissioner raises questlons

ASHOK LAVASA
FORMER ELECTION COMMISSIONER

win-winsituation ben-

efits all stakeholders,

even if a compromise

is reached in search of

workable alterna-

tive, It could even be a way in

which the winning side success-

fully deludes the losing side to

perceive its loss as a necessary

price it paid for survival. The win-

win phrase has no antonym,

although the exact opposite

would be the one in which both

sides lose without anything to
compensate for their losses.

The impeachment motion by
Opposition parties against the
Chief Election Commissioner
(CEC) is one suchexample. Itisa
motion destined notto be carried,
Yet its prime movers may not see
the loss as a defeat. But can the
CEC see their loss as his victory?

The Oppasition parties' move
is doubtless dramatic, even des-
perate. The question that needs
1o be pondered by the well-wish-
ers of this constitutional body is
what prompted them to don the
gloves fora fight withno chance
of victory. Perhaps, sometimes
one fights not to win but to
wound the opponent.

The troubling part is that these
political parties treat the CEC as
an opponent. That raises dis-
turbing questions that both
sides must answer The move to

West Bengal

Commission of India (ECI) will
be our people’s first choice.”
That was Atal Bihari Vajpayee,
then Prime Minister, speaking at
the ECI's golden jubilee celebra-
tions on January 17, 2001,
Twenty-five years later, 193
parlisamentarians of Opposition
parties submitted notices for an
impeachment motion against

The EClisnowin full
control. The successful
completion ofthe poll
process will justify all its
decisions. Victors will

their names didn't figure inthe final list. 7

define the relationship between
the playersand the referee.

Not that there was no dialogue.
The one between the poll body
and the Trinamool Congress
caused more mancour, eulminat-
ing in the theatrical presence of
Mamata Banerjee in the Supreme:
Court. Never before had a chief
minister appeared in the court

the CEC, dting charges of “par- ST I ) arguing  against the ECI's
tisan and diseriminatory eon. Exultloserswillfind  SFEE SER o s
duet” and “obstruction of inves- 2ASONS 1O ¢ )lll{)lllill. against the SIR in West Bengalor
tigationinto electoral fraud” and the number of officials dying in
the Special Intensive Revision * the course of conducting the revi-
(SIR) of electoral rolls. mmm was the pdl bod_vs sion faled to deter the CEC or
Thenotice isas ! innotpr change his avowed commitment
as the mannerinwhich the revi-  ble response to the doubts raxsed to “purify” the electoral rolls.
sion of electoral wlls has been  on its functi and It was dented for the
undertaken despite a serious ty Evenas theattacksbecamebit-  poll body to treat exdusion
challenge by most of the political  ter; the communication channels  mther than inclusion as the
parties, except theruling dispen-  between the poll body and the  parameter of its success in “not

sation, That unusual alignment
of thinking disconcerted Oppo-

Opposition seemed to choke.
The nation had seldom seen

impeach the CECis afirstinthe  sition parties, which sharpened  such a relentless campaign
history of an institution that is  their attack against the CEC. against the CEC, who stood his
the vanguard of Indian electoral  The repeated press conferences  gmound as the Supreme Court
democracy and was genuinely  of the Leader of the Oppasnum endlessly heard petitions against
hailed as its custodian. (LOP) in  his deds As the petitions
“India buit many institutions  theelectoral wllsof states where  failed to yield any substantive
after attaining freedom and  elections had been held, further  relief, frustration mounted and so
adopting a Republican Constitu-  soured the relationship. did the CEC's apparent indiffer-
tion_.. If anyone were to conduct The aggressive style and the ence, resulting in a virtual break-
an np:mun poll on which of these  severity of the LOP's attack were  down in dialogue. The CEC per-
dered the best isi for never in recent sisted with the SIR despite the

service to Indis ywith  memory had i fortnight-long  Voter Adhikar
the highest degree of integrity, I asthe LOP targeted the poll body, ~ Yatra just before the Bihar Assem-
have no doubt that the Election  questioningits integrity Butmore  bly elections. Defiance seemed to

leaving any voter behind”, The
ECI invented the “logical dis-
crepancy” tool that pitted the
electors against the artificial
intelligence of algorithms used
to detect discrepancies. A poll
body that refused to explain the
discrepancies publicly pointed
out by the LOP after analysing
its data now questioned the pres-
ence of electors in the rolls pre-
pared as per its own due process.

West Bengal saw over 58 lakh
electors deleted at the draft stage
and more than 60 lakh “under
adjudication” in the final kst

Never before has the ECI
announced elections in a state
with the fate of nearly 10 percent
electors  undetermined. Tt
employed micm-observers for
finalisingthe revised rolls, some-
thing neverdoneinthe past, and
the SC took the unusual step of
appointing about 500 judidal
officers todecide the fate of these
electors in a short span.

1t isunusual for a constitutional
body mandated with the prepara-
tion of electoral rolls to invalve
another constitutional body in
discharging its routine function,
disregarding the elector’s voting
right itwas createdto protet. The
exclusion of evena single eligible
voter due to the way SIR has been
conducted would legitimise the
criticism of this arbitrary, ambi
tious and aggressive exervise.

However, does all this justify
the impeachment move?

The answer depends on which
side of the divide one stands. The
crores of voters who figure in the
final electoral rolls might not
protest, treuting the tension and
trauma  during the revision
process as part of the routine
struggle that helpless ditizens go
though to secure theirrights. The
voice of those excluded doesn't
count in the elections in any case.

Eventually,the valid concernof
protecting theright to vote turns
intothe lament of losers left with
no choice but to resort ineffec-
tively to the ultimate constitu-
tional weapon against the CEC.
The impeachment debate might
be yet another phantasmagoria
like the one on electoral reforms
in the winter session of Parlia-
ment in December last year:

Meanwhile, the ECI has
sounded the poll bugle, asking
the players to contest against
each other rather than expend
their energy against the referee.
The ECL is now in full control.
‘The successful completion of the
pall process will justify all its
decisions. Victors will exult: los-
erswill find reasons to complain.

What the nation would be left
with will be a bruised poll body
in which a battered Opposition,
representing more than half
the voting population,
expressed no confidence.

THOUGHT FORTHE DAY

All over India, SIR is being carried out as per the constitutional norms. — GyaneshKumar

When calmness
becomes courage

ANMOL RATTAN NARANG
refusal toapprove a large credit propasalled towhat
N bankers politely call a “punishment posting”. T was
transferred from Srinagar to Jodhpur and that too to
my parent bank-sponsored Regional Rumal Bank, where an
agitation by staffers had been going on for several days.

Within days of my joining, the employees went on an indefi-
nite strike, It felt like hailstones falling on a freshly shaven
head. Iwas the only officer from the parent bank supervising

around 150 It lassic case of one

1 recalled Guru Gobind Smgh's wurds Sam lakh se ek
ladau..”" Physical desir-
able.Thad to rely on patience, experience and quiet strategy.

The striking staffers pitched tents outside the office. Every
day, they would enter my chamber in groups, raising slogans.
Theatmosphere was tense, but I maintained composure.

One morning, I received aletter from the head office inform-
ing me that the promotion process had begun and that T was
required to repart to Mumbai for interviews and group discus-
sions. Itmeant being away from Jodhpur for four days.

On my return, the first thing T asked my driver on leaving the
airport was M\etherevenlhmg had remained peaceful during
my absence, He
the head office had been deputed to Jodhpur while T was away.
Oneof them had been assaulted and he had been locked inside
the premises, The other officer had narrowly escaped harm.

Whenl later spoke to themon the phone. they made it dearthat
they were leaving Jodhpur. They could not endure more humili-
ation. Iwondered: Why did nothing happen to me for nearly three
weeks.whﬂe my colleague was amrh:dwi\hinl‘wr days‘.’

incdent. Ty from

g"l tudedthat th inauthority but in attitude.
ﬂum(heverv ﬁrstd..o lnudencmsuous et'forl nevertodis-
playner tter how tense the sit-
uation d. 1 1 and contids My
i’ perhaps less d to handle such crises,

unintentionally revealed anxiety through their words and
body And vuls bility often invites

Thsapmmmmghlmeu life lesson: in moments of conflict,

dership is not defined by loudness or foree, but by emotional

should have spaken in different voices. Itisi yworse
that the Secretary instead of the Member should have made the
final speech in the debate and, in doing so, have been able to
red.luathepoanmhkmupbvﬁwMemlzrmm()bmnum
ty. The utter {'the go become
nlllhenmcb.lrwhemhslnmemnundt}mlhespeedmuﬂhe
Jy made in th iseof the gov-
ernment’s ngmmﬁnalreply but was in formas well as in sub-
stance an answer toall the principal speakers on the other side.

i Newrn.l]mvfe;rmtemmcwsﬂyle nexlhermymr

words norin youreyes. The: tadversity
grows in strength. But whenit i it

Twasreminded of Master Tara Singh's advice to his follow-
ers: “Neverlet your enemy see fear in youreyes.” Inmy own
small way, that wisdom stood vindicated. I realised that
sometimes the strongest form of courage is simply the
refusal to appear afraid.

Thewriteris ex-Principal, Staff Treining College, Chandigarh
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Avoid overdependence
Apropos of ‘The need for balance'; the arti-
cle rightly emphasises thatin today's uncer-
tain global environment, India must adopta
balanced and independent foreign policy.
With rising global tensions and power strug-
gles, it is essential for India to avoid overde-
pendence on any one nation. Instead, the
focus should be on safeguarding national
interests through diplomacy, economic
strength and defence preparedness, A bal-
anced approach will not only protect India's
sovereignty but also enhance its role as a
responsible global power. New Delhi's stud-
ied silence on the West Asian crisis is giving
different signals to different parties.
CHANDAN KUMAR, RAJPURA

War moves beyond West Asia
Refer to ‘Iran’s gambit'; the reported Iran-
ian missile attempt on Diego Garda, even
though unsuccessful, marks a troubling esca-
lation in the ongoing West Asia conflict. Tt
demonstrates capabilities that reach far
beyond the region, raising fresh concerns on
global stability. Closer home, it will affect
security in global sea lanes and energy sup-
plies that India relies on heavily. Rather than
a further military tit-for-tat, what is urgently
needed is renewed diplomatic pressure to
secure a ceasefire, re-opening of the Strait of
Hormuz and restarting of negotiations an
nuclear and security issues,

SS PAUL, NADIA(WB)

Trump’s ‘just for fun’ excursion

Perhaps Mark Twain famously said ‘God cre-
ated wars 50 that Americans would leam geog-
raphy’ keeping Donald Trump in mind. The

TE
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iE EDITOR
Bhagat Singh's

patriotism
With reference to ‘Why Bhagat Singh was not
a Marxist thinker’; the revolutionary was exe-
cuted not for his ideology. but for his direct
involvement in the killing of a British officer.
A Marxist follows the ideas of Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels, who believed in class strug-
gle and the overthrow of capitalism to estab-
lish a dassless sodety. He was deeply influ-
enced by sodialist thought, yet his primary aim
was national Liberation, social justice and
i inat colonial

sion. His ideology was more rooted in F’;U’ilﬂ-
ism and humanism, than Marxism,
HARISH MONGA, FEROZEPUR

Influenced by many leaders
Some scholars have called Bhagat Singh a sup-
porter of Marxist ideclogy on the basis of Bhagat
Singh's jail notebook which contains selected
excerpts from some books read by Bhagat
Singhinjail It certainly gives us uduedbuul his
hilosophy, but drawing a would be
injustice to his personality. His ‘diary’ shows
that alongwith Marx, Engels, Lenin, he had also
read Omar Khayyam, Veer Savarkar, Rousseau,
Bipin Chandra Pul, etc. Similarly, he was also
influenced by the hetoes of the Ghadar Party. We
cannot tiethe nationalistto any one ideology: he
drew
many important events across the world.
RAJ KUMAR KAPOOR, ROPAR

Junior officers at receiving end

Suicide by a Punjab Warehousing Corpora-
tion official has once again raised serious con-
cerns about the working conditions of govern-
ment employees. Allegations of aiminal
intimidation by a minister over allocation of

US President appears to no limits,
as earlier it was Venezuela, now it's Iran and
he is openly suggested that Cuba could be
next, He has described the Iran war as an
‘excursion’ and now threatens more strikes
‘just for fun'. He should have been a soldier
or a civilian living in a bombed area to know
how much ‘fun’ it is. He preferred a war to
diplomacy. It's time for the international com-

tenders hij ht a deeply trou-
bling aspect of administrative functioning. It
is evident that such incidents do not occur in
isolation. This case reflects larger and persist-
ent modus operandi within the system — jun-
ior officers are often compelled to carry out
illegal tasks under pressure. When such mat-
ters come to light, accountability is conve-
niently shifted onto their shouldets. A fair,

munity to act to bring thi: less war to an
end before it becomes too late.
RAMESH GUPTA, NARWANA

and supportive administrative
system is the need of the hour
AVINASH GOYAL, CHANDIGARH
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MANOJ JOSHI
DISTINGUISHED FELLOW,
OBSERVER RESEARCH
FOUNDATION, NEW DELH|

HE changing pat-
terns of the Amen-
can-lsraeli war
against Iran are as
bewildering as a
kaleidoscope,  On  Monday
moming, Trump pulled back
fram the brink — postponing
threatened strikes on Iranian
power plants for five days after
what he described as “produc
tive conversations”with Tehran.
Whether this marks a genuine
diplamatic opening or a tactical
pause remains unclear
What is clear is that Indin was
not part of the back-channel
diplomacy that produced it.
Oman is reportedly medisting,
Whether the US envoys
remain Steve Witkoff and
Jared Kushner is not clear
India— proximate, oil depend-
ent, a self-described balancer
— remains on the sidelines,
Prime Minister Modi has
been talking, recently again
to Irans President Masoud
Pezeshkian. He has also spo-

.
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ken to leaders of all the Gulf
monarchies, and to Israel's
PM Benjamin Netanyahu,
The theme has been astan-
dard condemnation of the
attacks on the region, alarm
at the destruction of eritical
infrastructure, and the need
to keep international ship-
ping lanes open. If you parse
his remarks, they are so fine-
ly balanced that they end up

OPED
India on the sidelines as Trump pauses war

the war began in West Asia.
There was another curious
development. Despite rising
tensions and a visible military
build-upin mid-February, Modi
chose to visit Isrel 48 hours
before the war began.
According to well-informed
Journalist Barak Ravid, the
atack had originally been
planned a week earier, and it
was important for the Ismelis

rently chairs the BRICS,

While India did sign a formal
condolence book at the Iranian
embassy a week later. Modi
had already taken a different
track. In a 48hour period
between March 1 and 3, he
spoke W leaders of eight West
Asian countries — Israel, Jor-
dan, the UAE, Saudi Arabia,
Bahrain, Qatar Kuwait and
Oman — condemning the

saying nothing of note, India to signal that no imminent  attacks on them without nam-
has become a spectator in a threat existed — so that inglran, and calling foranear-
region where it had played Khamenei and others would Iy cessation of hostilities.
the role of a balancer with feel safe and not take to their The dearest indicator that
significant ties to all the underground shelters New Dehi remains a
major actors, They hadalsol der in a conflict wrack-
Most tellingly, Modi has still of the Geneva talks to sustain  ingits neighbourhood came on
not spoken to the country that — = the impression that diplomacy  March 4, when the IRIS Derna
started the war and has the DIPLOMATIC : India fs present in the West Asian region, but nota i v il ingpursued.  was sunk while ing from
powertoend it immediately — Was Modi, unwittingly, used  a friendly visit to an Indian
the United Statesof America.  which side it wason. Inhis first Tisk Force 154, which deals  as cover for Ismeli war plans?  Navy Fleet Review at Visakha-
India's absence is manifest il to the UAE, Modi con- with training, Asaduddin Owaisi has alleged  patnam, There was no protest,
in other ways. Last week, demned the Iranian retaliatory So, India is present in the  so. Ismeli Foreign Minister let alone any expression of
Donald Trump said he had  attack without mentioning Fran. region, but not a patiipant —  Gideon Saar has denied. 1t regret, from New Delhi.
asked “about seven’ coun- Immediately thereafter, he " friendly totheUSbut notallied,  would be useful to knowwhat Modi s the one who shapes
trestojointhe USinkeeping  calld Netanyahu and con- India hasabandoned warm but not quite trusted, Modi knew, when, and Indianpolicy and he may have
the Strait of Hormuz open.  veyedIndias’concerns”. wrging il\'[)()\'llll'(’illlkl\'()LU' occupying  a geopoliical  whether he had sought advice  decided that given the newbal-
He named five: China, South  an early cessation of hostilities. g s . halfway house,. What role  from the foreign ministryand  ance offorces intheregionand
Korea, Japan, France, Henotonlysidedeppedthefat of US &Israel, but not Trump envisaged for India is  theintel on  Indin's national interests, itwas
Britain, India wasnotonthe  thatitwas Ismel andthe USthat ioined the coalition. It not easy to discern. He has  thevisits iming. prudent to cut Iran loose. But
list. Thisis all the more curi-  had attacked Iran and killed its J § referred to Modi as a “great Modi's subsequent behav-  this could still have been done
ous because India is proxic  Supreme Lender Avatolih  haschosenthe worst — #riend, a “great gentleman’, o iour has thesur  with btiety,
mateto Hommuz hasastrong  Khamenei, he did not offer " ll ; 1 l . “wugh as hell leader” Modisref  prise. He extended no public The tragedy is that India has
navy and 1sds onthe token ol to Tehran. orbothworlds. eences are modest, usually condolences for the killing of  decisivdy abandoned its bal-
strait for a significant share of Ina structural sense. India is terming Trump adear friend”  Ayatollah Khamenei and  anced posture in West Asia in
its hydrocarbons. already part of the regions US- Butthe two havenotmetfor  offered no condemnation of  favour of the US and Isragd —
More important, at the out-  led secunity architeture. Ttisa Fleet in Bahrain, and two  the past year — a situstion  thelsmeliUSattackonIran—  but has still not joined the
beeak of the war India had memberofthe47-nation Com-  weeksbefore the IsmelrAmer  attributed to the fallout over  farmallya frendlycountryand  American coalition. In doing
doned its v bal-  bined Forces head-  icanattack on Ian, tassumed  Operation Sindoor — mndnei-  a fellow member of both the  so, it has probably chosen the
ancedapproachandmadeclenr  quartered with the US Fifth  command of the Combined ther have they spoken since  BRICSand the SCO. Indiacur-  worst of both worlds.
al and philosophical guide that “desectation’, its deeper pur Under the framewnork of the

illuminates the path towards
truth, humility and the divine.

From Guru Nanak onwards.
Sikhism conceived of every
human being as aSikh, aleam-
er. Even Gum Nanak was a

JUSTICE RS SODHI
FORMER JUDGE,
DELHI HIGH COURT

recent years, debates

in Pungab around legs-
Iation seeking to define

and punish the ‘desecra-
tion” of Guru Granth
Sahib have generated intense
emotional  and  political
responses. These impulses
arise flrom genuine reverence,

Sikhinth for the word
Sikh derives fromshishya, one
wholearns. Sikhism, therefore,
rests upon a cultureof continu-
aus inquiry, reflectionand spir-
itual learning.

Guru Granth Sahib embad-
ies this tradition, being not
merely a sacred text in the con-
ventional sense but also a vast
reservoir of poetry, meditation,
ethical reflection and divine
insight meant W guide the
seeker towards a deeper rea-

STRONG CONNECTION : The bond between devotee and Guru belongs to faith. ook

ported, who may accompany it
ar how it may cross national
borders, they nisk transform-

1o the realm of faith, not survell-
lance. To place this deeply per-
sonal bond under scruting or

pose risks being overshad-
owed. The real desecration of
the Gmnlh Sahibwould ndt Lie

Constitution, any act that
deliberately insults or pro-
vokes xehmmsmmnexns ar

in {ling ofa printed
volume, but in forgetting the
ethical and spiritual teachings
it contains, teachings of humil-
ity, justice, equality and truth.
Of course. respect for Guru

incites acom-
munity or its sacred symbols,
already falls squarely within
the domain of criminal law

and public arder:
The state's 1aw~a.ndordu
hinery is fully emp

Granth Sahib hasak

central to Sikh life, Theddﬂ_\
practices of parkash and
sukhasan, the covering of the
head, the removal of shoes in
the presence of the Guru, are
customs refledting reverence
developed organically within
the community.

But these practices emerged
fiosnd nat fromlesisk

to investigate, prosecute and
punish such aifences, Th create
a separate law specifically for
GuuGranthSahibrisksimply-
ing that the spiritual authority
af the Sikh scripture somehow
depends upon the protective
arm of the state or institutions
like the Shm)mznl Gurdwara
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For Sikhs across the world,  tinship with the divine. But  ing aliving spiritual guide into regulation risks creating fear  tive compulsion. When rever- Bul the phdamphxml foun-
Guru Granth Sahib is not  this transformation did not  ajuridical object. .'mnng l'uﬂmm and undsu» encebecames codifiedthraugh  dations of Sikh thought sug-
merely a sacred book but also  mean the deification of paper The requiement, for the hinery of the state, gest that its moral authority
the living Guru, the embodi-  and ink: The Gurus were not  instance, that the Granth Sahib has suslmned the Sikh tradi-  something essential may be has endured through cen-
ment of divine wisdom and  devatinga ph_vsxdldsyx‘l they  cannot be taken abroad unless tion for generations. lost: the inner relationship tunesof upheaval withoutthe
thespintual centreoftheSikh  were affirmi ied fesi i Th suggest that such aprac-  betweentheSikhand theword  need for legislative guardian-
faith. Yet the attempt toregu- o the shabad, \hedm.m word  attendants imposes a bureau- tice would now require legal  of the Guru. ship. T insiston special laws,
late its sanetity through legal This is predsely why the cratic itualism that seems far permissions or ceremonial Consider the paradox that  therefore, is not only redun-
statutes and judicial defini-  attempt to codify the Granth  removed fram the spirit of Sikh escortsistomisunderstardthe  arises when courts or legisla  dant within an already robust
tions raises a deeper philo- Sahib within legal frame- thought Instead, the followers very nature of Guru Granth  tures attempt to adjudicate  constitutional order; but also
sophical question: can the works, whether through the  of Sikhism must advocate the Sahib, The Guiu is not con-  uponthesanctityofthe Granth  risks reducing a transcendent
wordof the Gunu truly bepro-  SGPC Act or state legislation  fhee dreulation of the holy text Whenreverence fined to institutions, jurisdicc  Sahib, The shabod, as the  spiritual authoritytothe realm
tected or defined by law? defining “desecration’, raises  so that it reaches the far cor- or tions or borders, The word of  Gurusremind us,iseternaland  of political management,
At theheart of Sikhthought  tmubling questions. Can a  nersofthe globe. becomes codified  tpe Guru is meant to travd  indestructible. The divinewerd AsaSikh.Idonot understand
lies a profound philosophical  body of spintual wisdom be It is a common and long lllr()tl‘l]l lllt’ with the seeker, to inhabit the  cannotbe diminished by physs  my hipto GuruGranth
proposition articulasted by reduced to the language of  standing practice among many ol ~ mind and conscience of the icalactsuponapnntedvolume.  Sahib as mediated  soley
Guru Gobind Singh in the legal adjudication”? Sikhs — whether they are l]lilChl.ll(‘r}'()l I.hL‘ Sikhs wherever they may be. T imagine that a judge throughinstitutional authority,
injunction “Guru maneyo Cana )udge determine what  army officers, judges, civil ser- state, something Thedanger f excessveritual  must determine what consti-  whether the Akal Thkht, the
Grunth,"With th i jon"ofa  vants, pr or ordi- O 1 S isation isthat tbeginstoreplace  tutes the ‘desecration” of the  SGPC or the courts of law. My
the temporal line of human  text whose essence lies inthe  nary dtizens — to keep a copy essential may spintual  engagement  with  Guruistointroduce a hierar-  relationship iswith the wisdom
Gurus ended, and Gumu nixs!x\xuhlmul'&wuld"m of Guru Granth Sahib in their l ‘l - mechanical reverence. Sikhism  chy in which a temporal  of the word itself.
Granth Sahib el 1as  shabad thedwy hames and devotea quiet room e lost hashistorically resisted precisely  authority appears to stand in Sikhism, at #ts ecre, calls us
the eternal guide of the Slkh edthioughoutthe Granth Sahib,  as a place of daily prayer: suwch tendences The Gurus  judgment over the Gum. lommis knowledge, persever-
ity. Yet the is mSLkh philoso- When such individuals are rejected emply rifual caste hier "The call for special legislat don and truth.
of this (leddmhm is ul\en phy: i from one aty to  where it is housed, nor does  archyand priestly mediation. to protect Guru Granth Sahib 'Iht Granth Sahib is the puide
misunderstood. No m)w act q)un a mm:d mother as often happens in  any institution presume the They isedi is,at level, in that lifdong quest and does
TheGurus did ndt i hm Ity like the amned right to supervise the private  direct encounter between the  giventhedeep ish d  notrequi i
the Granth Sahib be trans- ﬁmedumwmd. forces or the civil services, space of devotion inwhich the  individual and the divine whenever an act of sacrilege  or judicial definitions of rever-
formed into an object 1:’ ngld When the state or religious Guru Granth Sahib travels  scriptureiskept. thiough the shabad oceurs. Yet from both amnsu ence. Its autherity bes in the
ritual o juridical i tolegislat with them carefully and The relationship between a FGuru G bi tutional and phi etemal power of the wond,
Ratheritwastobereveredasa  daborate rules about how the  respectfully camied to the new d?\ﬂ.&auiQuqundehlb ed pnnunl) as an object spective, smhddhl.lunalwdlﬂ- which no law can contain and
living body of wisdam.aspiitu-  Granth Sahib must be tmns-  home. No authority i i itbelongs legal from  cationis noact can destray.
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Manual scavenging
must go

he dehumanising practice of manual scaveng-
ing is a blot on any civilised society. The fact
that such a profession still exists is a matter of
collective shame for India. Despite laws ban-
ning the abominable work, it persists across the coun-
try, leading to a large number of deaths of workers en-
gaged in sewer line repair and cleaning without critical
safety measures. According to official data tabled in the
Lok Sabha last week, over 620 sanitation workers have
died cleaning sewers and septic tanks across the coun-
try since 2017. While 539 families reportedly received
full compensation, 52 did not get even a penny. This re-
flects a cruel apathy on the part of the governments. It
is both a legal and moral obligation for the government
to ensure that the kin of deceased workers get fair com-
pensation. One wonders how a nation can aspire to be-
come ‘Viksit' (developed) by 2047, when a section of its
citizens is engaged in such dehumanising work. A 2023
survey conducted under the Prohibition of Employ-
ment as Manual Scavengers and Their Rehabilitation
Act, 2013, found no manual scavengers in any district
nationwide. This is nothing but a cruel joke. The
ground reality, however, is completely different. There
is no let-up in tragic incidents:
three sanitation workers lost
their lives after inhaling toxic
gases while cleaning a septic
tank at a leading hospital in
Raipur, Chhattisgarh, last week.
Manual scavenging is closely
linked to the abhorrent caste sys-
tem, with nearly 92-97% of those
involved belonging to Scheduled
Castes (SCs), Scheduled Tribes
(STs), and Other Backward
Classes (OBCs). This occupation reinforces social in-
equality, untouchability, and stigma. In addition to the
social stigma and isolation, manual scavengers are also
exposed to serious health hazards. The persistence of
complaints — 842 were received by the National Com-
mission for Safai Karamcharis last year — about unpaid
wages, lack of safety gear and caste-based discrimina-
tion shows that the rot runs deep. Despite official claims
that sanitation work is occupation-based, data confirms
an overwhelming representation of workers from his-
torically marginalised communities. Despite the manual
scavenging Act of 2013 prohibiting the deployment of
people for such tasks and making it a punishable of-
fence, the practice persists. The Act includes manual
cleaning of sewers, septic tanks, drains and manholes
under the definition of ‘manual scavenging’. This was
necessitated by the high rate of deaths at work. Manual
scavenging is a degrading profession which needs solu-
tions that are technologically suitable, economically
driven, socially responsible, and sensitive. Since manual
scavengers do not use protective gear and work in ex-
tremely unhygienic conditions, they are relentlessly ex-
posed to harmful gases such as hydrogen sulphide and
methane, often resulting in respiratory illnesses, and
cardiovascular and musculoskeletal disorders. They
also suffer from skin problems such as psoriasis. Car-
bon monoxide poisoning, diarrhoea, nausea and tuber-
culosis are some of the other health problems they face.

Despite ban,
ELTE]
scavenging
persists,

highlighting
caste
inequality,
unsafe work
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“ After 14 days of
silence and after

If we worship heroes,
then itis necessary to

The three languages,
as proposed in NEP
alignwith the
two-language formula...
There is complete
flexibility. There is no
imposition of any
language,

including Hindli ’9

14 days of election know about the villains
campaign in Kerala, TN, aswell. If Jinnahis
Puducherry, Bengal and removed from
Assam, the Prime textbooks, then how wil
Minister has found time future generations
to speak about the understand our conflicts
energy crisis now with Pakistan?

MANICKAM TAGORE PRIYANKA CHATURVEDI

Congress whip in the Lok Sabha Shiv Sena-UBT MP

JAYANT CHAUDHARY
Minister of State for Education

Where does India
stand on LPG security?

India’s LPG system
reflects both risks
and resilience,
shaped by imports
and changing
consumption
patterns

oncerns over alooming LPG

crisis deserve serious consid-

eration. The opinion article,

‘India’s silent energy vulnera-
bility—the looming LPG crisis’ (March
222026), rightly highlights a critical
and often under-discussed topic: the
strategic role of LPG in India’s energy
security and the potential risks arising
from import dependence. It success-
fully draws attention to the importance
of energy resilience and policy plan-
ning.

At the same time, a few points would
benefit from additional context and
supporting data to provide readers a
more complete picture, thereby com-
plementing the author’s insights and
strengthening the argument further.
Firstly, the article notes that India has
only about 1.6 lakh tonnes of LPG stor-
age, roughly equivalent to two days of
national consumption.

Storage Ecosystem
This figure refers specifically to under-
ground cavern storage facilities at
Mangalore and Visakhapatnam. While
accurate for these caverns, it does not
represent the entirety of India’s LPG
storage ecosystem. In practice, LPG in-
ventories are distributed across multi-
ple nodes, including refineries, frac-
tionation units, bottling plants, storage
terminals, pipelines, coastal import fa-
cilities, and vessels in transit. India’s
LPG system includes over 200 bottling
plants, each maintaining working in-
ventories and forming a decentralised
storage network that is not reflected in
cavern storage alone.

‘With annual consumption of -31 mil-
lion tonnes (-85,000 tonnes/day), even

modest distributed inventories across
this network provide several days of
operational buffer beyond the cited
cavern storage, offering a more com-
plete picture of India’s preparedness.

Access & Usage

Secondly, the article equates near-uni-
versal LPG access with near-universal
dependence. While LPG connections
have indeed expanded dramatically—
from 14.86 crore in 2015 to over 30
crore today—access does not automati-
cally mean exclusive or sustained
usage. Government data shows that
beneficiaries under the Pradhan Mantri
Ujjwala Yojana (PMUY) consume an
average of 3-4 cylinders per year, com-
pared to 6-7 cylinders among regular
consumers, suggesting partial rather
than exclusive reliance.

Evidence from the NSSO 76th round
further shows that many rural house-
holds continue to rely partly on bio-
mass fuels, reflecting a “fuel stacking”
pattern. Recognising this nuance could
enrich the discussion on India’s vulner-
ability to supply disruptions.

Inventory Buffer

Thirdly, the article suggests that even a
one-week disruption in LPG imports
could result in serious shortages. While

KEY SYSTEM INDICATORS

METRIC VALUE
Annual LPG consumption

Rural households using biomass ~30-40%

ENERGY TYPE
Crude oil (SPR)
LPG (strategic)

i Limited

SourcesPetrol

this is a valid concern for contingency
planning, India’s import and distribu-
tion system provides inherent flexibil-
ity. India imports roughly 55-60% of its
LPG requirement (-27 million tonnes
annually), through a combination of
long-term contracts and spot pur-
chases, with multiple shipments con-
tinuously in transit. Shipments from
the Gulf typically take 5-7 days, while
those from the US take about 40-45
days, creating a rolling inventory buffer
rather than a single-point dependence.

Additionally, while the article men-
tions specific supplier shares, these
figures fluctuate annually depending
on contracts and global supply condi-
tions. Citing precise sources would
enhance accuracy without detracting
from the broader point about West
Asia dependence.

The country imports around
60% of its LPG requirement
through a mix of long-term
contracts, spot buys, with
multiple shipments
continuously in transit

~30-31 million tonnes

CONSUMPTION PATTERN INDICATORS

ing & Analysis cell (P
Sury i

LPG crisis: The larger picture

IMPLICATION
High national demand base

Daily consumption ~80,000-85,000 tonnes Benchmarks supply adequacy
Cavern storage ~1.6 lakh tonnes = 2 days (as cited in article)
Bottling plants 200+ Distributed storage network

CATEGORY AVERAGE USAGE INSIGHT
PMUY beneficiaries ~3-4 cylinders/year Partial reliance
Regular consumers ~6-7 cylinders/year Higher sustained usage

Continued fuel stacking

FACTOR ESTIMATE IMPLICATION

Import dependence ~55-60% (~27 mn tonnes) Structural reliance.

Gulf shipping time ~5-7 days Rapid replenishment
US shipping time ~40-45 days Supplementary supply
Cargo movement Continuous Rolling inventory buffer

STRATEGIC COMPARISON

: RESERVE LEVEL
i ~b5.3 million tonnes

COVERAGE
~9-10 days
No large centralised reserve

Strategic Reserves

Finally, the article rightly notes the ab-
sence of dedicated strategic LPG re-
serves comparable to India’s strategic
petroleum reserves for crude oil. While
India maintains -5.3 million tonnes of
crude oil reserves (-9-10 days of cover-
age), no similar centralised LPG re-
serve exists. Nonetheless, the distrib-
uted commercial inventories act as
day-to-day operational buffers.

In conclusion, the article’s call to ex-
pand LPG storage capacity and diver-
sify supply sources is both timely and
crucial for India’s energy security. By
incorporating additional context and
operational data — such as distributed
bottling inventories, partial household
reliance, and rolling import shipments
— the discussion could present a more
balanced yet compelling picture of the
country’s strengths and vulnerabilities.

Strengthening the narrative with
such evidence would not only rein-
force the urgency of strategic planning
but also highlight India’s resilience
and capacity to manage short-term
disruptions, making the conversation
around LPG security both credible
and actionable.

(The author is a retired Deputy
Director of Boilers, Mysuru)

plifies the adage “you reap
what you sow.”
N SADHASIVA REDDY,

Bengalur

Editor
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Unfolding crisis
Pakistan’s long-standing
strategy of cultivating mili-
tant groups as instruments
of regional influence is now
rebounding with alarming
consequences. The rise of
the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pak-
istan, operating from bases
in Afghanistan, has intensi-
fied security challenges
within Pakistan itself. Once
perceived as strategic as-
sets, such groups have
evolved into autonomous
forces, turning their guns
inward. Frequent attacks
on Pakistani security
forces and civilians under-
line the dangers of nurtur-
ing extremism for short-
term geopolitical gains.
This unfolding crisis exem-

Poll battle

The nation is all set for yet
another major election bat-
tle in Kerala, Tamil Nadu,
Assam, West Bengal and
Pondicherry next month,
and the poll battleground is
witnessing all sorts of fire-
works and explosions
never seen before. Parties
and candidates need to un-
derstand that the various
promises and privileges
made in their manifestos
are not hollow assurances
but are to be put into ac-
tion by the winning parties
once they come to power.
Inmost cases, issues and
problems of the common-
ers remain forever.
MPRADYU, Kannur

Write to us at letters@telanganatoday.com
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Ozempic is about to go generic

The blockbuster weight loss drug sold as Ozempic and
Wegovy will soon go generic in countries that are home
to 40 percent of the world's population, significantly low-
ering the price of a costly medicine,

W The Kathmandu Post
India-China push to resume Lipulekh...

India's news agency, the PTI, reported that, after a six-
year gap, border trade between China and India via the
Lipulekh Pass in the Pithoragarh region of Uttarakhand is
expected to resume this year.

W The Economist

India is changing its hues

Itis all colour, bewitching, enchanting —everywhere all
around.” Mark Twain's breathless first impressions of
India, recorded in his travelogue “Following the Equator”,
would hardly be out of place in an Instagram post.
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Resource rush

Current crisis highlights the need to double
down on mineral security, rework policies

HE WAR IN West Asia and the disruption of the Strait of Hor-

muz offeravantage point to interpret the increasingly complex

supply chain issues hauntinga fractured, trust-deficient world.

There is a haphazard rush for resource capture and a growing
fervour of resource nationalism. India appears to be at the receiving end
of this geopolitical churn, perhaps more than any other large nation.The
country has only recently surpassed China as the world’s largest oil
d d driver,with gasoline and diesel c ption in the neighbour-
ing country slowing due to its massive adoption of electric vehicles and
gas-fired trucks. As much as 89% of the crude oil consumed by India is
imported,as isnearlyhalf of its natural gas.India’s persistent exposure to
external supply shocks is not restricted to energy; it extends to non-hydro-
carbon minerals as well.

For instance, bauxite production has been stagnant over the last
decade,and chromite output has even declined. Domestic copper pro-
duction has been falling, necessitating a tenfold jump in imports of this
base metal in the last decade, along with an export plunge. The picture is
clearer from aggregated data: gross value added (GVA) in “mining and
quarrying”lost its share in overall GVA from 4.8% in 1999-2000 to just
2% inrecentyears.The countryis also heavilyimport-dependent for crit-
ical minerals. While India’s import reliance is nearly 100% for lithium
and cobalt, 70% of its current supplies come from China.

To be fair, India’s policymaking has been responsive to growing min-
eral constraints in recent years.The last decade saw sweeping reforms in
the non-hydrocarbon mineral segment, including the launch of an auc-
tion-based allocation system. Composite leases covering prospecting to
mining were introduced, along with certainty of tenures and transfer-
ability of rights. All this is intended to spur the largely elusive private
investor, particularly in extracting deep-seated resources. Administered
nature of natural gas pricing has been considerably eased, especiallywith
regard to geographically challenging offshore fields. A National Critical
Mineral Mission was launched in January last year, with solid budgetand
public-sector support. For the first time, exploration licences for critical
mineral blocks were auctioned off, with the facility of artificial intelli-
gence-enabled targetting. Coal India, NTPC, Adani Group, Vedanta, and
others have laid out plans to venture overseas to explore battery miner-
als. Bilateral long-term contracts are being finalised with mineral-rich
countries. Early this year, Prime Minister Narendra Modi set tall targets,
suchas $100 billion in investmentsin the oiland gas sectorand the explo-
ration of one million square kilometres by the end of this decade.

Yet, itis clear that the policy initiatives thus farhaven’t squared up.The
current conflict troubling most of West Asia has raised input costs for
assorted Indian industries in no time. Scattered resourcesand the absence
of advanced processing technologies have apparently dissuaded private
investors from betting big on India’s mineral fields. This has limited the
overall scale of operations and efficiency gains. Mining intermediaries
inflate costs. Policies need to be reworked to address these issues and
encourage investments in mineral processing. The latest moves, such as
mandating that all solar projects use locally manufactured ingots and
wafers,underscore the renewed importance given to indigenisation and
upstream linkage. These are welcome. Simultaneously, mining infra-
structure must be ded and integrated with global sup-
ply lines and maritime networks. Outbound investments in search of
strategic mineral security must accelerate.

Why young people are
taking unwise financial risks

THEREAREATLEAST two conflicting i b enZ
Oneisthat they ly risk averse —afraid togo out of the house, much
less on a date. Another s that they are extremely risk inclined — always betting on
sports or' speculatm.g on exoticassets. Both of these theories can be true, In fact, they
oncern that theworld is changingand the old
[ules don't apply. But they both require an understanding of risk that very few
investors, much less young people, possess.

Arecent survey from Northwestern Mutual shows that many young people are
betting on unconventional high-risk assets because they believe it is the only way to
build wea](h Italso reveals some good news: Despite a year marked by wild market

ertaint financiallysecurethan they
didayearago,i 39%of Gen p from 36%)and 52% of millennials (up
from 43%).Just Il therage,but nowitisjuststraight

blin. Some 32% of Gen ryptoorsportsbetting; 35%
of millennialsown crypto,while 24% beton sports.Less than 20% of eitherinvestin
options or meme stocks. Even more surprising, many of those who don't feel finan-
ciallysec lyway to reach theirgoalsisto
take big risks.

Itis a core truth of financial markets that higher
rewards comewith more risk. But some risks are better
than others, Betting big on March Madness may mean
bigger potential payoffs than investing in the S&P. But
the stock market is much more likely to help people
buildwealth over time.

Of course, g peap ki
since Roman teenagers bet on gladiator contests in the
Colosseum.. And for mauyyoungarmvestors, who have

ALLISON
SCHRAGER

HERE IS A small ironyat the

centre of the Al coding

boom. The companies that

dazzled the software world

by letting users generate
code from plain English have also cre-
ated a second market: tools built to
inspect, test, and repair the code those
models produce. In other words, one
layer of artificial intelligence is now
being built to supervise another.

That market exists for an obvious
reason. Systems such as ChatGPT and
Claude can produce working code with
remarkable speed, but they are still pre-
diction engines, not infallible program-
mers. They are good at producing plau-
sible answers, and plausible code is not
always correct code. A function may
compile and even pass a basic demo
while still failing on edge cases, violat-
ing internal conventions, introducing
security flaws, orbreaking dependencies
elsewhere in a large codebase.

Thisiswherea newer class of compa-
nies has found its opening. Rather than
competing only on who can generate
more code, firmssuchas Augment Code,
Qodo,Sweep,and Axiomare focusingon
what comes after generation: code
review, defect detection, test creation,
and, in Axiom’s case, mathematical ver-
ification. The shift is subtle but impor-
tant. The value is moving from speed
alone toassurance.

‘Augment Code’s public pitchis built
around what it calls a Context Engine.
The idea is that fixing code requires
understanding more than a single file
or diff. A bug may come from how ser-
vices interact, how data flows through
an API, or how a change in one module
ripples across many others. Augment

WWW.FINANCIALEXPRESS.COM

@ REMEMBERING LOHIA

® TECHPROOF EXPRESS
NEW WAVE IN CODE TEACHING MACHINES TO IMITATE REVIEWERS, TESTERS, & OCCASIONALLY THEOREM PROVERS

An Al layer supervising another

SIDDHARTH PAl

Technology consultant and venture capitalist
By invitation

inspect a narrow patch.

Qodo, formerly Codium, occupies a
similar but slightly broader position. Its
emphasis is “review first, not copilot
first”. Publicly, Qododescribesitselfasan
Al code reviewand quality platformwith
deep multi-repo context, agentic work-
flows, test generation, governance, and

ement.That
matters because it captures the real
shapeof Theproblemisnot

systems index functions, files, and
% 5 3 y

¥ y can retrieve th

evant context fora bug or review task.
That usually involves code embeddings,
repository indexing, dependency map-
ping,and search over large codebases.
The second is static analysis, the older
discipline of inspecting code structure
without executing it. Static analysis
helps identify suspicious patterns,

ble branches, API misuse, and

merely towritea funcuou Itistodecide
whether the function is
safe, consistent with team
practice,adequatelytested,
andacceptableinaproduc-
tion pipeline,

Sweep is an instructive
example of how fluid this
category remains. It first
drew attention for turning
software issues into code
changes and pull requests,
and is now positioned as a
codingagentandautocom-
plete assistant with explicit attention to
editing failures. The practical lesson is
that the fixing layer can take several
st =

Rather than
competing only on
who can generate
more code, firms
are focusing on
what comes after

generation
— —

missing checks. The third is test genera-
tion: the system proposes
unit tests or scenario tests
designed to expose edge
cases, then uses failures as
signals for repair.

Qodo has also publicly
highlighted multi-agentor
agentic workflows, mean-
ing the work is decom-

sed into narrowerreview
roles rather than handled
by one giant model
prompt, One agent may
check tests, another documentation,
another security or standards compli-
ance. That decomposition mirrors good

review assistance, or repair suggestions
during codeeditingitself.In each case, the
commercial bet is the same: developers
will pay not. only for code genemuon,bu&

saysit indexesa

and maps relationships across files,
dependencies,architecture,and history.
That richer context lets its review sys-
tem flag logic errors, security vulnera-
bilities, and breaking changes with
more precision than tools that only

ging pain.

What algorithms sit undemea(h
th Public materi
some claims more clearly than athers
The first is semantic retrieval. Instead of
treating code as ordinary prose, these

practice. A senior reviewer
doesnotaskonevague question—“is this
code good?” —but several concrete ones.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi

He was a multifaceted personality who played a
pivotal role in mobilising people against colonial
rule...His unwavering commitment to the cause
of empowering the poor and the marginalised
continues to inspire generations

mal-methods approach that asks
whether code-related claims can be
machine-checked rather than merely
judged plausible. The philosophical leap
is enormous. Instead of asking whether
code looks right, formal methods ask
whetheramachine-checkable proof can
establish that it is right.

Thatisaverydifferent standard from
conventional code generation. Large
language modelswork by statistical like-
lihood. Formal verification works by log-
ical necessity.Ifa prooffails toverify, the
system has not merely become uncer-
tain; it has been shown to bewrong. That
makes Axiom especially relevant in
domainswhere“probably correct”is not
good enough: cryptography, infrastruc-
ture, aerospace, medicine, or financial
systems with strict correctness and
deterministic (meaning absolutely cer-
tain, not just the most likely) outcome
requirements.

None of this means the code-fixing
companies have solved software relia-
bility. Public descriptions from these
firms are still, understandably, market-
ing descriptions, and many internal
details remain proprietary. It would be
too strong to claim, for example, that
every company here uses symbolic exe-
cution, satisfiability solvers, or rein-
forcement learning in the precise ways
researchers describe those methods. In
several cases, the public record supports
broader claims - semantic indexing,
context-aware review, test generation,
multi-step workflows, formal proof
checking - more clearly than it supports
specificimplementation details.

Evenso,the pattern isclear.Codegen-

Increasingly, these systems

erationisbec

small teams rather than single tools.
Axiom takes the most radical path.
Its premise is that thelong-term answer
to unreliable Al code is not just better
prompts or broader code search, but for-
mal verification. Axiom's platform,
AXLE, is tied to proof verification and
proof transformation, reflecting a for-

is scarcer and therefore more valuable.

‘hefirst wave taug] i imi
programmers. This new wave is teaching
machines to imitate reviewers, testers,
and, occasionally, theorem provers. In
software, glamour may launch a market.
Reliabilityiswhat usually turnsitintoan
enduring industryin the end.

Tackling the West Asian curveball

ANUBHUTI SAHAY

Head of South Asia Economic research,
Standard Chartered Bank

The government needs to take measures to
contain energy demand/import bill with a
minimal impact on growth

India’sg i ilityand

Theescalating West Asia
thrown a curveball at global economic
prospects,and Indiais feeling theheat.The
interplay between growth, inflation,and
fiscal dynamics has become more com-
plex,leaving policymal\emmatoughspoL
While inflation s set tojump on elevatgd

owth resilience. lf Lnd:.a 's growth story
is to continue to shineamid the throes of
an uncertain world, much will hinge on
the resolve to protect these crucial exter-
nal buffers.
India has posted two years of a bal-

energy pric

ity casualty.
Fourout of five: global recessionssincethe
1950s have been preceded by oil shocks.

There’sno: crystal ball foranswersdur-

ng
is mevn;able but the hit India takes will
depend on three things— how long the
conflict lasts, the aftershocks in global
energymarkets,and policymakers’agility
duringandafter thewar.

The silver lining is that India has
entered the West Asian tensions ina posi-
tion of strength. Growth over the last 12
months has been close to or higher than
trend (partially flattered by one-off mea-
sures), inflation has been low,and trade
diplomacy is shifting from negotiating
tables to delivery mode, albeit with a lag.
An import cover of around 10 months
(more than 3x the prescribed Interna-
tional Monetary Fund metric to assess

muchl Xafamilyor

Bloomberg amor andlearn.My

concern is not with riskitself — it’sthat too many of the

younger i isksthat of mrlmlepotenualforgmwth orupside.
,fareyuuugr plech uduu ksover tiveones?O

may iveri of reach, so they go forbroke. Wealth

is now more conceutrated a.mong the old and the rich, housing is unaffordable, it is
hard to find a job.If the economy offers so little in terms of opportunity,bettingona
totallong shot can feel like the onlyoption.

Butevenifthi than theyused tobe.Itisnormalfor
people in their 20s to feel like the economy is stacked against them. It isa hard time
oflife,economicallyif not socially,but thereis not much evidence that it isworse than
before, The median household under 30 in 2022 had higher wages and wealth than
the same group did in 1989. There is also a lower risk of losing your job, and while
unemployment for young people has been higher lately, it is still lower than many
non-recessionary periods of the

Anotheranswer to the question of why may be lack of financial education. Most
people don’t know how to invest, and people pushing high-risk, high-reward strate-
giesareall oversocial media. Even financial sweptupinthe hyp
abull market — and most investors under 30 have only Everexpenenced abullmar-
ket. (The stock market did fall in 2020, but it came back fastand harder than ever) A
risky market tends to push up the > performance of other risky, high-betaassets.

Ifyouthinktheworldisc thatalmost youmay
decide that you have no choice but to try to get in on the next big thing and hope for
the best. Or you might decide to own a bit of everything and take advantage of the
uncertaintyto bet on the one thing you know better than anyone: yourself.

d of foreign excl reserves)
assures sufficient external buffers.

Yet, beneath these comforting macro
trends is rising discomfort on the ability
of the external sector to absorb repeated

ksami

ance-of-p (BoP) deficit for the
first timeon record, in stark contrasttothe
$100 billion surpluses in the two years

prior to the Russia-Ukraine war. In the

inglower doll
dhighergold pricesoffsetthe
drain on foreign reserves on potentially
anotheryearof deficit. Between April and
December 2025, India’s forex reserves
were bolstered purely by valuation gains.
With real forex reserve gains hard to
come by for now, the right trade-off is to
allow the indian rupee to be the shock
absorber. Such an adjustment is likely to
keep growth prospects relatively pro-

past,the BoPimpact: i =
rentaccountdeficit (CAD)
due to a surge in com-
modity prices was only

—
While India has little

tected by against unneces-

remain within the mandated band of 2-
6%, making rate hikes a less compelling
policy measure for now, at least forinfla-
tion management.

Alongwithincreased tolerance forthe

p on-
tain demand and thus the import bill are
needed as well. India’s dependence on
‘West Asia goes well beyond crude oil,
extending deeply to gas supplies and fer-
tilisers. While the government hasalready

uxuzﬂ ed cooki ice

for ial use, and is

sary policy
Central bank rate hikes
aren't just about infla-

identifying new sources of lost energy
imports, substituting West Asian energy
supplies rapidly is a tall order. Thus, it

tocontail

demand/import bill with a minimal
impacton growth. Usually, priceisagreat
allocator. However glven that supply is
likely explicit mea-
sures to reduce fuel supply for less pro-

temporary; recall 2012- control on elevated tion—they’realso used to
13 orthe Russia- Ukraine stabilise the currency if
e
war that started in 2022, 9“ obasltrates orlargerAl external buffersweaken.
As capital flows were inve .mem‘" urgent While India isn’t any-
steadierthen,BoPdeficits ~ remedial measuresare  where near this point, a
were rare and a one-year required to boost relentless defence of the
phenomenon. ; ts currency an:ud sr_mng
This is not the case retums on Indian as global headh ductiveactivityare needed too.
today. Capital flows over ing global yields can

thelast twoyears have beenless thanone-
tenth of what was the case two years
before the Russia-Ukraine war. We see a
riskofa BoPdeficit forathird consecutive
year, as the comfort from a well-behaved
CAD over the last couple of years might
notplayout thistimearound; the CAD can
be1.5-2.5xthe current expectationofless
than $40 billion if crude oil prices stay
wnthm $90-110 per barrel forayear.
India’s forexreserves,

Historically, these buffers have heen

and thus import cover, runa risk of mov-

HE EDITOR

Mulling simultaneous

elections

Apropos of “The impact of
simultaneous elections” (FE, March
23), conducting Lok Sabha and
Assembly polls together could reduce
the logistical burden on the state, cut

dominate the political narrative,
thereby overshadowing regional
priorities and weakening the federal
character of Indian democracy. Such a
shift could dilute the space for state-
specific debates and reduce the
ability of voters to make distinct
choices at different levels of

election-related fiture, and
minimise the disruption caused by
India's near-continuous election cycle.
At the same time, simultaneous
elections may allow national issues to

. The constitutional and
structural challenges further
complicate the proposal. Thus, while
the idea promises efficiency, its
implementation must carefully

Focus should remainon thecruxof the

necessitate sharper-th. quired rate
increases, amplifying downside risk to
economic activity. Should ol prices stay
above $100 per barrel for a year, GDP
growth could slip by almost 100 basis
points,withthebaselineat 7%,according
to a Standard Chartered estimate. This
doesn’t even account for disruptions in
supply, which are already hampering
smallerenterprises. Inflation can surge
towards 5-5.5% froma baselme of 4%

blem-dwindled capital flows. While
Indla has little control on elevated global
ratesorlargeAli (whichtheUS
and China have already made), urgent
remedial measures are required to boost
returns on Indian assets. Further diversi-
fication of energy imports, boosting
energysecurity,and putting the execution
capacity to maximise gains from recent
trade deals are equally important. Short-
term mbut

p

overthenext12

balance administrative gains with
preserving India's democratic ethos.
—Narayanan Kizhumundayur, Thrissur

USD’s sheen fading?

Apropos "Is $ Losing Reserve Asset
Sheen?/" (FE, March 23), the dollar’s
gradual decline in relative share is a
long-running trend, not a sudden
crisis, and no credible alternative
currently meets the structural
requirements of a global reserve
currency. The euro's fiscal

cannot| fordeeperc

fragmentation and China's capital
controls are real constraints, not minor
quibbles. India’s own reduction in US
debt holdings and increase in gold
reserves reflects sensible portfolio
thinking. Diversification at the margins
is prudent; wholesale abandonment
of dollar-denominated assets would
be neither realistic nor wise for any
major economy in the near term.

—M Barathi, Bengaluru

®Wiite to us at feletters@expressindia.com

Regd. No: DL-21048/03-05. R.N.J. N0.26750/74. Printed and Published by Ramesh Chander Malhotra on behalf of The Indian Express (P) Ltd and printed at The Indian Express (P) Ltd Press, A-8, Sector-7, Noida - 201301 and published at The Indian Express (P) Ltd, Mezzanine Floor, Express Building, 9 810,
Bahadur Shah Zafar Marg, New Delhi-110002. Phone: 0120-6651500, (Cover price: Patna:212, Raipur: 212, Srinagar 215) Chairman of the Board: Viveck Goenka, Editor: Shyamal Majumdar, Editor (Delhi) Shobhana Subramanian® (*Responsible for selection of News under the PRP Act )
©Copyright: The Indian Express (P) Ltd All rights reserved. Reproduction in any manner, electronic or otherwise, in whole or in part, without prior written permission is prohibited. The Financial Express®

epaper.ﬁnancialexpress.eun'. .

New Delhi






ALl i, sl

(b )

YOUR DAILY ARABIC PROVERB

Samnetines, your good qualities
are the ouuse of your problems,

Nizar Qabbani

(20th-cantury Syrian poet publisher ang digdamist)
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The US and Israel have different goals in the war on Iran

onald Trump's claim that
he knew nothing about
Israels attack on Iran's
main gas field suggests that
significant tensions exist
between the US president
over how best 1o prosecute thelir

and Isy
Joint military campaign against Tran,

Ever since Trump launched Operation
Epic Pury more than three weeks ago,
questions have been raised about the
precise nature of the cooperation between
the US military and its Isracli counterpar,

While Trump has suggested his main
privrity is to destroy, once and for all,
Iran's ability to develop a nuclear weapons
arsenal, the Israelis, who have dubbed
their effort Operation Roaring Lion, appear
determined to wage their campaign until
regime change has been achieved in
Tehran, Leaked documents and recordings
have revealed a wide-scale Israeli effort to
scire lower-ranking officials in the hope of
enabling a popular uprising in Iran, while

Netanyahu
has specifically
said that he
wants Israe
military attacks
on Iran to result
In regime change

A Gulflesson in cris

or residents of Dubai,

Feb. 28 was a normal day

until the unfumiliar sounds

of missile interoeptions

drowned out the background

noise of speeding cars and
construction work. Those following the
nesws at that very moment were perhaps
the only ones who guessed what those
sounds were, For the vast majority,
however, it was a rude awakening. The
country across the Gulf had suddenty be-
gun lobbing gigantic missiles and combat
drones at the cities of the Arabian Penin
sula in retallation for o combined military
assault by Israel and the US,

The initial booms were possibly
mistaken by many residents for rockets
crashing into nearby buildings; in reality,
they were the sounds of hallistic missiles
being neutralized by state-of-the-art
interceptors, Citizens amd expatriates
alike remained safe because these systems
were so precise as 1o unfatlingly find their
targets high in the stratosphere. This has

CON COUGHLIN

also assassinating senior regime figures

By contrast, the US military has
mainly been targeting lran's nuclear
and military sites, especially the countrys
ballistic missile launch pads that have
been used to attack neighboring Gulf
countries. While Trump has indicated he
would like to see the war ultimately result
in regime change in Tehran, he does not
appear as committed to such an outcome as
1sraeli Prinve Minister Benjamin Netan-
yahu, who has specifically said that he
wints Israel’s military attacks on Iran to
result in regime change.

One crucial difference in the prosecu
tion of the war by the Americans and the
Israclis has been an unwillingness on the
part of the Amecricans to target key Iranian
infrastructure, especially its energy sector
— at least so far

Trump's approach was clear during the
recent US military attack on Kharg Island, eppesard 1y A-Mopsén
the narrow strip of lranian territory in
the Gulf that is responsible for about 90

Tehmgrpn e

o ghobaal conflic
ity wndd the Mada
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ARNAD NEIL SENGUPTA

largely been the story for Saudi Arabia,
the UAE, Bahrain, Kuwait and Qatar
over the past few weeks. If there were
ever a defining moment of clarity for the
denizens of the Gulf, this is it

With the US-Israeli campaign to destroy
Tran’s missile infrastructure and military
sites pow in lts fourth week, people
here have become acutely aware of both
the geopolitical risks and the structural
advantages of the region. There are no
scary sivens triggering panicked runs to
bomb shelters. Instead, residents receive
automated, localized alerts on their smart-
phones, informing them of threats and
again when the “coast is clear”

Underpinning this calm is a master class
in crisis management that will be taught in
public policy courses in the years to come.

Central to this stability has been the
clarity and transparency of official
communication. By providing real-time
updates and debunking misinforma
tion within minutes, governments have
effectively neutralized the rumor mills

Arrab Nk Sargupta is s

percent of Iran's oil exports. While the

US attacked a number of military bases, it
avoided artacks on the island’s oil facilities,
with Trump declaring that he had deliber
ately left them untouched.

By contrast, Israel appears to have no
qualms about attacking key Irankan infra-
structure targets, with Israeli warplanes
launching an attack on the South Pars gas
field on Wednesday.

While Israe] insists that key Iranian infra-
structure presents a legitimate target In its
wir against the regime, the attack on South
Pars has exposed tensions between Israel
and the Trump administration, with the
American president insisting that he knew
nothing aboul the Isracli attack, stating
that Israel had “violently lashed out” by
attacking the gas field

Inan attempt to draw a red line over
which targets shoukd and shonld not be
attacked in the war, Trump insisted that
Israel would not conduct any more attacks
against lran'’s energy sector unless the

that usually thrive in conflict zones — and
increasingly so in the age of politically
motivited soctal influencers and artifi-
cial intelligence tools, This transparency
has been instrumental in building and
maintaining a sense of trust that keeps
the social fabric intact in a region where
non-citizens outnumber citizens in quite a
few countries,

The physical evidence of this stability
ig evervwhere. So far, there has not been
a hint of a shortage: fresh food, cooking
gas and electricity remain constant.
Even flower shops are stocked with fresh
imports from across the globe despite
alrspace being closed over many cities and
the threats faced by ships using the Gulf.

Reports in Western publications
suggesting a “Might of capital™ or a miass
exodus af the wealthy seem either agenda-
driven or detached from reality, However,
a nagging worry persists: the fear that
Washington might declare a unilateral
ceasefire or strike a deal with the regime
in Tehran without seeking ironclsd

Iranians continued their attacks on energy
targets in the Gulf

Despite Trump's threat 1o “massively
blow up” South Pars if Iran continued
to attack the energy infrastructure of its
Gulf neighbors, tseael’s role in initiating
the tit-for-tat strikes in the energy sector
has led to suggestions of a rift emerging
betwoen the US and Israel, particulardy
in terms of how long the fighting will
continue.

Trump has indicated that the US has
already achieved most of its war aims and
that he might be minded to end hostilities
in the near future. Netanyahu, by contrast,
seems determined that Isracl continue
fighting so long as the regime still stands.

With US media reports that the Trump
administration is already talking to lran
about ending the conflict, Netanyahu's
insistence on maintaining hostilities until
his own goals are achieved could result in
further tensions developing between the
US and Israeli administrations.

People here have
become acutely
aware of both the
geopolitical risks
and the structural
advantages of
the region

S management

security guarantees for its Gulf partners.
President Donald Trump's conversational
sallies — “a litthe excursion,” "winding
down" and “the war is very complete,
pretty much™ — do little to inspire confi-
dence in a long-term Ametican commit-
ment, which is vital for the restoration of
stability. Despite four woeks of bombard
ment, lran's arsenal remains a potent
“known unknown.”

One of the upsides of this crisks is that
it his demolished the stereotype of the
Gulf as a playground for the wealthy or a
temporary stopover for expats. The past
four weeks have been a testing time that
has revealed a region of highly organized
states capable of closing ranks in the face
of a common enemy and shielding their
people from the worst impulses of their
neighbors. The hope is that, regardless
of what happens to Iran, the Gulf will
no longer be viewed as a destination for
opportunity, but rather as a bastion of
restlience and potential in an iIncressingly
unpredictable world,
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America facing a growing terror threat from within

merica is being tested by

a threat that is no longer

distant, organized in foreign

camps or directed solely

from abeoad, 1t is increasing-

Iy diffuse, harder to detect
and more dangerous precisely because it
grows from within. The rise in tervorist
plots and attacks inspired by radicalism and
extremism should alarm every American —
not only because of their frequency but be-
cause of the conditions that

as Dacsh and Al-Qacda may have lost much
of their ability to carry out large-scale,
coordinated attacks. But their ideological
reach remains intact, In some ways, it has
expanded. They no longer need to plan
every attack. They only need to inspire one,
The results are visible across the country.
According to FBI Director Kash Patel, US
authorities disrupted 640 pk "
attacks in the past year alone. At the sume
time, the FBI is investigating about 1,700
domestic terrorism cases.

allow them to take hold. o= Many of these nvolve
Thisis not speculation. %4 individhuals driven by what
2::12! own L:lneli.i{t,m This is what istic violent cxma:ium" —
community. terrorismin amindset rooted in hatred
The 2026 Annal Threat  Americalooks like  of society and a desire to
last week by:m 3 4o ﬂ::i:iswhn terrorism
of National Intelligence driven by ideology in America looks like
Tulsi Gabbard, shows that and much harder to  (oday: scattered. driven by
the biggest terrorist risk detect and stop ideology and much harder
America is facing today to detect and stop.

comes from individuals or
small groups acting on their own, driven by
extreme beliefs, These attackers are often
not directly tied to larger onganizations or
guided by foreign groups, But they are still
influenced by dangerous ideas that make
violence seem justified and even necessary
in response to what they see as injustice,
This shift represents a profound evalu-
tion in the threat landscape, Groups such

But addressing this
threat requires more than law enforce-
ment, It requires honesty about how
people become radicalized — and how
public narratives can speed up that
process, Because terrorism does not start
with violence, it starts with ideas,

1t begins with the idea that a person’s
Identity is under attack, thedr faith is under
stegre and the society around them is hostile

DALIA AL-AQIDI

Dude A)-Acpedl bs enmcutve
director st te Amecican e
for Gourrter Extomitism

Far b version, fog o0 1o
www_araboews com./

and irredeemable. Once that belicf takes
hold, the path to radicalization becomes far
shorter. This is why rhetoric matters.
When political figures suggest that the
US is fundamentally hostile toa particular
religion, they are not mercly i

disruptions, so they can do their job effec
tively and keep the country safe.

Finally, there must be a renewed
commitment to clarity in public discourse.
America is not at war with a religion. It is
wg an ldeology that distorts faith,

"

in debate, they are shaping peroeg;
especially among the young — impression-
able individuals who may already feel alien-
ated. Among the mast prominent voices

loits grievance and justifies violence.
Failing to make that distinction clear does
not promote tolerance. [t creates confu-
sion — and that confusion is precisely what

advancing this narrative is Rep. lhan Omar,  extremist groups rely on.
who bas repeatedly framed The warning signs are
criticism of extremist “ no longer subtle: foiled
ideologics as an attack on plots, arrested suspects
e m"""m'h"w“""‘" TheUSisnotat o mks cmedoutby
irrespansible. warwithareligion.  ymerica has faced
The US should focus Itis confronting difficult challenges
more on stopping radical- |deo'm before. It has done so
ization early, especially o that by relying on clarity,
online, and work with distorts faith, resolve and a willingness
trusted voices in communi- — eXplolts grievance o act decisively. Those
tiestopush backagainst  and justifies violence qualities are needed now
extremist ideas. Law more than ever.
enforcement also needs The Trump administra-

better tools, coordination and support
1o track lone attackers, who are harder
todetect.

At the same time, immigration and
citizenship policies should reflect the
seriousness of terrorism, with clear conse-
guences for those who tum to violence. And
most importantly, key security agencies
must be fully supported, without political

tlon must take this threat seriousty, put
security first, reject dangerous narratives
and confront radicatization at fts source.
That is how the worst oulcomes are
prevenled, Ignoring it, downplaying it or
turning it into politics will only allow the
threat to spread beyond control.

It will grow. And soon, it will be much
harder to stop.

Africais forging its own green future

he Belem Package — the tutions, African are already
set of climate finance taking the necessary steps to support the
aid sapath tinents 1< ook wd
adopted at last year's climate ambitions.

COP30 UN Climate Change But to unlock climate finanoce at scale,

Conference in Brazil — was
limited in scope. 8till, by acknowledging
that the world can no longer design climate

Jutions for Africa withe NP
African input, it marked a profound shift in

African multilateral institutions must

act as a coordinated force promoting a
shared continental vision. The Afrexim-
bank report highlights a range of practical
instruments, such as the Climate Change

policymaking. Adaptation Finance Facility, which could
Despite accounting help mobilize sustainable

for less than 4 percent “ investments. Whether

of global greenhouse supporting solar projects

gas emissions, Africa Much of the world  in Cameroon or providing

is bearing the brunt of recugnlm that Nigerian businesses

the climate crisis. As & now with stable power, these

result, the continent s~ Africa’s path tonet-  jugruments demon-

in recent years moved zero emissions must  strate how decentral-

from the periphery of the evel ized clean energy can

climate finance debate foster d apanent, underpin Africas indus-

to the forefront. Much of not constrain it trialization and economic

the world now recognizes competitiveness,

that Africa’s path to net-zero emissions
must foster development, not constrain

it. Rather than replicating old patterns

of dependency, African countries must
industrialize, trade and grow while forging
a low-carhon future.

The Inaugural environmental, soctal and
govermance report by the African Export-
Import Bank, known as Afreximbank,
released during COP30, refiects this shift.
It finds that instead of waiting for external

Similarly, facilities such as the Africa
Trade Transformation Fund can help

A the i s twin chall s of
a heavy debt burden and climate vulner-
ability. The innovative Africa Trade Trust
Fund, in particular, exemplifies the kind
of praject-driven [nstruments that will be
critical to scaling up climate investment,

Effective climate action in Africa is
inseparable from economic sovervignty
and trade. Localizing green value chains,

ELIAS KAGUMYA
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building low-carbon turing hubs

of

and investing in climate-resilient infra-
structure are not merely climate initiatives,
they are also nation-building projects
crucial to a just transition.

The question now is whether the global
financial system can adjust te this new
reality. As Africa builds the necessary insti-
tutions for a sustainable future, advanced
cconomies must honor their commitments

Make no mistake: systemic obstacles
remain, Africa faces a staggering financing
wap of $L6 trillion to achieve the UN
Sustainable Development Goals by 2030,
underscoring the persistent misalignment
hetween the global financial system and
the continent’s needs. The Belem Package,
which acknowledges that imbalance, is
astep in the right direction. Correcting

by fully funding the Loss and Damagre distorted risk perceptions and the resulting
Fund, easing access 1o high eredit spreads,
concessional finance and - however, will be key to
treating Africa not as an aid “ unlocking private capital
u"::;ﬂ :rnt:!:: - Dt & " “me African
Far from an act of charity, green transition is institutions are nire.uly
supporting Africa's green the only viable path  qonding by devel-
transition is the only viable to global climate oping de-risking tools
path to global climate resil- resilience and and blended finance
ience and equitable growth, models, including
As COP30 made clear, the equitablegrowth o cional windows
continent’s financial institu- and trust funds, to attract

tions ave already shifting toward clean
energy on thedr own terms.

Africa’s economic transformation
will depend on technology transfer and
capacity building, both of which are
essential to the projects Afreximbank and
its partners are financing. Consider solar
farms, Beyond installation, this gener-
ating capacity becomes part of a future
electricity grid, stimulates local compo-

v,
opin

nent facturing and helps train a new

private capital. In effect, they are building
the landing strips for global investment.
All of this shows that Africa is no longer
willing to be defined by a crisis it did not
create, Instead, the continent is pursuing a
just green transition that drives industrial-
(zation, leverages local energy resources,
expands trade and integrates markets. It is
creating one of the defining growth oppor-
tunities of the 21st century and laying the
groundwork for global climate resilience.
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OPINION

Woke Goes Up in Smoke

The “equity
for me but
not for thee”
era feels over.
And the green
movement

t
'S looks brown
INSIDE
around  the
l‘i;u}lvnvb edges. So js
Kessler woke up in
smoke? Or is
it more like
Freddy Krueger, coming back
to haunt the gullible?

Inauguration Day’s Execu-
tive Order 14151 smartly
ended government diversity,
equity and inclusion pro-
grams. Corporate DEI has
been scaling back faster than
flight reservations to Dubai.
Compared with 2024, “the
term ‘DEF’ fell 98% across For-
tune 100 communications,”
according to Gravity Research.
Four hundred colleges and
universities have ended or re-
branded their DEI programs.
They better—as activist Ed-
ward Blum and others, fresh
off his Supreme Court win in
Students for Fair Admissions
v. Harvard (2023), are suing
states and organizations to
end DEI and racial prefer-
ences. Woke shot down in
flames.

In 2022, 20% of adults un-
der 24 identified as lesbian,
gay or bisexual, according to
a Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention survey. By
2025, that dropped to 15%.

vantage, like 6-foot-1 dudes
winning women’s swimming
championships.

The cracks are widening in
the environmental movement.
In his October memo, “Three
Tough Truths About Climate,”
Microsoft co-founder Bill
Gates capitulates, admitting,
“It will not lead to humanity’s
demise.” Now you tell us?
Congress ended electric-vehi-
cle tax credits as of Septem-
ber. This month, Honda re-
ported $15.7 billion in EV-
related write-downs, joining
other automakers for $70 bil-
lion in total. Climate religion
is expensive.

Are you anxious about all
this? This month, UK. re-
searchers said sugary drinks
cause anxiety in young people.
Maybe. Or maybe hearing
“The world is going to end in
12 years if we don’t address
climate change” back in 2019
flipped them out. Oh, and
those potent and legal canna-
bis gummies too, man.

But like all slasher movies,
the killer isn’t dead yet. He’s
hiding in the dark. Why won't
anyone turn on the lights?
Here’s a doozy: A recent New
York Times headline blared: “17
States Led by Democrats Sue
Over Trump’s Demand Colleges
Submit Race Data.” But one-
party California demands that
as of April 1 certain venture
capitalists must ask founders
about their “gender ldenmy,"

scold Greta Thunberg de-
manded that President Trump
deliver fossil fuels to Cuba.
May I suggest instead a free
tank of gasoline for every Cu-
ban who shows up outside
Guantanamo? And a Big Mac?
And maybe an RPG launcher?
I continue to believe that Flor-
ida should annex Cuba.

For 2026, Formula One
changed race-car power units
to 50% sustainable fuels and
50% electric from 80/20 last

The vibe has shifted,

cant supporting actors from
underrepresented racial or
ethnic groups.” Or 30% of the
rest of the cast. Or a woke
story line. This year’s Oscar
winner glorifies bomb-making
family-loving revolutionaries
against demented border mili-
tia. No bias there. Like Ms.
Thunberg, with these folks it's
one oppression after another.
No wonder best picture nomi-
nees are rarely the best.
Maggie Gyllenhaal’s “The
Bride!” (of Frankenstein)
pointlessly screams “Me Too”

in this feminist fiasco of a

o movie, It's a $90 million flop.

but will the monster Reason magazine calls it the

come back to haunt us “lost remnants of a pre-vibe-

- shift culture, the last vestige
like Freddy Krueger? 3¢ a fully woke world:*

Yes, the vibe has

year. Along with boost but-
tons. Battery recharging is of-
ten necessary by coasting on
straightaways. That’s racing?
More like performative non-
sense to indoctrinate fans. It's
so bad that Ferrari’s Charles
LeClerc says, “This is like the
mushroom in Mario Kart.”
Hollywood and the media
also didn’t get the “woke has
croaked” memo. Fortunately,
media is a lagging indicator.
The best show on TV, HBO’s
“The Pitt,” doesn’t have com-
mercials. But it does take
quick breaks in the action for
not-so-subtle woke messaging.
Fat- shammg Livable wages.

(A Gallup poll d:

grees.) A
change in biology? That fast?
More like a change in cul-
ture. The libertarian in me
thinks be yourself, but don't
cry victimhood to take ad-

“gender fluid.” No Apnl Fool’
Founders can “decline to state.”
They should.

cuts. Deportations. Viewers
notice.
The Acaderny Awa.rds still

This  month—hypocrisy
alert—the oil-hating green

have
that demand “lead or signifi-

shifted. We shouldn't be
grouped and partitioned by
race or sex or identity. We
should all be treated as indi-
viduals.

But now, artificial intelli-
gence is vulnerable to biased
training. One 2025 test
showed that “90% of the time
ChatGPT chose kidney recipi-
ents with black-coded names.”
That breeds distrust. Who
knows what woke distortions
are buried deep in Al models?
Last July the president signed
an executive order “Prevent-
ing Woke AI in the Federal
Government.” Great. But how
will it know? How will the
rest of us know if the Al we
use is partisan?

More transparency is es-
sential. We can’t let woke, or
Freddy Krueger, lurk in the

dark.

Write to kessler@wsj.com.

Cuba Tries One More Big Con

Cuba is bank-
rupt. Don’t
blame the U.S.
embargo or
even Presi-
¥ dent Trump’s
- oil “quaran-
AMERICAS tine,” which
By Mary
Anastasia blocks petro-
0°Grady leum largess
to the island
from Venezu-
ela and Mexico. The world's
most infamous grifter is sim-
ply out of money again and is
looking for a new mark.

This is the worst economic
crisis since the military dicta-
torship took over in 1959, Gar-
bage piles high in the streets.
The power grid has collapsed.
There are shortages of food
and potable water. Mosquito-
borne disease runs rampant.
Protesters are taking to the
streets and likely to grow
more restive in the sweltering
Cuban summer.

Rumors circulated in recent
weeks that Mr. Trump was
seeking a partnership in Ha-
vana similar to the one he
struck with new Venezuelan
dictator Delcy Rodriguez. Sta-
bilizing the economy would be
job one while the regime stays
in power.

That trial balloon seems to
have been shot down. Let’s
hope so. Cuba opened itself to
foreign capital in the 1990s af-
ter its sugar daddy, the Soviet
Union, broke up. Spanish, Brit-
ish and Canadian investors,
among others, thought they

were getting in on the ground
floor. But there was no transi-
tion to democracy. Once Vene-
zuelan oil subsidies—which
began in the 2000s—helped
the regime recover, it went
hammer and tongs after the
foreigners it had lured to the
island.

Briton Stephen Purvis lived
the nightmare. A married fa-
ther of four in London, Mr.
Purvis connected, in 1999,
with a British company that
needed an architect in Cuba.
After multiple trips to the Ca-
ribbean over the course of a
year, he moved his family to
Havana in 2000 and began de-
veloping resorts, golf courses
and infrastructure projects.

A decade later, as a senior
executive at Coral Capital in
Havana, Mr. Purvis seems to
have thought his company was
in good standing with the re-
gime. Then, as he explains in
his 2017 memoir, “Close But
No Cigar,” one day state secu-
rity arrested his boss and shut
down the company’s office. No
one knew why.

Diplomats advised Mr. Pur-
vis to get out of the country.
Having done nothing wrong,
he stayed. Months later, state
security arrested him.

He spent more than a year
behind bars. That included
eight months inside the noto-
rious Villa Marista prison
where he was held with three
other men in a filthy, vermin-
infested cell the area of a
king-size mattress. He was al-

lowed 15 minutes of sunshine
a week. Suicide attempts in-
side the cell block were com-
mon. One of his cellmates was
an executive in a Cuban-Chil-
ean joint venture.

Mr. Purvis spent his time
considering the regime’s mo-
tives. He thought about a trip
he took to the United Arab
Emirates with the powerful
son-in-law of Ravil Castro, Luis
Rodriguez Lopez-Calleja. They
had signed contracts with

Havana is inviting
foreign investors
again. Stephen Purvis
knows how that goes.

Dubai Ports World to modern-
ize the Port of Mariel. Cuba
was to put up $350 million.
Six months later, Lopez-Calleja
changed his mind. “We don’t
like to see the word ‘binding’
in contracts, and we have to
cancel the project for reasons
of sovereignty,” he said, ac-
cording to Mr. Purvis, who
was told to break the news to
the Emiratis.

He obeyed and burned the
project files in a bonfire on
the beach. Three months later,
Cuba announced the project
would go ahead, with a Brazil-
ian construction group and an
$850 million loan from Brazil.
Mr. Purvis says he “never
talked about his misgivings,”

but admits he wondered what
“the extra half billion” was for.
At the time he was arrested,
Mr. Purvis and Coral Capital
were, in his words, “fighting a
losing battle against the offi-
cially sanctioned theft of non-
fixed assets . . . and the si-
phoning off of cash to other
state enterprises.”

Looking back, Mr. Purvis
realizes that the old guard
made a comeback right under
his nose. “Every single high-
ranking politician or business
leader has been replaced or
has vanished in the past few
years. Some have been the
subject of public purges and
denouncements . . . but most
have simply been edited out.
All have been replaced by mili-
tary figures.”

He eventually connects the
dots: “Having allowed foreign
capitalism in to rescue the col-
lapsed economy, they now
want to behead it before it be-
comes tco pcwerful (g s a

BOOKSHELF | By Jonathan W. Jordan

‘My Early Life’
Reconsidered

A Prelude to Immortality

By Gary L. Stiles
Unicorn, 584 pages, $52.50

eflecting on his legacy, Winston Churchill liked to say,
“I shall leave it to history, but remember that I shall
be one of the historians.”

As a young man, Churchill (1874-1965) already sensed
that he had caught history’s eye. “We are all worms, but I
do believe that I am a glow-worm,” he told an acquaintance
in 1906. Unwilling to abide history’s timeline, in the late
1920s he wrote his only formal autobmgraphy, "My Early
Life.” Rel d in 1930 and 6 lan-
guages, “My Early Life” tells Churchill’s story in lns own
‘words, from his earliest recollections to his first years in

Parliament.

In “A Prelude to Immortal-
ity,” Gary Stiles, an emeritus
professor of cardiovascular
research at Duke University
and a “lifetime collector of
Winston Churchill and his

‘writings,” dissects “My Early
Life” for clues to the man’s
beliefs about himself.

Why “My Early Life"—and
not Churchill’s six-volume “The
Second World War” (1948-53),
or “Marlborough” (1933-38), or
his six-book series “The World

Crisis” (1923-31), or any of the
more than three dozen other
books that helped win Churchill the 1953 Nobel Prize for
literature? “Churchill’s autobiography,” Mr. Stiles explains,
“lays the groundwork for how he wished to be perceived
and how he would approach and create his political career.”

Mr. Stiles takes a clear-eyed view of Churchill’s self-
projection. “In many ways, he always thought that he was
Saint George slaying the dragon,” the author writes.
“Churchill wanted to portray himself as the underdog, always
having to fight against great odds to earn recognition.” Let-
ters from schoolmasters indicting “his laziness and slovenly
character,” the blithe disinterest of his Victorian parents and
his failed attempts to get into the British military academy
at Sandhurst, Mr. Stiles writes, “are some of the most com-
pelling and heart-wrenching passages in the book.”

Churchill wrote “My Early Life” for a generation demor-
alized by World War I and determined to break with its
past. He recognized “that his youth was lived in a Victorian
era that was long gone, with its unique social, political and
moral standards,” Mr. Stiles writes. And so he used “this
storyline to encourage the new generation to realize that
they have many more opportunities and the ability to be
more impactful and move upwards socioeconomically.”

The book’s core describes the production of “My Early
Life.” Never formally trained as a historian, Churchill had
to devise a method to prepare a serious autobiography, all
while serving as a member of parliament and chancellor of
the Exch and while ing a four-volume life of
his ancestor, John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough
(1650-1722). He assembled a research team to gather source
documents, and a secretarial squad to which he dictated
with a fervor he would make famous in World War IL

At work, he was a hard taskmaster. “Churchill not only
liked to get something down on paper as soon as he possi-
bly could, but he demanded to see at once how what he had
dictated looked like in type,” Mr. Stiles writes. “One can
only imagine the pressure and frustration that the printers,
publishers and reviewers must have felt in the face of
Churchill’'s prodigious output and demands.”

Mr. Stiles writes in admiring notes that acknowledge
without rancor the great man’s flaws. Take Churchill’'s per-
sonal expenses: “Churchill’s approach to financial budgeting
was not what most of us would term prudent,” Mr. Stiles
comments. “He never really envisaged the need to decrease

i rather, he always sought enhanced income to

1 can do is think back and
curse myself for not taking the
warning signs seriously.”

Last week Cuban Deputy
Prime Minister Oscar Pérez-
Oliva Fraga, a great-nephew of
Mr. Castro, announced Cuba is
opening to investment from
exiles. To put it another way,
those who were forced to flee
and whose property was sto-
len are invited to buy it back
from the thieves. It's the latest
Cuban con job.

Write to O’Grady@wsj.com.

Chicago’s Minimum- Wage Retreat

By Michael Saltsman

hicago’s distressed din-

ing scene—recently de-

scribed as “on the brink
of collapse”—was bolstered
by good news last week, as
the City Council voted to halt
future increases in the mini-
mum wage for servers and
bartenders.

This is a setback for pro-
gressive Mayor Brandon John-
son, who counts the wage hike
as one of his administration’s
few accomplishments. But it's
good news for Chicagoans.

The City Council
votes to repeal a law
championed by Mayor
Brandon Johnson.

Chicago’s wage woes date to
2023, when Mr. Johnson made
raising the tipped minimum
wage an early priority after be-
ing elected. It was an unusual
choice: Servers and bartenders
already earn more than mini-
mum wage, especially in Chi-
cago, where a typical restaurant

worker reportedly earns
nearly $30 an hour be-
tween the lower base
‘wage and tips.

One server from Gene
& Georgetti steakhouse
warned that Mr. John-
son was trying to fix
“something that doesn't
need fixing.” But the
mayor ignored those
concerns, later describ-
ing the tipped minimum
wage system as a “ves-
tige of slavery” that had
to go. He was wrong:
The tipped minimum
‘wage was created nearly
a century after the abo-
lition of slavery.

Chicago was already
an expensive market to run a
full-service restaurant. Be-
tween 2015 and 2023, the
tipped minimum wage rose by
nearly 75%, from $545 to
$9.48. Restaurants trimmed
jobs accordingly. Once-robust
restaurant employment
growth in the Chicago metro
area, which rose as high as
5.6% in 2015, turned negative
in the last years of the decade.

Mr. Johnson’s plan made
the prior increases look mod-
est, with the wage set nearly

Chicago Mayor Brandon Johnson.

to double by 2028. It didn't
take long for consequences to
arrive. In the first year after
the mayor’s minimum wage
hike, new restaurant and tav-
ern licenses—a key indicator
of industry health—dropped
by more than 8%. The Illinois
Restaurant Association re-
ported that nearly 500 restau-
rants closed in the first half of
2025, and 70% of the restau-
rants that responded to the
association’s poll reported
cutting staff or reducing em-

ployee hours since the
wage hike took effect.

The fallout proved
too much, and many of
the law’s former sup-
porters looked for an
exit ramp. Alderwoman
Samantha Nugent, who
introduced a proposal to
stop further increases in
the wage, said her con-
stituents were suffering
from the mayor’'s good
intentions: “I've had
several restaurants close
: down,” she said. “I've
heard from servers,
= when the tip credit
changed in Chicago,
their hours were cut.”

‘The vote to stop fur-
ther increases was a near-
complete reversal of the vote
from three years ago. The
mayor has said he will veto
the bill, meaning that the
council will need to find four
additional votes to override it.
Still, supporters of the mea-
sure seem to have momentum
on their side. Chicago’s serv-
ers have had enough.

Mr. Saltsman is executive
director of the Employment
Policies Institute.

solve his financial issues.”

Never formally trained as a historian, Churchill
had to devise a method to prepare a serious
autobiography while serving in Parliament.

The most interesting part of Mr. Stiles’s narrative is his
analysis of Churchill's prose. “What distinguishes Churchill,
the consummate writer, in this book apart from all his
other works is the multitude of distinct literary styles,
tones and compositional structures,” Mr. Stiles concludes.
The voice, exuberant and straightforward for Churchill the
small child, matures as he weathers the frustrations of
schooling, survives war and captivity in South Africa, and
steps onto the floor of Parliament in 1901.

Churchill’s use of alliteration, onomatopoeia and other
devices served him as tools to fix “on paper the sound of
the human voice,” Mr. Stiles writes. The result, the author
concludes, “is in many ways a blend of prose and poetry.
He writes with a lyrical flair that entices the reader to read
aloud and almost sing the story being told.” He cites one
example, from Churchill’s description of his cavalry regi-
ment’s charge into the Sudanese army at Omdurman in
1898: “The whole long column of cavalry began to jingle
and clatter across the front of these crouching figures,”
writes Churchill. “Forthwith from every blue-black blob
came a white puff of smoke, and a loud volley of musketry
broke the odd stillness. Such a target at such a distance
could scarcely be missed, and all along the column here and
there horses bounded, and a few men fell.”

“A Prelude to Immortality” is beautifully produced and
sprinkled with images of period news clippings, book
advertisements and covers of foreign-language editions of
“My Early Life.” Lengthy appendices compare its versions
of episodes such as the Battle of Omdurman and the Boer
War with earlier accounts Churchill gave to newspapers
and magazines such as Cosmopolitan and Strand.

For first-time readers looking for an overview of Church-
ill’s life, Andrew Roberts’s “Churchill: Walking With Des-
tiny” (2018) represents the state of the art. William Man-
chester’s “The Last Lion” trilogy (1983, 1988, 2012) offers
broader, though not necessarily richer, detail. “A Prelude
to Immortality” is best enjoyed by Churchill aficionados
looking for a swim in the pool’s deep end. It captures the
essence of a young man groping for lasting fame and the
story of a middle-aged man’s efforts to shape history’s view
of his younger self.

‘With the nightmares of Hitler, Mussolini and the Iron
Curtain still years in the future, Churchill mined his youth
to position himself as one of history’s glowworms.

Mr. Jordan's “Ike and Winston: World War, Cold War, and

an v dship” will be ished on May
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Democrats Are on a Taxing Binge

well in the November elections, so it’s
worth noting what they say they’ll do
with more power. Believe it

T he polls say Democrats are likely to do

tate tax hikes to fund more welfare and public-
worker benefits. The Assembly wants to raise
the top state-and-local income-tax rate to

15.9% from 14.8%, and the

or not, they are showing  Everywhere youlook,  Senate to 15.3%. Democrats
across the country that they 4] imin, also want to raise the state
want to raise taxes. they B 2 to gr ab top corporate tax rate and let

A buoyant stock market more taxpayer cash. New York City raise its rate.
and strong capital gains have —— That would make the top

turbocharged tax revenue in

most states, especially those with progressive
tax systems. Total tax revenue across the 50
states increased 43% between 2019 and 2025,
twice as much as inflation. But Democrats and
their public union allies want more—much
more.

 Start in California, where a Service Em-
ployees International Union affiliate is seeking
to qualify a referendum for the November ballot
to impose a 5% wealth tax on residents with
more than $1 billion in net worth. This includes
stocks, illiquid stakes in private companies, art-
work, patents and family trusts.

The tax would even be levied on illusory as-
sets. Silicon Valley investors who own super-
voting shares in a company would be taxed on
their voting rights, rather than the value of their
shares. A startup founder could be required to
pay tax on the 25% of voting rights he controls
even if he only owns 5% of shares.

Gov. Gavin Newsom opposes the initiative
because he says it could drive away billionaires
and result in less income-tax revenue. At least
six billionaires have already left. But Mr.
Newsom has said he’s open to a “national con-
versation” about a wealth tax. Tom Steyer, a
leading candidate in the race to replace Mr.
Newsom this November, has endorsed the
wealth tax initiative.

» Washington state was once a zero-income
tax refuge for entrepreneurs like Amazon’s Jeff
Bezos and Starbucks’ Howard Schultz. No lon-
ger. Democrats have passed a 9.9% income tax
on millionaires, despite a state constitutional
ban on a graduated income tax.

The slippery slope to an income tax began
in 2022 when Democrats enacted a 7% tax on
capital gains exceeding $250,000, disguised as
an “excise tax” on asset sales. Last year they
raised the rate to 9.9% on capital gains over
$1 million. Now they’re extending the 9.9% tax
to all forms of income. Democrats also in-
cluded a sneaky provision that only adjusts for
inflation every other year.

* The tax-and-spend ratchet is getting
worse in New York, where Albany Democrats
are proposing income, corporate and real-es-

business tax rate nearly 20%
in New York City.

But that isn't enough for New York Mayor
Zohran Mamdani. He wants to increase the es-
tate tax to 50% from 16% and impose a two per-
centage-point city tax surcharge on incomes
over $1 million. That would raise the top indi-
vidual rate in the city to 16.8%. If Democrats in
Albany don’t deliver, he’s threatening an across-
the-board 9.5% property tax hike.

* To keep up with its blue-state neighbors,
Rhode Island Democratic Gov. Dan McKee is
pushing a 3% surtax on income over $1 million,
which would raise the state’s top rate to 8.99%.
This would eliminate one of Rhode Island’s few
advantages over neighboring Massachusetts,
which boasts a 9% top rate on millionaires.

« In Virginia, Democratic lawmakers want
to use their newly gained control of the gover-
norship to wallop high earners. One bill would
impose a 3.8% tax on investment income of
taxpayers making more than $500,000, which
would raise the top rate to 9.55%. Another bill
would create two new individual top tax brack-
ets of 8% (starting at $600,000) and 10% (more
than $1 million).

* Then there’s Congress. Maryland Sen.
Chris Van Hollen wants to add three new tax
brackets on high earners, which would raise
the top federal rate by 12 percentage points to
49%. New Jersey Sen. Cory Booker is propos-
ing to raise the current 35% tax bracket (start-
ing at $256,226 for individuals) to 41% and the
37% bracket ($640,601) to 43%.

The duo are combining this with new tax ex-
emptions for lower-wage workers plus in-
creased refundable tax credits to redistribute
more income. But don’t be fooled. This is a gi-
gantic tax increase on small businesses that
pay taxes at the individual rate—$1.01 trillion
over 10 years for the Booker proposal, accord-
ing to the Tax Foundation.

* * *

Democrats were supposed to have learned
something from their 2024 defeat, but on fis-
cal policy the party is moving further left. The
policies of Bernie Sanders are becoming party
orthodoxy.

Florida Leads Again on Public Unions

he great dividing line on the power of

unions is whether you want individual

workers to be able to decide if they
want to join. Florida is again coming down on
the side of workers with a new bill that will re-
quire government employees to show up to re-
certify their union.

The bill, SB1296, would require many unions
that represent government workers in the state
to get at least 50% of members to participate in
any vote for recertification, then win with a ma-
jority of votes cast. The bill recently passed the
state House, 73-37, and Florida Republican Gov.
Ron DeSantis is expected to sign it.

The new requirements are hardly onerous,
but union leaders are in a panic. South Florida
Democratic Sen. Shevrin Jones said the bill
would be “unions’ nail in the coffin.” American
Federation of Teachers President Randi Wein-
garten said the bill is “designed to decimate our
Florida locals and their contracts” because it
“effectively forces” elections where “you have
to turn out 50% of your entire bargaining unit
or you lose your contract.”

That’s hardly a vote of confidence from
Ms. Weingarten of the value her union pro-
vides to its members. Under the proposed re-
gime, a union could be recertified by winning

a simple majority of half of the voting union
members, or a bit over 25% of the bargaining
unit. Do labor leaders really think they can’t
rustle up a quarter of their members to en-
sure the union preserves its role in represent-
ing workers?

The latest bill follows 2023 legislation that
triggered a decertification vote when less than
60% of the employees eligible for representa-
tion in a bargaining unit are paying member-
ship dues. That legislation also ended the
state’s power to deduct dues from public-em-
ployee paychecks.

Dozens of public union locals across the
state have been decertified as a result, remov-
ing them as the representative for tens of thou-
sands of public employees. But many teachers
union locals managed to recertify by winning
amajority of the small percentage of members
who showed up for the votes. The new legisla-
tion will be a better test of union value.

Public unions hate this democracy in action
because they want to force employees to join,
coerce dues payments from them, and then pro-
vide no option for reconsideration. If teachers
think their union is worth keeping, a majority
can show up for the vote. Sounds like a good
civics lesson for their students.

The Tragedy of Robert Mueller

obert Mueller, who died Friday at age

81, served his country as a Marine and

as the second-longest-serving direc-
tor of the Federal Bureau of

the wrong man for the job as we warned at the
time. He hired partisans as staff prosecutors
and indicted a string of lesser figures for crimes

unrelated to his central mis-

Investigation. The tragedy of The FBI director’s loﬂg sion. Yet he found no evidence
his legacy is that he agreed 2 that any American had col-
to lead the probe into AELVInG was, marred by luded with Russia to alter the
whether Donald Trump col- the Russia Pl'Obe- election.

luded with Russia to win the
2016 election.

Robert S. Mueller IIl was born in Manhattan
in 1944, the son of a DuPont executive. He at-
tended Princeton, but when a classmate was
killed in Vietnam in 1967, he joined the Marines.
He was wounded and returned to the battle-
field. This noble contrast with so many others
of his generation couldn’t be greater.

At the Justice Department, Mueller prose-
cuted Panamanian dictator Manuel Noriega and
the perpetrators of the Lockerbie bombing.
George W. Bush tapped him to lead the FBI
shortly before 9/11. Tasked with restructuring
the agency for the war on terror, Mueller ran
the FBI with discipline and pr i

But he was more political than his reputa-
tion, in particular as a behind-the-scenes ally
of James Comey on the warrantless surveillance
of terror suspects, the unjust prosecution of
Lewis “Scooter” Libby, and the Javert-like and
misguided pursuit of Steven Hatfill on the
post-9/11 anthrax letters.

Mueller was named special counsel in 2017
for his “straight arrow” reputation, but he was

His final report nonethe-
less offered a dubious conclu-
sion that Mr. Trump “may” have obstructed jus-
tice in firing Mr. Comey as FBI director even as
he declined to indict. “While this report does
not conclude that the President committed a
crime,” the report said, “it also does not exoner-
ate him.” But the Justice Department doesn’t
“exonerate” people. It investigates alleged
crimes and prosecutes when evidentiary stan-
dards are met.

One question is how much a declining Mueller
was in control of his investigation. In July 2019,
when Mueller testified before the House, his de-
cline was apparent. William Barr, then Attorney
General, recalls a meeting in March of that year
in which he and others were shocked by Muel-
ler’s diminished capacity. Last year his family di-
vulged that Mueller had been suffering from Par-
kinson’s disease for several years.

The Russian collusion fiasco was one of the
great political frauds in U.S. history. It’s a
shame Mueller’s long record of service was
marred by ill-judged decisions made in this era
of acrimony and confusion.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

The Ally We Have in Hormuz Is a Powerful One

In your editorial “The Battle for the
Strait of Hormuz” (March 17), you
warn that Tehran’s tanker blockade is
designed to raise the costs of the con-
flict so President Trump ends military
operations before key U.S. objectives
are accomplished. That is a genuine
concern, but happily Israel is helping
to accomplish American military ob-
jectives and freeing up some U.S. re-
sources for the looming fight in the
Strait of Hormuz.

In its National Defense Strategy pub-
lished in January, the Trump adminis-
tration twice identified Israel as a
“model ally” and noted that Israel
achieved “historic operational and stra-
tegic successes” against Iran last year.
That statement is even more true now.

In this conflict, Israel has struck
more than 2,000 targets across Iran,
including more than 500 command
and control targets, and more than
700 missile array targets, according to
a March 15 update from the Israel De-
fense Forces.

Some Americans might dismiss the
relevance of Israel’s strikes in Iran,
suggesting that no serious U.S. inter-
ests are involved. That view is wildly
detached from reality. It ignores the
Islamic Republic of Iran’s hatred from
birth for the U.S. and the regime’s
dogged determination to target Amer-
icans. The 1979 hostage crisis. The
1983 Beirut bombing. More than 600

U.S. service members killed by Ira-
nian-backed militias in Irag.

To be sure, the administration
should have shown more respect for
the American people, Congress and our
allies in explaining the Iranian threat,
detailing the interests at stake, and
building consensus for action. But there
is a real case to be made for military
action. Tehran has been increasing its
cooperation with Moscow and Beijing
and sprinting to reconstitute and ex-
pand its ballistic missile arsenal to at-
tack Americans, Arabs, and Israelis and
shield a nuclear program the regime
stubbornly refuses to relinquish. Teh-
ran was intent on dramatically expand-
ing its ballistic missile arsenal to over-
whelm defenses. In the 12-day war in
June 2025, Iran fired roughly 550 bal-
listic missiles, more than it fired in the
preceding two conflicts in 2024 com-
bined. Presidents of both parties have
agreed that this regime, the world’s
leading state sponsor of terrorism,
must never have a nuclear weapon. The
danger may not have been imminent,
but it was certainly growing.

There may be difficult days ahead
in this war, but Americans are fortu-
nate to have such a capable friend as
Israel fighting their mutual enemy.

BrADLEY Bowman

JusTIN LEOPOLD-COHEN

Foundation for Defense of Democracies
Washington

We Have a G-Man-Made Affordability Crisis

Andy Kessler correctly notes in
“The High Cost of ‘Affordability™ (In-
side View, March 16) that government
efforts to make goods and services
“affordable” often do the opposite.

idli and v
barriers frequently distort markets
and push prices higher. But he omits
perhaps the most important driver of
rising prices: monetary policy.

For more than a century the Fed-
eral Reserve has expanded the money
supply to finance government deficits
and “stimulate” economic activity.
When new money enters the economy,
it doesn’t create new goods or ser-
vices; it merely increases the number
of dollars chasing the same amount of
output. The predictable result is
higher prices.

Housing, healthcare and higher ed-
ucation—sectors often targeted by af-
fordability programs—have also been

major beneficiaries of easy credit cre-
ated by the Fed. Artificially low inter-
est rates and abundant liquidity fuel
borrowing, speculation and asset in-
flation, which eventually translate into
higher consumer prices.

If policymakers truly want afford-
ability, they must address the mone-
tary foundation of the problem. With-
out sound money and limits on the
Fed’s credit expansion, government af-
fordability schemes will continue to
chase symptoms rather than causes.

MURRAY SABRIN
Mises Institute
Naples, Fla.

As President Reagan would say: “In
this present crisis, government is not
the solution to our problem; govern-
ment is the problem.”

Anna King
Lansdale, Pa.

Chinese Wind Power Isn’t a Load of Hot Air

Regarding “Renewables Get a Lift in
Europe” (Heard on the Street, March
12), a renewables bull market in Eu-
rope is no surprise, driven by the war
in Iran, but don’t forget China, which
must be laughing at the U.S. for
launching then turning its back on
wind power, especially offshore wind.
By 2022 China was supplying nearly
60% of wind turbines in a global mar-
ket once monopolized by the West,
and by 2024 the world's top four tur-
bine manufacturers were all Chinese.

Support Indigenous Icons

Gerard Baker’s discussion of the
Bank of England’s decision to dump
“national heroes in favor of animals”
on its bank note in “The Bulldog Is
Out of the Pound. Make Way for the
Squirrel” (Editor at Large, March 17)
is vet another example of the willful
commitment of cultural suicide being
carried out in the UK., Australia,
New Zealand, Canada, and the U.S.
Everywhere this trend appears, it is
motivated by racialist identity poli-
tics that have stoked racism and an-
tisemitism. If this trend continues, it
won'’t end well anywhere or for any-
one. History, ignored, can be a harsh
taskmaster.

PriLipPA NEWFIELD
San Francisco

It is more than a little ironic that
the one place on earth that can't cel-
ebrate indigenous people on its cur-
rency, as DEI beliefs would dictate, is
the UK.

James KRk
Soquel, Calif.

China itself went from virtually no do-
mestic offshore wind farms two de-
cades ago to hosting about half of
global capacity.

In the U.S., the Biden administra-
tion approved five offshore wind proj-
ects, but the Trump administration
later suspended work on them. Fed-
eral judges have ruled for work to
continue on all five. Offshore wind is
only one tool, and it may or may not
have a future in the next century. But
it makes sense now. Turning our back
on offshore wind makes no sense. As
the war in Iran drives up the price of
oil, pulling the plug on offshore wind
is giving eminence to China, free of
charge.

BiLL BROWN
Washington

Mr. Brown served as the chief envi-
ronmental officer of the Interior De-
partment’s Bureau of Ocean Energy
Management from 2013-24.

There’s Still Only Tradeoffs

To Bjorn Lomborg’s excellent op-ed
on Gavin Newsom's wildfire climate
alarmism (“Newsom’s Climate False
Alarms,” March 18), I would add: For
want of $130,000 in repairs, the 117
million-gallon Santa Ynez Reservoir
was empty when needed to fight the
Pacific Palisades blaze, which caused
tens of billions of dollars in damages.
Instead, firefighters used three stor-
age tanks holding a million gallons
each. As Thomas Sowell said, “There
are no solutions, only tradeoffs.”

ScoTT KAUFMANN
Kansas City, Kan.
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“Here comes the airplane,
fifty minutes behind schedule
with parts falling off mid flight.”
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OPINION

American Credibility Is on the Line in Iran

By Seth Cropsey

he Trump administration
finds itself in a larger war
than it expected, facing a
profoundly hard decision.
President Trump must put
boots on the ground to open the
Strait of Hormuz and demonstrate
the unquestionable supremacy of
American power. If he fails, his leg-
acy will be one of American collapse.
If he succeeds, he will have p

Iran’s missile and drone infrastruc-
ture and thereby its ability to sup-
port proxies.

Yet the job, while admirably exe-
cuted, is unfinished. The president
wrote on Truth Social Friday that
“we are getting very close to meet-
ing our objectives as we consider
winding down our great Military ef-
forts in the Middle East.” The same
day he told reporters he isn’t open
to a cease-fire. It’s a familiar ’Prump-

ination of chest-

the US. for an intense penod of
competition over the next decade.

The Islamic Republic of Iran has
been an incorrigible U.S. adversary
since its founding in 1979, It has
held U.S. diplomats hostage, killed
American servicemen and civilians,
attacked U.S. allies, and worked with
nearly every other malign actor in
the world. It sought to assassinate
Mr. Trump and former Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo.

Iran’s machinations have dis-
torted politics and security in the
Middle East, where the U.S. has
core interests. U.S. allies rely on
Persian Gulf oil. The movement of

If Trump leaves the job
unfinished, it will do to the
U.S. what the Suez erisis
did to Britain and France.

troops and arms between Europe
and Asia requires a stable Middle
East. Leverage in the Middle East is
thus an essential element of East
Asian statecraft and broader Eur-
asian order.

These reasons justify Mr. Trump’s
decision to join Israel in killing Ira-
nian theocrat Ali Khamenei and
much of Iran’s upper echelons on
Feb. 28. They also justify his choice
to continue the campaign, degrading

and misdirection.

The “winding down” remark is
belied by his comment in the same
announcement that he means to pre-
vent Iran from getting “even close”
to becoming a nuclear state and to
protect “at the highest level, our
Middle Eastern allies—Israel, Saudi
Arabia, Qatar, the United Arab Emir-
ates” and others. Similarly with the
president’s threat on Saturday to
“obliterate their various POWER
PLANTS.” This would have the oppo-
site effect of “winding down” the
war. Thus, in fewer than two days,
Mr. Trump hinted at de-escalation,
called attention to U.S. military suc-
cesses, noted objectives that have
yet to be achieved, and threatened
escalation leaving open the war’s fu-
ture prosecution.

In the face of American pressure,
Iran has demonstrated for more than
three weeks a significant degree of
leverage over the Strait of Hormuz.
The question now facing Mr. Trump
isn't whether his campaign has been
justified, but whether it will suc-
ceed. There is clearly a temptation
for the U.S. to call its campaign com-
plete, Oil prices have risen sharply,
and the longer the war goes on, the
more damage will be done to Gulf
state oil production in general.

Halting now, however, would be a
cataclysmic mistake with repercus-
sions well beyond the Middle East.
To understand why, look back at
history.

UNCLASSIFIED

In 1956, Britain and France, fol-
lowing Israel, moved against Gamal
Abdel Nasser’s Egypt to undo the
dictator’s nationalization of the
Suez Canal. The U.S. reacted
harshly and directed its allies to
step back from their Middle Eastern
adventure or face full economic
pressure from Washington. Presi-
dent Dwight Eisenhower believed
the Anglo-French intervention
would poison Arab states against
the U.S. and the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization. That was a
miscalculation. The Arab states
worked with the Soviet Union re-
gardless, until the loss of several
wars with Israel compelled Cairo
and others to re-evaluate.

An image of a strike on Haji Abad, Iran, released Friday by Centcom.

The lesson for the U.S. lies in the
way Eisenhower’s threats demon-
strated Britain’s and France’s funda-
mental lack of credibility. The Suez
moment marked the psychological
transformation of two erstwhile
great powers into medium powers
with limited ability to influence the
world around them.

The U.S. faces a similar risk to-
day. The market plays the role of
Eisenhower, the U.S. that of the
French and British embarked on a
strategically sound but difficult
campaign in the Middle East. Quit-
ting the war while leaving Iran with
the ability to seize control of the
Strait of Hormuz, and thereby able
to shut down global oil supply,

CENTCOMIREUTERS

would destroy American credibility.
It could trigger a Chinese move
against Taiwan or a Russian move
against NATO, not simply because of
relative military degradation, but
because the U.S. clearly has no
stomach for a knockdown fight
against a great power, having aban-
doned a lesser bout against a much
less capable adversary.

It is crucial that Mr. Trump re-
sist the temptation to walk away,
stay the course, reopen the Strait of
Hormuz, and demonstrate the credi-
bility of America and its military
commitments,

The only way to accomplish this
with a reasonable chance of success
is to put boots on the ground. The
U.S. has trained and planned for this
contingency for decades. At the helm
today are military officers—Gen. Dan
Caine, Adm. Frank Bradley, Adm.
Brad Cooper—who understand the
precise capabilities of U.S. special-
operations forces and the advan-
tages of automated targeting. Mr.
Trump can trust these men to see
this through.

Deploying several thousand spe-
cial-ops forces to southern Iran is
enough to reopen the strait after
some weeks of fighting. Casualties
should be anticipated. To protect
the special-ops units, DS
will be required. Wlth U.S. air su-
premacy, the Iranian regime’s forces
will be loath to mass forces for an
attack.

The question is whether the presi-
dent has the courage and conviction
to authorize this operation, and to
explain to the American people that
the price of exerting U.S. power is far
cheaper than the costs of its decline.

Mr. Cropsey is president of the
Yorktown Institute. He served as a
naval officer and as deputy undersec-
retary of the Navy and is the author
of “Mayday” and “Seablindness.”

California’s Trump Derangement May Elect Eric Swalwell

Gov. Gavin Newsom
blames every prob-
lem under Califor-
nia’s sun, from
wildfires to high
energy prices, on
President Trump—
and he may be
right in one re-
spect. The neuro-
logic antipathy that
liberals feel toward
Mr. Trump may supercede all other
issues when they cast their ballots.
Hatred is blinding.

If you think Mr. Trump is a mor-
tal threat to the republic, vagrants
shooting up at a neighborhood park
seem less menacing. That only 29%
of California fourth-graders are pro-
ficient in reading must also be the
result of the Trump administra-
tion’s cutting federal funding for
schools, no matter that declining
student achievement preceded his
presidency.

Your home’s $500 electric bill in
July is just the price Californians
have to pay to stop climate change,
which Mr. Trump has made worse. If
it weren’t for him, wildfires
wouldn’t have incinerated tens of
thousands of homes in Los Angeles
in early January 2025, even though

Best

By Burton G. Malkiel

sentiment common among

Wall Street professionals is

that the stock market is dan-
gerously concentrated. The market
value of the 10 largest stocks repre-
sents almost 40% of the total value
of the S&P 500 index. Market in-
dexes, the argument goes, are insuf-

they started before he took office.
Now his donors in the oil and gas in-
dustry are getting richer from his
war in Iran.

Trump derangement syndrome
helps explain why Bay Area Rep.
Eric Swalwell has become the favor-
ite in the race to succeed Mr.
Newsom this November. In Califor-
nia’s June 2 jungle primary, all can-
didates compete on the same ballot,
and the top two finishers face off in
November.

In an Emerson College poll this
month, Mr. Swalwell led a crowded
field with 17%, followed by Republi-
can Fox News commentator Steve
Hilton (13%) and other candidates
nipping at their heels. Yet predic-
tion markets place Mr. Swalwell’s
odds of winning the governorship
in November at upward of 60%.
‘Why are gamblers wagering on Mr.
Swalwell?

Not because of his fu

Yet the telegenic Mr. Swalwell,
45, has racked up valuable endorse-
ments from his fellow D in

nor on fighting the president, a
cause that u.mtes Democrats and
many ind

Congress, Hollywood celebrities and
labor unions—most notably, the Ser-
vice Employees International Union,
whose healthcare workers affiliate is
leading the ballot campaign for a
wealth tax.

“I worked closely with Eric when
we needed to investigate Donald
‘Trump in his first term,” Sen. Adam
Schiff says in a social-media en-
dorsement. Mr. Swalwell elevated

If the president is a threat
to the republic, crime,
vagrancy and wildfires
don’t seem all that bad.

himself in ic ranks when he

Mr. Swalwell has taken in $5.8 mil-
lion to date, less than Mr. Hilton
($6.3 million) and San Jose’s Demo-
cratic Mayor Matt Mahan ($10.8 mil-
lion). Billionaire climate activist
Tom Steyer has contributed some
$88 million to his own campaign,
which he has used to blanket the
airwaves.

served as a House impeachment
manager in Mr. Trump’s second im-
peachment trial, after the Jan. 6
Capitol riot.

The congressman gained a social-
media following by producing
cheeky videos during the 2024 cam-
paign that mocked Mr. Trump. He
has staked his campaign for gover-

He doesn’t talk much about poli-
cies, except with broad liberal
brushstrokes. A favorite bromide:
“Let’s build a New California for ev-
eryone.” He has been cagey about
whether he supports the wealth tax,
but his SEIU endorsement suggests
he favors raising taxes to pay for a
bigger welfare state.

Mr. Swalwell last month said he
would hike taxes on businesses that
employ workers who receive public
assistance, such as food stamps or
Medicaid. Is his goal to discourage
businesses from hiring lower-income
workers so they become more reli-
ant on the government? Californians
pay among the highest taxes in the
country, but that doesn’t seem to
concern Mr. Swalwell.

During a 2023 town-hall meeting,
a constituent complained that “it
seems like taxes are going up and up
and we are getting less and less.”
Mr. Swalwell replied that he wanted
to “spend less on our national de-
fense,” and “those dollars can go
into our communities in terms of
healtheare and education because
that has to be the priority.”

Mr. Swalwell is as callow as he is

ambitious. Californians hoping for
an upgrade in competence after Mr.
Newsom Sacramento may be
disappointed. Mr. Hilton could be
counted on to restrain government
unions, trial lawyers and the Demo-
cratic Legislature, But Californians
haven't elected a Republican to
statewide office since 2006.

Silicon Valley entrepreneurs have
rallied behind the moderate Mr. Ma-
han, but he hasn’t gained traction in
polls. Perhaps because he doesn’t
scratch the left’s anti-Trump itch.
Mr. Steyer has also used his money
megaphone to link Mr. Mahan to
“MAGA-aligned billionaires.”

Los Angeles Mayor Karen Bass
employed this strategy of guilt by

association to defeat centrist
businessman Rick Caruso in 2022.
Some who voted for her may regret
it after her mismanagement of wild-
fires and failures to solve the city’s
crime and homeless problems,

Ms. Bass’s approval rating is 24%,
about the same as Mr. Trump’s
among Los Angeles voters, accord-
ing to the Emerson poll. Assailing
Mr. Trump is a tried-and-true cam-
paign strategy for Democrats, but it
isn't a successful governing strategy.
What will it take for California vot-
ers to figure that out?

Protection Against an Al Bubble? Index Funds

tion have reached a fever pitch.
Well-k Pty

turns? Research by Hendrik Bessem-
binder indi that almost all the

pr
have issued dire warnings. Jeremy
Grantham writes that we're experi-
encing a speculative bubble and that
the narrow stock-market indexes
will produce unique underperfor-
mance. Howard Marks opines that
index investors are, unwisely, simply
pouring money into the largest

ficiently diverse,
to dangerous risk and making index-
fund investing an unjustifiable in-
vestment strategy.

The stock market is highly con-
centrated. But broad low-cost in-
dexing remains the optimal strategy
for investors, and staying invested
in equmes remains the best vehicle
for earning generous risk-adjusted

returns.

Worries about market concentra-

stocks of value. Bill Gross
declares that indexing isn't buying
the market—it is owning just a few
stocks, all betting on a single Al
theme. Investment advisory firms
like JPMorgan and Goldman Sachs
are telling investors that the narrow
market makes actual stock picking
essenti

But is it really unprecedented for
a handful of stocks to dominate the
market and produce the highest re-

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL.

PUBLISHED SINCE 1889 BY DOW JONES & COMPANY

Executive Chairman, News Corp

Rupert M
Chairman Emeritus, News Corp

Emma Tucker

Editor in Chief
Liz Harris, Managing Editor
David Crow, Deputy Editor in Chief
Aja Whitaker-Moore, Deputy Editor in Chief
Sarah Ball, Features; Elena Cherney, Senior
Editor: Dan Colarusso, Business, Finance,

World: Alex Martin, Print & Writing:

Bruce Orwall, Enterprise;

Washington; Philana Patterson, Audio;
S. Stewart, Investigations;

Maral Usefi, Video

Paul A. Gigot
Editor of the Editorial Page
Gerard Baker, Editor at Large

‘Robert Thomson
Chief Executive Officer, News Corp

Almar Latour

Chief Executive Officer and Publisher
DOW JONES MANAGEMENT:
Jason P. Contl, General Counsel, Chief Compliance
Officer; Dianne DeSevo, Clief People Officer:
Artem Fishman, Chief Technology Officer;
Lisa Fitzpatrick, General Manager, Dow Jones
Industries; M. Scott Havens, Chief Growth
Officer; Dan Shar, EVP, General Manager, Wealth
& Investing; Ashok Sinha, Chief Communications
Officer; Josh Stinchcomb, EVP & Chief Revenue
Officer, WSJ | Barran’s Group

EDITORIAL AND CORPORATE HEADQUARTERS-

lzu Avenue of the Americas, New York, N.Y., 10036
hore 1-800-DOWJONES

DOW JONES | Meaws Lonpr

wealth creation from equity invest-
ing was produced by a tiny fraction
of individual stocks. For the 100
years since 1926, the U.S. stock mar-
ket has returned about 10% annu-
ally. But only 3.4% of the stocks
were responsible for all the wealth
creation. The rest of the stocks
combined didn’t produce net gains
that exceeded the amount that
could be earned from investing in
30-day U.S. Treasury bills. And more
than half the stocks in the market
lost money. The generous average
return from the market came from a
tiny handful of stocks. An indexing
strategy works because it captures
these rare winners.

Those investment advisers who
worry about today’s market struc-
ture would argue that the current
unique concentration requires a dif-
ferent approach. If the concentra-
tion reflects an expanding market
bubble spawned by overoptimism
about Al, then continuing to invest
in index funds is too risky. They
point to experience from the early
2000s, when the stock market was
nearly as concentrated with inter-
net-related stocks. Stock prices de-
clined sharply until mid-2002, with
index funds losing almost half their
value. Had investors been able to
time the decline correctly and shift
to “value” stocks, they would have
limited their losses and beat the in-
dex. The problem is that no one can
time the market perfectly, and index
funds overperformed the average
actively managed fund even during
the market decline.

Standard & Poor’s began publish-
ing its S&P Indices Versus Active re-
ports, comparing market indexes
with the performance of active port-
folio managers, in mid-2002, at the
bottom of the dot-com bust. It
found that a majority of actively
managed portfolios underperformed
the market indexes even during a
crushing bear market. Fifty-nine
percent of active funds underper-
formed the S&P 500 in 2001, and

You'll experience losses
when a bear market comes,
but most active managers
will do even worse.

72% did in 2002. From mid-1999
through June 2002 (the period that
began when the bubble was reach-
ing its peak to the bottom of the
subsequent decline), 62% of active
funds failed to beat the market. If
the calculations are carried out over
the next 10 or 20 years, more than
90% of actively managed funds will
have failed to beat the market. In-
dexing gives you superior perfor-
mance in all markets.

1t is certainly correct that today’s
stock market presents substantial
risks. It is possible, perhaps even
likely, that we are experiencing an
Al bubble. Stock markets always go
to extremes. Stock price bubbles
have expanded during all the major
technological revolutions. The rail-
road boom in stock prices was fol-
lowed by rail stocks’ falling by

three-quarters of their value during
the panic of 1873. The electrification
revolution ended in the crash of
1929. The dot-com bubble led to a
crushing bear market ending in
2002 with some internet-related
stocks losing 90% of their value.

But we don't know if we are in
the top of the third inning or the
bottom of the ninth of the Al revo-
lution. And we know neither when
the stock market will fall nor what
the best assets are to buy if we re-
main invested. Remember that Alan
Greenspan used the term “irrational
exuberance” to describe the Internet
bubble in December 1996. The mar-
ket continued to rally and peaked in
March 2000.

While staying the course with
your investment program is likely
the best strategy, you can take
steps to lessen the risks inherent in
today’s “narrow” market. First, re-
duce the concentration of Al-re-
lated stocks in your portfolio by us-
ing the broadest stock index
possible. Use a mutual fund or ETF
indexed to the total stock market,
including small- and midcap stocks
as well as value stocks. Consider
adding foreign stocks from devel-
oped and emerging markets. This
won’t eliminate instability, but it
will reduce concentration and in-
crease diversification.

Having a substantial share of
your portfolio in broadly diversified
low-cost index funds remains the
most reliable method for building
wealth in the stock market.

Mr. Malkiel is author of “A Ran-
dom Walk Down Wall Street.”
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The White House has
scheduled a party for Friday and
taxpayer will be picking up
check — in more ways than

The Celebration of Agricul-
ture event at the South Lawn is
intended to “shine a spotlight on
the men and women growing our
food, fiber and fuel” Unfortu-
nately, the spotlight also will illu-
minate trouble in the agricultural
economy, which the U.S.-Israeli
war against Iran has made worse,
on top of tariffs that have severely
punished the sector.

The White House response
to hard times on the farm relies
heavily on taxpayer-funded
support, much of which histori-
cally flows disproportionately to
larger operations. The Agriculture
Department last month forecast
government payments will jump
45% this year to $44.3 billion,
roughly 28 cents of every dollar in
U.S. net farm income.

On top of that, the administra-
tion will probably use this month’s
50~ ca].ledp celebration to announce
abigincrease in the amount of
ethanol that oil companies are
required to blend into their gaso-
line.

Ethanol is brewed from corn,
supporting crop prices and
thereby helping grain farmers.
Butitalso provides less mileage
per gallon and does not reduce
the price at the pump, because
oftransportation and infrastruc-
ture costs, according to the U.S.
Government Accountability
Office. The ethanol subsidy isa
longstanding giveaway to Big Ag
atthe expense of motorists and it’s
almost certain to goup.

‘Why all this support for the
farm sector while most of the
country struggles on its own?

For one, it’s an election year
and rural voters in the past have
turned out in droves for President
Donald Trump. Yet agriculture
has suffered badly under Trump,
and even fat government checks

EDITORIALS

A megabucks bailout is brewing for
Big Ag as the farm economy struggles

A corn and soybean farmer injects ammonia into a farm field on April 19, 2021, in New Windsor, south of the Quad Cities in Illinois. Ethanol is
brewed from corn, supporting crop prices and thereby helping grain farmers. STACEY WESCOTT/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

The war against Iran is a partic-
ularly rough blow. While drivers
everywhere can’t help but notice
how sharply pump prices have
risen, the trouble on the farm goes
beyond gassing up the F-150.

Midwest agriculture is heavily
mechanized, and those planters,
tractors and combines chugging
around Ilinois farm country usea
lot of fuel. The cost of taking corn
and soybeans to market, whether
via truck, barge or rail, also goes
up along with oil prices.

Another big concernis the
rising price of fertilizer, which is
mostly made with natural gas and
similarly faces rising shipping
costs. High prices and likely short-
ages probably mean less fertilizer
will be used this spring, cutting
crop yields and further pressuring
farm incomes.

are unlikely to make up for policy Not everyone in the heartland
decisions that have clobbered 1s crymg about higher oil prices.
growers and swho lease their

properties for oil productionin asitrelies on data centers that The GOP’s Big Beautiful Bill
the Illinois Basin and otherareas  consume vastamountsofenergy,  passed last summer authorized
dotted with wells and pumping making even computer power tens of billions in direct payments
rigs will see increased royalty sensitive to price spikes. from taxpayers to Big Ag, but
checks. Farminginthe US.hasalways  everythingfrom conservation
Some farmers have invested enjoyed bipartisan political to forestry programs have been
inrenewable energy, and given support, which makes the damage  left to rot. The House has floated
turmoil in the Middle East,solar ~ done toitin this past year all a“skinny” version of the Farm
and wind could be in for aboost the more surprising. America’s Bill that would fall short of the
after ayear of attacks by the farmers were treated like cannon  comprehensive update thatis
Trump administration. Farm- fodderin Trump’strade wars,as ~ needed, while attempting to side-
erswhouse electric vehiclesand ~ Chinaand otherimportanttrad-  step hot-button issues such as cuts
other battery-operated equipment ing partners predictably retaliated  to food aid for the poor.
can take a victory lap. against tariff attacks by reducing ‘While it’s still possible, we don’t
Farming is far from the only imports of U.S. food. expect to see anew Farm Bill
industry feeling the heat from Further, there is still no final approved until after the midterms.
rising energy costs. The rest of agreement on anew Farm Bill. Instead, watch for the Trump
the food industry, from packaging ~ Agriculture and feeding istration to keep sh
todistribution, is feelingit, too. are supposed to be addressed in money at the Grain Belt to help
Trucking companies and airlines  legislation every five years, but make up for policies that pick the
pay more for fuel, retailers pay partisan conflict on Capitol Hill pockets of producers.
more forlogistics and has made that i ible. The Given the freedom to operate,
turers pay more for chemicals and U.S.isstill operating under its America’s farmers could feed the
other petroleum-based inputs. obsolete 2018 Farm Bill, which world. This year, with trade wars,
Even the artificial intelligence hasn’t been adjusted for market shooting wars and costs on the
boomislikely tosee highercosts,  conditions. rise, they won’teven get to try.

Pritzker gets big win with Hyundai Translead’s Joliet investment

‘With the election and lots of
other news last week, you're
forgiven if you missed an
announcement that brought good
tidings to Illinois and the Chicago
area.

Hyundai Translead, North

decision than subsidies. this announcement isn’t good
Speakinglastweek toindustry  news only for Illinois and the
peersatthe Truck- hland, it’s good news for the

ing Associations’ Technology
& Maintenance Council show
in Nashville, Tennessee, Lock-
port native Kenney enthused

America’s leading semitrailer about Joliet and its environs as he

builder, struck an agreement with ~ disclosed the news. Remarking

the state to establish major new that more than 500 of his compa-

‘manufacturing facilities in Will ny’s customers are located within

County, creating close to 2,500 100 miles of the future facility, he

new Illinois jobs. ‘was quoted by industry publica-
There’s more to the deal, of tion Transport Topics as saying,

course, including the usual array ~ “Jolietis actually central toall

of tax incentives any stateusesto  things logistics.”

lure such a si: He told the publi “For us,

b
torinvestment, but to read the
comments of Hyundai Trans-
lead CEO Sean Kenney, Illinois
geographic and infrastructure
attributes had more to do with the

this move is about getting closer to
our customers.”

Music to our ears.

Hyundai Translead currently
makes its trailers in Mexico, so

country. That the company chose
Tllinois as its first such operation
outside of Mexico is even more of
afeatherin our state’s cap.

It gets better. Instead of build-

Deerfield, delivering a major
psychological blow to Illinois.
The state’s economic reputation
suffered mightily from the depar-
ture of Caterpillar’s headquarters;
Caterpillar had been an Tllinoi:
company for more than 90 years
before that.

ing from the ground up, Hyund: Lion Electric’ )l

Translead will be convertingtwo  shortly after Gov. JB Pritzker’s
mothballed plants, one formerly ~ administration negotiated gener-
used by Caterpillar and the other  ous tax incentives for the electric
the facility of the ill-starred and school buses that were to be built
now-bankrupt electricbus maker  in Joliet was a different kind of
Lion Electric. Just to make the blow — an undermining of Pritz-
symbolism even more powerful,  ker’s focus on electric vehicles as
Caterpillar closed the Joliet plant  an industry of the future in reviv-

seven years ago, shifting those jobs
to Mexico.
Caterpillar, of course, moved
its headquarters four years ago
to Texas from north suburban

ing Ilinois manufacturing.

Sothe news delivered in Nash-
ville was a most welcome vote of
confidence inastate that sorely
needs it. Hyundai will invest $450

million to convert the two facil-
ities. Kenney deserves credit for
his imaginative (and cost-effec-
tive) willingness to split the new
operation between two formerly
moribund locations and bring
them back tolife. The state’s $69
million tax-incentive package is in
the typical range for such splashy
deals and is well worth the long-
term payoff.

‘We'’ve criticized the governor
in the past for policies we view
as holding Illinois back econom-
ically, but throughout his seven
years in office he consistently has
been an enthusiastic cheerleader
and marketer for a state that has
somany attributes, as attested
by Southland native son Kenney.
Pritzker deserves credit for this
unvarnished win.

ON THIS DAY 120 YEARS AGO:

CAUTION IN BOND ISSUES
Chicago voters are asked to vote another grou;

ofbcmds The total

is $34,200,000. A little caution ought tobein or
The voters have been very responsive to buud issues in behalfof

imp

long idered and

1 to the general growth

and progress of the city. Yet there is a limit to expenditure evenin
pursuance of the most desirable resolutions.

Itis probable that we should spend $15,000,000 upon the light-
ing system. But is it absolutely essential at this time? It is proposed
to spend $5,000,000 for small parks and playgrounds. We doubt if

there is a more laudable object than that of providing recreation and
healthy outings for children. But is it wisdom to mortgage the people
atthe very height of industrial unrest?

A combination convention and memorial hall is a distinct advan-
tage to a city so desirable for national gatherings. But are we unavoid-
ably pressed to build it this year? The city should have its bridges
completed. Why at this moment?

Itbegins to look as if the “getting” is good and that bond issues
should be put before the people while the mood for liberality is on.

The limit of bonded indebtedness may soon be reached. Then
what shall Chicago do in case of a sudden and unexpected emer-
gency? It would be caught without a cent.

The voters will expect a thorough investigation of the various bond
issues to determine if some may not be put off—the work of construc-
tion and reconstruction strung out to fit the public purse and the
extraordinary industrial conditions.

The public improvements are necessary. But it is doubtful if the
city ought to be mortgaged to the last cent. The people have been
voting bonds with much regularity. They may begin to think it over.

Tribune editorial board, March 23,1920

X@Ramireztoons

michaelpramirez.com



Your Time Is Most Valuable Thing.

I will not let you down ,
| GIVE YOU MY GUARANTEE, THIS PURCHAE WILL BE WORTH IT.

¢« Indian Newspapers:

® Access to all this

In Just 19 Rupees

1) Times of India 6) The Hindu 1 Jus e
2) Hindustan Times 7). Live Mint - [lifetime Validity].
3)_Business line 8) Financial Express Click below to
4) The Indian Express 9)Business standard —
5) Economic Times +All Editorial PDFs JOIn
¢« International
, = )

Newspapers ¢ Magazine Channel

(National & International)_

Channel



8 Chicago Tribune | Section A | Monday. March 23, 2026

OPINION

Why both parties are failing our
national security Workforce

By Paul Vallas
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

For the second time in amatter
of months, the gears of the federal
government have ground toa
halt, and once again, the men and
women who serve on the front
lines of our national security are
being treated as collateral damage.
Essential workers — including
Transportation Security Admin-
istration agents, Department of
Homeland Security personnel and
Federal Emergency Management
Agency field staff — are being
forced to report for duty without
the guarantee of a paycheck.

This is more than a fiscal
impasse; it is a profound failure of
leadership that spans both ends of
Pennsylvania Avenue. It is time to
call out the reckless irresponsibil-
ity of a Democratic leadership that
views government shutdowns as a
legitimate tool of negotiation and a
president who, despite his frequent
and often controversial use of exec-
utive power, refuses to exercise
that same authority to ensure our
protectors are paid.

Make no mistake: The primary
architects of this shutdown are the
Democrats in Congress. By refus-
ingto fund the government unless
their specific demands on immi-
gration, sanctuary city protections
and restricted DHS provisions are
met, they have effectively taken the
federal workforce hostage.

Itisacynical and dangerous
gambit. These essential workers
arenot high-paid bureaucrats in
‘Washington; they are lower-paid
working men and women who
live paycheck to paycheck. ATSA.
officer typically starts at an annual
salary of approximately $37,000 to
$45,000. For these families, asingle
missed pay period is not an incon-
venience —it s a crisis. It means

— ”
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A passenger has his identification checked at a Transportation Security Administration checkpoint at Harry Reid International Airport on March 11
In Las Vegas. BIZUAYEHU TESFAYE/LAS VEGAS REVIEW-JOURNAL

about testing the limits of execu-
tive authority. From trade tariffs
toborder emergency declarations,
this administration has consis-
tently bypassed traditional legis-
lative hurdles to achieve its ends.
‘Why, then, is that same “bold-
ness” absent when it comes to the
financial security of our essential
workers?

pay, itis critical enough to justify an
executive mandate to pay them.

By failing to act, the president is
allowing the Democrats to main-
tain their leverage. He should
immediately exercise his executive
authority to pay all essential work-
ers, effectively freeing the hostages
an d shifting the burden of the

down back onto the legisl

their own homes from foreclo-
sure. Itisarecipe for disaster. The
airlines, which are the primary
beneficiaries of the labor provided
by TSA and air traffic controllers,
should be the first ones at the table
demanding this action. The stabil-
ity of the entire aviation industry —
which contributes over $1 trillion
to the U.S. economy — rests on the
backs of these unpaid workers.
The president should act now
and dare his opponents to stop
him. Let the Democratic lead-

missed rent, empty cupboards and The presidenthasthe moral,and  whereitbelongs.
mountingdebt. arguably the legal, standingtoissue  Thisisnotjustalaborissue;itisa
By tethering the livelihood of an executive order directing the national security crisis. During the
these workers todivisivedebates ~ Treasury to prioritize the payment ~ 35-day shutdown in 201819, TSA
over sanctuary policies, the Demo-  of essential personnel duringa saw’ rise
crats have prioritized political lapse in appmpnanons. While to 8% as officers struggled to find
optics over the basic welfare of the Act I child care or fuel to get to work.
American worker. Using the power  prohibi pending When our security ar
ofthe purse to paralyze thenation’s  without approval, ffed and our FEMA coor-
security apparatusis not “resis- thelaw provides exceptions for dinators are distracted by personal

tance”; it is adereliction of duty.
While the Democrats have initi-
ated this crisis, President Donald
Trump is not without fault. The
president has never been shy

“emergencies involving the safety
ofhuman life or the protection of
property.” If the work being done
by TSA and DHS is critical enough
to require them to work without

financial ruin, the entire nation is
vulnerable.

‘We are asking people to protect
our borders and our airports while
they wonder if they can protect

hip explain to the American
people why they would seek a
court injunctionfroma friendly
judge toblock paychecks for the
people keeping our skies safe.

Let the legal battle play out over
whether the president can ensure
public safety by paying his staff.
In the court of public opinion, the
president would hold the high
ground. He would be the leader

providing for the workers, while
his opponents would be the ones
filing lawsuits to keep them finan-
cially strapped.

The era of using the federal
workforce asa political human
shield must end. We cannot claim
tovalue “national security” while
we systematically devalue the
people who provide it. Democrats
must stop using the budget process
to litigate immigration policy, and
the president must stop waiting for
alegislative “thank you” before he
does theright thing.

Pay the workers, Secure the
country. Put the political theater to
bed once and for all.

Paul Vallas is an adviser for the
Illinois Policy Institute. He ran for
Chicago mayor in 2023 and was
previously budget director for the
city and CEO of Chicago Public
Schools.

Art is democracy’s essential second responder

By Jane M. Saks
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

The relationship between art
and justice is human dignity. In
moments of societal upheaval,
we instinctively seek the basics:
food, water, safety and shelter.
But we also require something
equally vital but less tangible —
art. Art serves as the essential
“second responder;” offering us
our humanity, a place to reflect
and experiences of beauty, joy,
challenge and risk, and sustain-
ingus as we build and imagine our
futures when we are weakened,
broken and under siege.

The administration of Presi-
dent Donald Trump is systemat-
ically defunding the very spaces
where excluded communities
have found voice and agency. Itis
gutting the vehicles that engage
communities across the coun-
try in examining contemporary
upheavals. The goal is to isolate
populations and splinter power.
Federal mandates targeting diver-
sity orracial and gender equality
have led to bans of or attempts
toban words, ideas, books and
people. Recently, the Kennedy
Center’s head of jazz program-
ming and the last member of its
social impact team were fired.

Chicago is a national example
of the deleterious impact of this
agenda on the national cultural
landscape. Recently, a diverse
array of groups lost funding, from
18th Street Casa de Culturato The
Chicago Youth Symphony Orches-
trasto Black Girls Dance and the

Center for Native Futures, Tllinois
Humanities lost approximately $2
million.

Authoritarian regimes under-
stand art’s power, which is why
they attack cultural expression.
From banned protest songs to
today’s censored Iranian films,
authoritarian systems recognize
that when art dares to provoke, it
mobilizes dissent, creates space

r marg'mahzed voices, an(
inspires commitment to democra-
cy’s survival and evolution when
formal politics falter. During the
2014 Hong Kong Umbrella Move-
ment, the yellow umbrellabecame
apotent symbol of protest, repre-

Members of the Chicago Youth Symphony Orchestras rehearse in their eighth-floor space on Oct. 1,2023, at
the Fine Arts Building. BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

senting protection from tear gas
and amessage of democracy and
resistance.

These draconian cuts sabotage
future generations. Trump’s move
to eliminate the National Endow-
ment for the Arts, museums, librar-
ies and other cultural institutions
is a drastic limitation on our future.
This will render research, innova-
tion and societal advances as dim,
undetectable versions of them-
selves, restricting the country’s
ability to lead globally in address-
ing the most pressing issues of our
times. The participatory func-
tion of art and culture faces direct
assaults from this administration’s
new federal restrictions that cut
support for programs that promote
diversity, equity and inclusion,
including creative work related to
LGBTQ+ issues; Black, brown and
Indigenous communities; climate
change; health care; and social
justice. Art makes dissent visible
and transforms abstract grievances
into visceral experiences that
formal opposition often cannot.
Around the world, oppressive
governments and leaders recog-
nize this power.

Political theater, dating to
ancient Greek drama and Roman
satire, used performance to
address, criticize and influence
social and political issues. This
form evolved in the 20th century
to address Marxism, fascism and
class struggle, challenging tradi-
tional narratives through activ-
ism and experimental techniques.
Poetry hasbeena constant coura-
geous form of confi

deliver on the democratic promise.
Artistic expression offers alterna-
tive pathways to agency. Art can
take over public spaces, transform-
ing them into a public square that
intersects all dimensions of society.
Community murals become voting
campaigns. Spoken word events
become town halls. The South
African Market Theatre brought
together Black and white perform-
ersand audi when apartheid

truths. The great South Afncan
anti-apartheid freedom fighter
Albie Sachs said that it was Pablo
Neruda’s poetry that brought him
into the struggle.

The Trump administration
recognizes the power of art that
creates narratives that formal
political discourse cannot accom-
modate. When authoritarian
impulses emerge — silencing,
burningand banning the writ-
ten word — itbecomes a priority.
Trump’s culture warsare spread-
ingfear, i id: and self-cen-

laws made integrated participa-
tion illegal —an act of democratic
engagement and participation
when formal systems legally
denied their existence. AIDS crisis
activists created billboards target-
inggovernment inaction: “Kissing
Doesn't Kill, Ignorance Does.” Art
teaches how to navigate institu-
tional breakdown.

‘When historians examine how
societies navigated compounding
crises, they look not just at legisla-
tion or reformed systems, but also
atart’ ingimpact: the

sorship, but American artists, along

with artists around the world, have

longbeen the ones to speak out

when others are too frightened.
Art has the unique ability to

paintings, poetry, performances,
musie, literature and stories that
help us reimagine possibilities
when existing structures fail.
‘What makes art especially effec-

tive in times of chaos s its embrace
of ambiguity. While systems
responses to crises typically seek
toimpose order and certainty,

art creates spaces where uncer-
tainty and ambiguity are embraced
rather than denied. Itis exactly

the creative process that investi-
gates and models new visions and
possibilities. Art goes toward the
tensions, not away from them. It
acknowledges the challenges and
the contradictory nature of human
experiences.

Most crucially, art sustains
democratic possibilities when
institutions fail to deliver it, such
as miles and miles of streetart of
the Black Lives Matter movement
replete with imagery related to
Black people killed by the police,
and vibrant symbols of freedom,
hope and joy. Art models demo-
cratic futures before institutions
and policymakers.

Artthat truly supports the
democratic experiment doesn’t
just celebrate existing narratives
— iturges their expansion. When
governments create agenda-driven
narratives or threaten the creation
ofnew stories about the future,
they constrain the imagination
essential for democracy and navi-
gating social challenges.

Cultural sabotage goes beyond
government priorities; it reflects
its deeply held values and agenda
for the future. Art, free expression,
the creative process and cultural
production drive society forward
through creative imagination,
authentic participation, collec-
tive action and shared democratic
aspirations. Art embraces our
solitudes and our interdependen-
cies. It reminds us all of the subtle
and often hidden ways our shared
humanity articulatesitself.

Artdoesn’t merely reflect—it
generates aspirations. Embrac-
ingand fearlessly supporting the
essential second responders is
vital to democracy’s evolution. We
cannot survive or thrive without
them. We never have.

Jane M. Saks is a writer, producer,
educator, arts advocate and
creative collaborator who lives in
Chicago with her two daughters,
[Esmé and Elodie.
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Pentagon’s press panic threatens

Clarence Page

Oh, no. Stars and Stripesis
under fire

Controversy i isnot exactly
unknown to the legendary mili-
tary newspaper. Born during the
Civil War, Stars and Stripes has
taken all sorts of flak and survived,
impressively for a publication
owned and operated by the U.S.
military that nevertheless calls
itselfan “independent” voice.

As someone who served over-
seas as adrafted Vietnam-era
army journalist, T can tell you
that military journalism is not
an oxymoron. Or, at least, it’s not
supposed to be.

But “Stripes,” as its commonly
called in the service, hasanew
and imposing critic: Defense
Secretary Pete Hegseth, famous
— orinfamous — for his personal
crusade against “woke” culture
and its imagined effects on the
nation’s “warfighters,” the Trump
administration’s ideologically
loaded term for what most Amer-
icans call service members.

As Stars and Stripes revealed,
the Defense Department issued
a“modernization plan” for the
paper with alarming stipulations.
It “limits the use of wire services,
bars comics and other syndicated
features” and, rather ominously,
requires that “content must be
consistent with ‘good order and
discipline, a phrase borrowed
from the Uniform Code of Mili-
tary Justice,” the paper reported.

As a fan of Stripes going back
to my military days, T immedi-
ately wondered what changes
Hegseth’s culture war might
bring. It looks a lot like an
attempt to make the paper less
interesting to its readers, not
to mention less credible as an
independent voice of news and
analysis.

It’s not exactly a surprise
coming from Hegseth. This is
the same defense secretary, you
may recall, who famously shared
sensitive information regarding
U.S. military strikes on Houthi
rebels in Yemen in March of last
year over the unsecured commer-
cial messaging app Signal.
Included in the chat group was
the editor of The Atlantic, who
later revealed details he had
learned.

Hegseth also imposed a pledge
on journalists not to gather or
transmit information about mili-

august Stars and Stripes

|s lT wrtt M

Two soldiers with the U.S. 25th Division read the Stars and Stripes newspaper in South Vietnam on Sept. 10, 1969. MARK GODFREY/AP

tary affairs that had not been
approved by his department for
release. Most credible media
groups refused to sign his pledge
and have been denied Pentagon
press credentials.

Stars and Stripes is owned by
the Defense Department but
isrun by civilian editors. The
paper’s staff does include service
members, who work under the
mentorship of civilian jour-
nalists. Congress members of
both parties have consistently
supported the publication’s
mission to produce independent
journalism consistent with the
principles of the First Amend-
ment.

The memo says that Stars and
Stripes will continue to “operate
with editorial independence.”
However, as Stars and Stripes
reported, Pentagon chief spokes-
person Sean Parnell asserted that
going forward the paper would
be “by the warfighter and for the
warfighter.”

Stars and Stripes editor-in-
chief Erik Slavin told NPR that
phrase “good order and disci-
pline” raises concerns that
reporters who are in the U.S. mili-
tary might face court-martial.

“If they were to complete a
story that the Defense Depart-
ment did not like, and did not find
‘consistent with good order and
discipline, would they be inlegal
jeopardy?” Slavin asked. “We
don’t know the answer to that”

The prospect immediately
brings to mind one of the most
famous stories in Stars and
Stripes history: the clash between
Gens. George Patton and Dwight
Eisenhower during World War IT
over the wildly popular “Willie
and Joe” cartoons of Bill Maul-
din.

Grimy, mud-caked and weary,
Willie and Joe depicted for the
folks back home the thoroughly
miserable conditions faced daily
by our GIs — and managed to
squeezea few chuckles of know-
inglaughter out of the readers.

Patton, a notnnously tough and
humorless consid-

dent. Mauldin went on to win
two Pulitzers and the Army’s
Legion of Merit.

Such disputes are not uncom-
mon in an institution as large and
diverse as the U.S. military. In my
experience, challenging conven-
tions and presenting a more
candid depiction of what troubles
our fighting men and women
— and their folks back home —
brings you more credibility and
appreciation than trying to spray
perfume on the horrors of the
battlefield.

A similar story is told about
the cartoon GI “Beetle Bailey”
The strip was starting to build an
audience in the early 1950s when
the Tokyo edition of Stars and
Stripes banned the strip out of
fear it would encourage service
members to adopt Bailey’s gener-
ally lackadaisical attitude and
behavi

ered Willy and Joe to be a threat
to discipline and morale — quite
the opposite of the way many fans
saw them.

Patton threatened to ban Stars
and Stripes, but Eisenhower
defended the paper as more ofa
support for morale than athreat.

1

A second ban was imposed in
1970 after the introduction of the
strip’s first Black character, Lt.
Jackson Flap, whose Afro techni-
cally was way too voluminous to
pass regulation in the real world,
afact that delighted me and
many of my fellow Black service

The paper

1in the late stages of the

real Vietnam War era.

Sometimes in media, you don’t
know what’s going to work until
you try it. A free press enables
Jjournalists and others to express
themselves and react honestly
and candidly, which in the long
run builds trust and credibility
with understandably skeptical
audiences.

Alot of people understandably
question whether we even need
newspapers like Stars and Stripes
— or the one you're reading now
— in this digital age.

But, regardless of the medium,
what matters is the content.
Media provide not only informa-
tionand entertainment but also
connections of the sort that help

people inside the military and
their families back home feel less
isolated.

It’s unclear what threat
Hegseth perceives in Stars and
Stripes as it is currently run, but I
suspect he’s going to find out that
alot of Americans still believe
that a free press is worth defend-
ing, especially when it serves the
people who serve our nation.

Ematl Clarence Page at cptimee@
gmail.com.

Voice of the people

Loyola student’s killing

Thekilling of a Loyola fresh-
man at the lakefront is a devas-
tating tragedy — and it demands
more than sympathy and broad
promises from City Hall. It
demands honesty about what our
leadersare prioritizing. Right
now, in Rogers Park, those priori-
ties are misplaced.

An editorial (“Loyola student’s
killing shows how much s at
stake for Chicago universities in
reducing crime,” March 20) calls
forrenewed public safety efforts.
Buton the Far North Side, resi-
dents and students are watching
the city, under Brandon Johnson,
and Ald. Maria Hadden — whose
ward includes Loyola University
Chicago and much of East Rogers
Park — expand speed cameras
along Sheridan Road, Broadway
and nearby streets. These devices
generate ticket revenue. At the
same time, the city has not made
comparable investments in police
cameras, license plate readers and
real-time surveillance tools that
could help prevent or solve violent
crime.

Ifcity leaders truly understand
whatis at stake, they should prove
it. Reallocate resources. Expand
the technology that directly
enhances public safety. Be trans-
parent about these decisions. And
stop defaulting to programs that
are easier to justify because they
pay for themselves.

Ayounglife was lost. Students
are afraid. Residents are demand-
ingaction. The response from City
Hall — and from Ald. Hadden —
will show whether safety is the
priority or just the talking point.
— Nick Agnew, Loyola University
of Chicago Class 0f 1990,
Evanston

Priorities of Congress

After reading Jackson Shedel-
bower’s piece on congressio-
nal delay in approving funds
for U.S. aviation improvements
(“Congress needs to clear the
runway for O’'Hare upgrades,”
March 19), it struck me as lunacy
that $1billion a day of taxpayer
money can be found overnight
to finance a U.S. war of choice
againsta country that posed no

These are not equi trat-
egies. Speed cameras do not deter
armed offenders, identify suspects
or enable faster police response.
They issue tickets days later.
Meanwhile, the streets where
students walk at night remain
undermonitored in ways that
actually matter.

Thisis not about opposing
traffic enforcement. It is about
priorities. When the city moves
aggressively on revenue-gen-
erating measures while lagging
ontools that directly support
policing, it sends a clear message:
Collecting fines comes first.

For Loyola students and Rogers
Park families, that message is
unacceptable. After a tragedy like
this, there should be an immedi-
ate, visible shift toward measures
that deter violence and help catch
those responsible. Instead, weare

threat to us, but the $19
billion necessary to upgrade avia-
tion technology from floppy disks
and recruit air traffic controllers
can’t get funding in Congress.

‘What are Congress’ priorities

ifnot for such avital and import-
ant public good? That this goes
ignored at the expense of flight
reductions, flight delays and
passenger safety is egregious.
— Marge Malo, Chicago

Data centers’ power

How frustrating to read Eliz-
abeth Shackleford‘s lament
(“Global oil erisis once again
makes the case for renewable
energy;” March 20) that the
United States did not follow
President Jimmy Carter intoa
solar-powered future and then to
read in the business section that
the Illinois Commerce Commis-

asked to acceptiner
That is not enough.

sionapp d larger deposits
from power- hungry data centers

under construction to limit rate
increases for Illinois citizens
(“ICC OKs ComEd proposal for
data centers”).

The solution seems obvious
enough, borrowing from Carter’s
“road not taken”: Illinois should
require data centers to install solar
panels on their masslve roofs thus
generating power for th

option, meaning you can get a
cash advance for free. No payday
lender ever made the payment of
fees and interest optional.

Of course, overreliance on EWA
can upset your finances — just
as any financial service product.
Unlike a typical loan, however, if
)tr;l)u s::l)p paying an EWA provider,

My own garage has solar panels
that provide enough electricity
for my Edgewater two-flat, with
enough to spare for the winter
months.

Why not ask incredibly wealthy
technology companies to do
what my partner and I did and
invest some of their money into
their very own solar power plant?
Illinois ratepayers only stand to
benefit.

— Bryan Cones, Chicago

EWA no payday loan

Regarding the op-ed “The
high cost of workplace payday
loan apps in Illinois” (March 13):
Having worked in the consumer
financial protection space for
nearly 20 years, I've seen many
consumers preyed upon by preda-
tory lenders. There was awoman
‘who lived in her car, fearing that
anauto title lender would take it.
There’s a woman on Social Secu-
rity who took out several pawn
loans at 240% APR and had to
extend them 20 times, paying
$2,500 interest on the $2,050 she
borrowed. Reading Christopher
Greenwood’s piece against this
backdrop, the details don’t add up.
Literally.

Earned wage access (EWA)
providers charge no interest,
mandatory fees or late fees. The
only charges are a fee if you want
the funds expedited and depos-
ited into your account immedi-
ately, and some companies collect
“tips” — voluntary payments
like any other type of tip. Inmy
experience, if you don’t pay the
expedite fee, you still get the
funds within 24 hours. Most, if
not all, EWA providers have a free

e only isyou
cannot use that service again
until you pay it back. Thus, EWA
itself cannot force a person into
eviction. EWA is used to address
acash shortfall caused by some-
thingelse.

‘This month, one of my dogs is
having alump removed, which
will cost about $1,100. ’'m using
EWA to pay for part of it, which
gets automatically repaid on my
next payday. Every other method
of addressing my shortfall, other
than asking my friends for help,
is more expensive than EWA. My
main credit card, for example,
has an APR 0f28.99%, and cash
advances on credit cards often
carry an additional fee.

‘While EWA is better than other
financial products, the Woodstock
Institute supports legal guard-
rails to prevent situat

small businesses pay taxes for
roads, schools and services their
communities need.

Many corporations and the
wealthy among us pay lower tax
rates than teachers, nurses and
public employees. Corporations
with billions in profits routinely
pay little in federal taxes while
hugely rewarding CEOs and exec-
utives.

Our present tax policies writ-
ten by Congress benefit wealthy
elites and powerful corporations
instead of the people who actually
do the work to make our nation
great. We need Congress toimple-
ment policies making the ultra-
wealthy and big corporations pay
their fair share.

First, demand billionaires and
those at the top of the financial
ladder have their wealth taxed
the same way wages are taxed.
Second, raise corporate rates,
ending tax breaks that shift profits
offshore and enforce the Corpo-
rate Alternative Minimum Tax
so they cannot pay taxes at rates
lower than the rest of us. Third,
reform the estate tax that allows
inherited wealth to escape taxa-
tion. afinancial trans-

as the one Greenwood describes.
Preventing “stacking,” for exam-
ple —when you use multiple
EWA providersatatime —isa
reasonable limit that might have
prevented her situation, but call-
ing EWA a payday loanis not the
answer.

— Brent Adams, senior vice
president of policy and advocacy,
Woodstock Institute, Chicago

We need fairer taxation
Corporations and the richest
people in America are able to use
loopholes and special tax breaks
to avoid paying what they owe.
of us pay taxes when we buy
gas and groceries. Local folks and

action tax and tax billionaires on
wealth gains.

These changes could raise
trillions of dollars over the next
decade and lower costs for the rest
ofus.

Demand political agendas that
tax wealth and profits at levels
commensurate to their standing
at the top of our nation’s economic
ladder.

Take back your government
through the power of your vote!
Send no one back to Congress
who will not commit to tax
reform beneﬁting ordinary
Ameris
- Jeny Hanson, Elkhorn,
Wisconsin

For online-exclusive letters, go to www.chicagotribune.com/letters.
Email your letter submissions, 400 words or less, to letters@chicago
tribune.com. Include your full name, address and phone number.
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Pakistan and Afghanistan tensions reach breaking point

However difficult it may be,
the world must re-engage
with the troubled region

In the nearly five years since the Taliban
retook power in Afghanistan the world

has paid scant attention to develop-
ments in the i il I dto

double game: it worked with Washing-
ton while also backing the Taliban,
assuming it would be able to control it.
But since 2021, relations with its old
proxy have deteriorated rapidly. Islam-
abad accuses Kabul of hosti

Gulf, the west is distracted. So are the
regional powers such as China, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia and Turkey who have tried
ineffectually in the past few years to
reduce the tensions. But IJus cns:s can»
natbeallowed A ¢

militants who have killed 4,000 people

in Pakistan in the last four years.
Taking advantage of the west’s disen-
fromth Pakistan has

influence them. In that time the hard-
line Islamic movement has reimposed
grim restrictions on women in public
life and education. It has also fallen out
badly with its old sponsor, neighbouring
Pakistan. With the two states now close
to all-out war the world has no option
but to re-engage with the region —how-
ever difficult the options and distasteful
the Taliban’s governing ethos.

There is a bleak irony to Pakistan’s
dire relations with its neighbour. Dy

in recent months taken matters into its
own hands and launched a series of air
strikes across the border. More than
1,000 people are estimated to have been
killed in the past three weeks of fighting
between the two states, and over
100,000 people have been displaced. In
the single bloodiest incident, 400 peo-
ple were killed last week, Afghan offi-
cials say, in an air strike on a Kabul drug
rehabilitation centre. Pakistan denies

uring
the two decades of the ill-fated US-led
Nato intervention in Afghanistan,
which ended with an ignominious with-
drawal in 2021, Islamabad played a

The Taliban, just as
uncenvmcmgly, denies it shelters the
militants who have been destabilising
swathsof western Pakistan.

Against the backdrop of the war in the

war in Afghanistan threatens stxbmly
across south and central Asia. There is
also the very real risk that it becomes,
again, an incubator for terrorism.

Pakistan seems to think it can shore
up its security by a bombing campaign.
But that will never quell the insurgen-
cies. A shaky truce is in place for the
festival of Eid al-Fitr. A first step is for
this to endure. Then there have to be
face-to-face talks. This will require the
intervention of both the great powers,
the US and China.

‘The Trump administration has close
ties with the most powerful figure in
Pakistan, the military leader Field Mar-
shal Asim Munir. It needs to lean on him
to stop the cross-border attacks. Maybe
privately it can make clear to Islama-
bad that the war with Afghanistan

Against the
backdrop of the
sar in the Gulf,
the west and the
regional powers
are distracted,

but this crisis
cannot be
allowed to
metastasise

Ti h 1

war onIran.
ously, if it is to crack down on the mili-
tants, the Taliban will have to be pre-
sented with both sticks and carrots; it is
desperate for funds.

In all this there is also an important
role and opportunity for China as the
emerging superpower. Pakistan is a cli-
ent state. Beijing equally has strategic
interests in Afghanistan: it hopes to
extend its Belt and Road Initiative south
through Afghanistan. It also worries
Afghanistan could become a haven for
Uyghur separatists. China has long
floated the idea of itself as a responsible
great power and a leader of the global
south. It has tried shuttle diplomacy,
but could this be the moment for it to
step forward and prove itselfasa serious
mediator on the world stage?

The precedents for a settlement are
not inspiring. A truce last autumn did
not last long. The Taliban is a mercurial
movement. Pakistan is enraged. But the
stakes are too high for the world to keep
looking away.

Opinion Society

Reading Socrates
in Silicon Valley

Ben Hickey

Jemima
Kelly

fyou go back, like, 400 years ago

it never would have occurred to

anybody to be introspective,” said

a great sage of Silicon Valley last

week, during the modern-day
equivalent of a Socratic dialogue (a
podcast). “Great men of history didn’t
sit around doing this stuff.” The sage

her than Marc

— venture capitalist, crypto enthusi-
ast, devoted Democrat turned Donald
Trump adviser, and author of the
2023 late-capitalist cry for help, the
“Techno-Optimist Manifesto” (“love
doesn’t scale...let’s stick with
money”). The man who bet big on
Web3 (remember that?) and NFTs
(remember them?), and who once
described criticisms of the metaverse
as “reality privilege”. (Metz on whose

that we can become alittle indulgent
of our own emotional whims. At a cer-
tain point, turning inward stops being
helpful and slides into navel-gazing,
which becomes yet another form of
procrastination. And it’s important to
ensure plans and ideas are followed
withaction, or we'd get nowhere.

But Andreessen has grossly misun-
derstood the meaning of introspec-
tion, as was revealed in his responses
to the online backlash generated by
his comments — not just his claims to
be on the side of the Stoics. He shared,
for example, a video of Apple founder
Steve Jobs being asked by an inter-
viewer to “be introspective” by saying
how he fit into “the American family
of thinkers and inventors”. Jobs
replied: “I don't think that way.”
Andreessen captioned the video with
one word: “Well.” As if working out
where you fit in history could in any
way be described as introspective; as if
this proved that Jobs — a committed
Zen Buddhist — was also opposed to
theidea of introspection.

Andreessen seems to conflate the

board And
this week it was all but pullmg the plug
on the metaverse.)

The al6z founder was proudly

Wealth. influence
and confidence are
too often equated
with wisdom

explaining to Founders podcast host
David Senra that he had “zero” levels
of introspection. “Move forward. Go,”
was his own anti-introspective man-
tra. “I've found that people who dwell
on the past get stuck in the past. It'sa
problem at work and it's a problem at
home.” He went on to c]anm Lhal the
very concept of the i

idea of overthinking, and even of guilt,
with introspection, a word deriving
from Latin that simply means “look-
ingwithin”, The value of introspection
is not to keep us in our heads but
rathertoliberate us from them. Itisto
allow us to let go of our repetitive
thoughts — our own mental doom-
scrolling, if you will — by the conscious
process of working out why and how
they got there in the first place.

He also fails to realise that the cur-
rent era is the only one in which we
would even have the option of not
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Museums need directors with genuine operating skills

The piece by Charlotte Burns “‘Men
retire, women get fired’ — the quiet
crisis gripping museums” (Arts,
March 12) makes a compelling case for
a troubling pattern, then undermines it
by retreating into the framework that
created the problem. Museums should
ideally be led by the most capable
people available, selected on a near
gender-blind basis. The real question
being dodged is whether the

College, in Williamstown,
h awelkk

soaring art values, stripped of
Tirio collecti A

feeder for
museum leadership. Her comments
from inside that pipeline are sobering:
asignificant cohort of recent directors
have been selected less for their
competence and performance record
than for their ability to tick boxes —
gender, race, sexual orientation. The
narrative mattered more than the
substance; not a recipe for resilience

appointments and operational depth.

-building, grinding The author’s conflation of bad
through doing more with less. outcomes for women leaders with
Museums also struggle to attract systemic bias skips steps. It fits a
younger audmnces Many remmn slow- | selection process that sets people upto
moving, h hical i with fail — for
governance structures — often large not ability.

volunteer boards — ill-suited to rapid
change. The gap between what
curators want to do and what boards
will fund or risk creates persistent

Competent women in the field,
including my daughter, are not well
served by narratives treating female
leadership failures as male conspiracy

appointment process over the past under pressure. Conformity to outward | friction. This d ds directors with rather than probing how those leaders
decade selected for bility, or for prevailed over audacity. genuine operating skills, even were chosen and why they failed.
representation of capability. Museums face a brutal operational turnaround instincts, mercilessly RJames Breiding

My daughter teaches at Williams vice — priced out of acquisitions by exposing gaps between symbolic Zurich, Switzerland
Prediction markets — Latin America’s fintechs French emperor’s maxim
now the pushback must focus on SME loans | on unpredictability of war
Reports that Arizona has charged the Fintechs in emerging markets would Martin Wolf suggests that by

company Kalshi with operating an
illegal gambling business (“Kalshi
charged with offering illegal bets on
elections”, Report, March 18) will
probably be a watershed moment for
the future of prediction markets.

Prediction markets are websites
where users place a financial
transaction on a “yes” or “no” outcome
(an “event contract”) and much like a
bet, if they have selected the correct
outcome, users receive a payout. With
the rise of Kalshi and other companies
such as Polymarket, my research
shows we are witnessing the
gamification of trading and the
gamblification of everything; these
stock markets for trends include offers
on a range of topics from the Oscars to
presidential elections.

A series of high-profile controversies
for prediction markets have peppered
the last month or so, from accusations
of insider trading or misuse of
confidential information before
geopolitical events in Venezuela, Israel
and the Portuguese election. However,
it is the current war in Iran that has
brought the debate about prediction
markets into sharp relief.

Last summer there was the strapline
on a Kalshi advert — “the world’s gone
mad — trade it", But should we bet on
war and conflict? And is this gambling

Napoleon Bonaparte became the
first emperor of France in 1804

do well to take note of Europe’s lending
revival to small and medium-sized
enterprises (“New fintech unicorns are
less radical and more profitable”, Lex,
March 4) and seek to incorporate a
similar model.

Throughout Latin America, fintechs
have traditionally focused on
consumer credit. While this creates
flashy headlines, it can lead to
troubling levels of consumer debt as
well as generating low returns for
fintechs.

In reality, SME credit is far more
productive. Rather than a loan fora
new TV, husmess-to»busme_ﬁs loans
can drive i

controlling the Strait of Hormuz, Iran
is “winning” (“Trump has broken it.
Now he owns it”, March 18, 2026). This
confuses tactical leverage with strategic
victory. The maxim “On sengage, et puis
on voit” (One engages, and then one
sees), often attributed to Napoleon,
acknowledges the inherent
unpredictability of war that Wolf’s
demand for “thinking things through”
ignores. However, Napoleon also
understood that “victory™ is a physical
reality on the ground.

As a Soviet schoolboy in Siberia, I
was taught that we won the second
world war when our troops stormed
the Reick in1945 — not when our

growth. In Mexico, SMEs account for
95 per cent of businesses and provide
to more than 68 per cent

in the wrong place. The real issue isn't
just about who has the final say but
whether the outcome we are checking
is actually measurable.

In truth, we've been “surrendering”
our cognition to machines for decades
without much fuss. No one stays awake
at night double-checking if a
spreadsheet correctly multiplied two
seven-digit numbers. We treatitasa
binary: it is either right, or it's a bug for
the software provider to fix. Evena
complex macro, for all its moving
parts, lly spits out a result that

or a financial product? L kers are
playing catch-up and Arizona is leading
the charge. The outcome of its
attorney-general’s legal action will be
fascinating and could potentially open

only invented a few hundred years ago
and that it wasn't until the start of the
20th century that we started to believe
inguiltand self-criticism.

It’s hard to know quite where to
start. I could start by surmising, as
commenters on X were quick to do,
that perhaps Andreessen hadn't heard
Socrates’ dictum that “the unexam-
nned Inle is not worth living”, or had

d the entire phil,
of stoics like Marcus Aurelius whose
thinking he often cites (he even
claimed, as part of his defence, that
the author of Meditations would have
been on his side of thisargument).

Let’s start instead with the most
charitable interpretation. After all he
was getting at some element of truth:
overthinking and ruminating on
things that are in the past or out of our
control gets us nowhere, as the Stoics
knew. Further, in our decadent age, in
which most of us sit on our behinds all
day rather than using our bodies for
anything productive, there is a risk

the leading Al models, and 1/4 reading
old books. The opportunity cost of
anythingelse is far too high, and rising
daily.” (One wonders whether he

being introspective; the only one in the floodgates for a backlash against

which the a16z-backed merchants of prediction markets in other US states

the attention economy have made and globally.

non-optional boredom extinct. In a Many countries in Europe have

recent X post, Andreessen described already “geo-blocked™ or banned

his “i ion” thus: diction markets, including the UK.

“1/4 X,1/4 podcasl interviews of the However, what is striking is that even if

di I was smartest 1/4 talking to countries do not allow their own

citizens to access prediction markets,
the rest of the world (especially the US)
is still currently betting on those
nations and their next election or

readsthe old books, or asks those lead
ing Almodels for their summaries.)

My main issue with Andreessen is
not so much that he's wrong; it’s that
he’s so confident about it. He sounded
similarly confident when he told us
that bitcoin represented a break-
through akin to the internet, that
Web3 was the future and that we
shouldn't fear Al because “the moral
of every story is the good guys win”.

We seem| tobelieve, asa soclely, lhal
wealth, i and

The space between and

can be audited against a hard truth.

‘The trouble starts when we ask Al to
be subjective. When an agent suggests
alegal strategy or a hiring shortlist,
there is no “correct” answer to verify.
This is where the “check-the-box”
mentality becomes truly dangerous. If
we treat Al like a glorified calculator,
we end up spreading our human
oversight so thin that it becomes a
mere formality.

Instead of blanket supervision, we
should be concentrating our “cognitive
stamina” exactly where the defined
outcomes stop and the judgment
begins. We should trust Al for binary
results and hold the Al providers

ble for correctly providi

gaming is an incredibly grey area for
legislation, but these first criminal
charges in the US should lead to the
answers for how prediction markets
will operate in the future. Kalshi seeks
to “trade the future” but its own future
now seems uncertain.

Sarah Mills

Professor in Human Geography,

z b panie e

Lok hire, UK

be equated with wisdom. But Slhcon
Valley billionaires are not our sages;
they're our enablers, keeping us dis-
tracted and dumb, and making sure
we never stop scrolling for long
enough to think about why we are
wasting our lives on their platforms.

Jjemima.kelly@ft.com

The trouble starts when
we ask Al to be subjective

Sarah O'Connor is right to worry about
the oversight of AI (“It's hard for
humans to have the final say over AI”,
Opinion, March 17), but perhaps

we are looking for the brake pedal

those outcomes. Detailed human
review should be reserved for the
nuances that a line of code will never
quite grasp.

Peter Balchius

Stdfa, Switzerland

Glossing that glitch

Reading your piece “UK’s Companies
House halts online filing amid data
glitch” (Report, March 14), I would
point out, as someone with an
electronics background, that a “glitch™
is a transient, hard-to-reproduce error
caused by timing mismatches or rare

of the populalmn Despite this, fintechs
have continued to focus on consumer
lending.

‘What's more, in Europe, SMEs were
served by the traditional banking
sector before fintechs arrived on the
scene. But in Mexico and the rest of
Latin America, these businesses never
had access to meaningful credit in the
first place, making the case for B2B
lending here that much stronger.

The next step for emerging markets
is therefore better credit, not just more
credit. In practice, this means a greater
focus on SME lending.

Done properly, this will help to
power the economy, drive greater
financial inclusion and fuel social
mobility. And as the likes of Allica
Bank and Ebury, the payments
group, have shown, SME loans deliver
better, more reliable returns, and
create profit.

Alow non-performing loan rate is
hardly radical, but with B2B fintechs
attracting higher valuations and more
investors, it might be more exciting
than it sounds.

Carlos Marmolejo

Chief Executive, Finsus (a fintech platform
providing banking services to people and
SMESs), Mexico City, Mexico

Nature's view on climate
crisis is out of our hands

Martin Wolf (“The UK is struggling to
achieve its aims on clean energy”,
Opinion, March 16) writes “the idea
that we will ‘solve’ the climate
emergency by collapsing our output
(called “degrowth”) is a non-starter”,
‘We can only hope that nature
understands that, because with
desertification spreading, crop yields
already dropping in parts of the world,
wildfires destroying housing and
infrastructure, flooding an increasing
nsk and other climate change impacts

andnotap and ever clearer, it looks as if the
easily reproducible fault. decision may not rest with us.
Mike Whittaker Robin Cooke-Hurle
Stapleton, Shropshire, UK London SW11, UK

bombers began controlling German
airspace. Control of a waterway or an
altitude may cause economic or
logistical pain, but it does not
constitute a win in the historical sense.
‘With Washington unwilling to
commit boots on the ground and
Tehran unable to reach American soil,
we are not looking at a “win” for either
side. We are witnessing a high-stakes
skirmish that, lacking the capacity for
a decisive land engagement, can only
end in a draw.
Mergen Mongush
Moscow, Russia

A class critique of the
Waitrose mackerel story

Tim Hayward (Opinion, FT Weekend,
March 7) is apparently so excited by
mackerel swimming away from
Waitrose that he contends that only
“posh” people eat it, and of course
‘Waitrose is “our poshest grocer”. But
can posh, an acronym from the
steamship age phrase “Port Out
Starboard Home” (equivalent to “flies
first class™) become “poshest™?

And surely it is more that mackerel
used to be cheap, but more people have
developed a taste for it. As the diet-
conscious moved from red meat to eat
more fish and wanted variety, and
dietitians recommended it for health
reasons, it became more expensive.

As for the “bien pensant middle
classes”, surely Hayward has his sturdy
feet well planted towards the upper
end of that group? Or perhaps he
should have gone to Iceland (the shop,
not the country) for his mackerel.

J M Castles
London W2, UK

Can fossil fuel vigilantes
force the conflict to end?

Bond markets have often been shown
to curtail wayward government fiscal
policies — viz the Liz Truss “mini”
Budget of 2022, Can fossil fuel markets
perform the same trick and bring
forward an end to military conflict?
Fred Lucas

London W4, UK
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ast year America’s prowess in

Almore than offset the dam-

aging economic effects from

Donald Trump's tariffs. Now,

different strengths — includ-
ing energy independence, an army of
retail investors and the dollar’s safe-
haven status — are saving the US econ-
omy and markets from the worst effects
of his Iran “excursion™.

Since the war began on February 28,
petrol prices have risen more than
20 per cent in the US but much
more steeply in many other countries.
Natural gas prices have barely budged
in the US while surging in the rest
of the world. Across Europe and
Asia, energy shortages are leading
to higher electricity prices, factory
shutdowns, shorter work weeks, school

America keeps bailing out Trump

d the financial I to

closures and corporate i i
While no country is gaining from Lhe

war, economically the bigger losers are

outside America. The signal f l

the extent the US has in recent years,
witha sharc of glohal markel flows far

this month against every other major

currency in the world. This reversed a

penod u{ depreuauun, wluch appeared
bull run.

best way for smaller powers to survive
when might makes right is to work in a
pack. Nations could form bargaining

litions to respond to tariff threats,

bond markets is that they expect the
energy shock to drive up inflation faster
in countries outside the US. The Trump
team is spinning higher oil prices as
short-term pain for consumers but
overall a positive for a net energy
exporter like the US with producers in
line to receive a major windfall.

The relative resilience of the US econ-
omy is feeding the arrogance of Ameri-
can power, which long predates Trump
and permeates the establishment. After
all, the Biden administration took the
weaponisation of the US dollar to
another level in its imposition of sanc-
tions on Russia. Lately, when Lask Sili-
con Valley and Wall Street leaders about
threats to the US economy — from pol-
icy unpredictability to declining immi-
gration and record budget deficits —
they typically shrug as if to say: “Where
else will the money go?” America’s huge
lead in Alis reinforcing this narrative.

abovei
One mainstay of the US market is its

So rather perversely, the Iran adventure

rather than let Trump force deals on one

oV target at a time. Europe-
ans could focus more on creating a

endless army of retail investors. Thcy has at least ly rescued the 1
keep buyi k d that entk dollar’s rol he rrency.
has not been dimmed by the grim head- The mild domestic impact of the war

lines out of Iran. They have been net
buyers virtually every day since the war

The president is layering
a haphazard conflict
on top of his tariffs and

largely getting away with it
began, and as a result the US stock mar-
ket has held up better than interna-
tional markets.

Though foreigners heap criticism on

Trump fora destabilising war of chmce.
they don’t hold the US in

so far suggests that, once again, Trump
is getting bailed out by America's pre-
existing strengths. The mighty dollar,
the dominance of US markets and revo-
lutionary technologies all have roots
that predate him.

‘Trump is layering a haphazard shoot-
ing war on top of an ill-conceived tariff
war and largely gemng away vm.h it,in
part be
too dependent on America — militarily,
technologically and, above all, finan-
cially. Countries have recently tried to
decouple from the US by spending more

unified military structure and prioritis-
ing spending towards establishing
energy independence. Many countries
could strengthen their own financial
markets by encouraging domestic
investors and sovereign wealth funds to
invest moreat home,

Until Trump faces serious domestic
blowback from his various wars, he will
keep exercising American power in an
unbridled way. Ninety per cent of Msga

icans back the Iran 50
other nations can't just hope for his base
to revoll They need to do more to

and

Al companies
should pay a
content levy

in Europe

Arthur
Mensch

urope is a land of creators.
The continent has nurtured
ideas that have enriched, and
continue to enrich, the
world’s intellectual and crea-
tive landscape. Its diverse and multilin-
gual heritage remains one of its greatest

idually, or they will keep suﬂermg
more damage from the whims of an

fence, or dii I banks to
hold fewer dollars in their reserves, or
by hatdon'tinvolve  erratic US leader.

financial terms. They keep buying US
stocks and there is hardly any “Trump

risk

Superpowerdom lly breeds
hubris. And no country has ever

In fact, the dollar has appreciated

America, But the lopsided economic
fallout from Iran shows that they need
todoalot more.

‘The law of the jungle prevails, and the

The writer is chair of Rockefeéller Interna-
tional. His latest book is ‘What Went Wrong
With Capitalism®

[ran war has
exposed US
fragility at sea

BUSINESS

he latest faultline exposed
by the war in Iran is mari-
time trade and security.
The blockage of the Strait of
Hormuz, coupled with port
attacks in Dubai and worries that
Houthi rebels could pile in with more
attacks in the Red Sea, has brought glo-
bal shippingin the region, along with the

supply chain shocks — this time in il —
with seemingly little forward planning
about how to manage the disruption.
For all the post-pandemic talk of build-
ing economic systems that are resilient
as well as efficient, we seem to have got
neitherright.

Consider the fact Trump last week
was forced to waive the century-old
Jones Act, which stipulates that only US-
built and flagged ships can carry goods
between American ports. It's been a

Mart vemyen

ones, which cosl three to elghl times

piece of legisl: for a
long time, since the loss of the US indus-
trial base in shipping has diminished
economies of scale in American ship-
building. That has meant that many for-
eign builders can make ships and run

of crucial gy supplies, toa
grinding halt. In doing so, it has exposed
the fact that neither America — nor the
world —is yet prepared for how quickly
global trade can be compromised in the
face of geoeconomic disruption.

It’s amazing to me that we are not
ready for this yet, given that we've been
watching this movie for almost three
decades. There was the 1999 Taiwanese
earthquake that disrupted chip supply
globally and resulted in the closure of
factories in California and Texas. There
was the Japanese tsunami in 2011 that
shut down parts of the global automo-
tive supply chain for months. There
were, of course, the many Covid-related
supply chain snags, and the food and
energy inflation wreaked by the war in
Ukraine. And now, President Donald
Trump is giving us the mother of all

mariti aply than
the US industry can. Trump hopes to
bring down oil and gas prices at least
temporarily by allowing Iorengn vessels

what ign-

Still, they note, a “repeal of the Jones
Act offers a short-term gain, while
increasing longer-term fragility. With-
outd i 5 %

across years and decades. Ensuring that
public and private shipbuilding are
reconnected is historically the only way
that any country has managed to build
a strong navy, mmmerclzl maritime
sectorand

operators would simply buy cheaper
foreign-built (and state-subsidised)
ships, leavmg the US without a manu-
facturingbase.”

In fact, that’s pretty much what has

to ship goods between ports,
thus making the shipping of such com-
maodities — which have risen sharply in
price due to the Iran war — cheaper.
Whether this will do more than shave
a few pennies off oil prices is unclear.
Still, it has at least reopened debate
about the Jones Act. A 2026 white paper

d in every area of shij

side the purview of the act — the indus-
try is now dominated by Chinese ships.
Both the Vanderbi hers and an

But it’s worth remembering why we
have the law in the first place. At the
beginning of the 20th century, the US
was dangerously dependent on foreign
shipping cartels (including those in the
UK, which were state subsidised). The
monopoly power of such companies
drove prices for the shipping of key
it p by as much as 20 times. “While

Open Markets paper on how to save US
shipbuilding argue (and I'd agree) that

there was some justification [during the
first world war] for these enormous
5 X i 4

the real issueis the failure of th -

Thanks to the rise of supertankers and
container shipping, fewer, larger boats
are carrying most of the world’s goods
(90 per cent of which

hs, central not only to its identity
and soft power but also to its economic
vitality.

All this is at risk as Al reshapes the
global knowledge economy.

Major Al companies in the US and
China are developing their models
under permissive or non-existent copy-
right rules, training them domestically
on vast amounts of content — including
from European sources,

European Al developers, by contrast,
operate in a fragmented legal environ-
ment that places them at a competitive
disadvantage. The current opt-out
framework, designed to enable rights
holders to protect their content and pre-
vent Al companies from using it for
training if they say so, has proved
unworkable in practice. Copyrighted
works continue to spread uncontrolla-
bly online, while the legal mechanisms
designed to protect them remain
patchy, inconsistently applied and
overly complex.

The result is a framework that
satisfies no one. Rights holders correctly
fear for their livelihoods yet see no clear
path to protection. Al developers face
legal uncertainty hampers invest-
mentand growth.

Europe needs to explore a new

proach. At Mistral, we are proposinga
revenue-based levy that would be

Rights holders correctly
fear for their livelihoods
yet see no clear path
to protection
applied to all commercial providers
placing AT models on the market or

putting them into service in Europe,
ing their use of content publicly

sea). That’s a system built Iur efh-
ciency” rather than resilience — espe-
cially in a new age of warfare in which
one cheap Iranian drone can take out a
tanker in minutes.

1f ships are indeed the new chips, as
the last two US administrations have
asserted, America is going to have to
completely rethink the way it incentiv-
ises and regulates the building of new
vessels. What's needed are fewer
mega tankers and frigates and more
nimble. dual-use vessels, perhaps built

ment to provide strong demand signals

from Vanderbilt Uni on the chal-
lenges in shipbuilding notes that “the
Jones Act’s protected market cannot
drive the industrial resurgence needed
for global competitiveness without
major overhaul and public investment”.
As the authors outline, the act encour-
ages operators simply to repair old ships

flagged in the US rather than build new

totheindustry by under

What is needed are
fewer mega tankers
and frigates and more
nimble, dual-use vessels

ter in ion with parlners (few
freight rates, it was evident that they can build shi lyon | als ibl
had been artificially inflated,” according  theirown).
to Edward Hurley, the head of the US Whether or not that happens, the
Shipping Board at the time. effective closure of the Strait of Hormuz

This very much mirrors the monop-
oly power exerted today by the world’s
largest shipping groups including MSC,
Maersk, Cosco, Hapag-Lloyd and the
handful of others that control 90 per
cent of the global shipping capacity.

available online.

Crucially, this levy would apply
equally to providers based abroad, cre-
ating a level playing field within the

marketand ing that for-
eign Al companies also contribute when
they operate here. The proceeds would
flow into a central fund dedicated to
investing in new content creation, and
supporting Europe’s cultural sectors.

In return, Al developers would gain
what they urgently need: legal certainty.
The mechanism would shield Al provid-
ers from liability for training on materi-

will further speed up the desire to find
new shipping pathways — in the Arctic,
for example. In a world of great power
conflict, flexibility equals safety.

rana.foroohar@ft.com
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he promised solution to
Europe’s lack of scaling-up
opportunities for innova-
tors was published last
Wednesday, just in time for
a summit of EU leaders. This much-
vaunted “28th regime” of corporate law
was demanded in two influential
reports by Enrico Letta and Mario
Draghi: a new, lean, company structure
with streamlined rules that would float
on top of the jungle of 27 national sys-
tems that currently prevent start-ups
from scaling across the bloc.
To ordinary voters, it may not seem
obvious why creating more

‘EU Inc’ is a missed opportunity for start-ups

has been hailed as a potential game-
changer, not least by Europe’s start-up
community, fora reason.

Businesses note that the EU has inno-
vation, talent and resources but that
growing across the notionally single
market is so hard that it is easier to
move to the US once an idea is worth a
big bet. A single pan-European com-
pany scheme, unshackled from any sin-
gle member state’s corporate rules,

1d change this — if it

An “EU Inc” could help founders by
making it quick and easy to set up new
businesses across all of Europe, and to
shut them down fast if unsuccessful. It
could help investors by creating legal
certainty and well-understood, consist-
ent treatment of new ventures regard-
less of which EU country they expanded
to. Achieve both these objectives, and
the scale and funding that are so easy
after moving your company to the US
would nolonger be quite such a draw for

rules should boost innovation and
growth. But the new regime — or as
Commission president Ursula von der
Leyen has rechristened it, “EU Inc” —

So how does the Commission’s pro-
posal stack up against these two tests?

On the first, not badly. Brussels has
designed a company structure with

much of what founders have said they
need: flexible funding rules, a harmo-
nised employee stock option regime
(with incomes and gains only taxed
when realised) and procedures that
must be fast, digital and based on “once-
only” reporting. The proposed “EU Inc”
even includes agile liquidation proc-
esses, although its insolvency rules

A truly comxmon corporate
|u.,|n\c could revive activity
and boost taxes currently
lost across the Atlantic

are restricted to companies deemed
“innovative”.

On the second, however, it disap-
points. As trade group Allied For Start-
ups puts it: “On paper, it looks Euro-
pean, but in practice it may feel
national.”

Inote two particular misgivings from
the start-up community. One is the
patched-together nature of the initia-
tive: rather than a true 28th regime or
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“virtual jurisdiction”, the
requires member states to Iacnlitabe a
new, harmonised type of company in
their national business registries. The
other gripe is that national courts will
remain in charge of interpreting the new
common corporate rules.

To be fair, the Commission urges
member states to set up dedicated
courtstoadjudicate the new regime, But
that falls short of the single, specialised
EU-level commercial court system that
many have called for. The obvious con-
cern is that legal i ion and dis-

labour
other issues, creating a race to the bot-
tom. Some therefore endorse a strategy
of asking for less in the hope that getting
something approved is ben.er than ask-
ing for everythingand,

online. Importantly, it
would not replace licensing agreements
or the freedom to contract. On the con-
trary, licensing opportunities should
continue to develop and expand for
usage beyond training. The fund would
complement, not crowd out, direct
relationships between creators and Al
companies.

We believe in Europe. That is why we
are investing €4bn in European infra-
structure to train our models on Euro-
pean soil. But we cannot build Europe’s
Al future under rules that place usat a
structural disadvantage to our US and
Chinese competitors. Europe cannot
afford to become a passive consumer
of technologies designed elsewhere,
trained on our knowledge, languages
and culture, yet reflecting neither our
values nor our diversity.

‘We are putting forward this idea as a
starting point for discussion rather than
a final blueprint. With this proposal,
we' re inviting creators, rights holders,

But nothing ever g
and better form after a tug of war
between member states and EU institu-
tions. As with its proposal for the next
multiyear budget, Brussels has pre-
emptively aimed low.

Governments who really want their

pute resolution will be unpredictable
and inconsistent.

Investors will still need to ask ques-
tions about how things might work out
in 27 different places — or more likely,
keep opting for the easy life of investing
under well-known corporate regimes
across the Atlantic. So the incentive for
Europe’s innovators to move overseas

and Europe as a whole,
to grow faster, should expect better —
and pursue it in “coalitions of the will-
ing” if necessary. A truly common cor-
porate regime could revive activity and
boost taxes currently lost to the US, or to
EU states that engage in a race to the
bottom already.

Above all there is the cost of potential
ventures that will never exist without

and fellow Al d
to come wgether around a soluuon
where i and th of

creators move forward together.

Europe does not need to choose
between protecting its creators and
competing in the Al race. It needs a
framework that enables both.

‘The debate around Al and copyright
is too often framed as a confrontation
between creators and Al developers.
This framing is not only unhelpful, it is
wrong. Far from being adversaries, the
two communities are the most natural
of allies. Both have a profound shared
interest in ensuring that Europe does
not cede ground, culturally, technologi-

willnot goaway. better sca]e -up options — the price of . cally or strategically, in an era that will
Why has the C not gone all ionisallthe greal be deﬁned by how soclenes choose to

out for a real 28th regime? Expertstell  busi hat never get offthe gr govern the tool.

me they think that resistance runsdeep  They badly need a champion.

in governments and trade unions,
who worry it could risk undermining

martin.sandbu@ft.com

The writer is co-founder and CEQ of
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