
Specialised Investment Funds
(SIFs) sit between mutual funds
and PMS/AIFs, o�ering added
portfolio tools at a ₹10-lakh
minimum investment. 

ICICI Prudential MF has
launched iSIF Equity Ex-Top
100 Long-Short Fund and iSIF
Hybrid Long-Short Fund; the
NFOs close January 30. Here is a
detailed review. 

LONG-SHORT EQUITY 

A long-short approach means
the fund buys stocks it finds at-
tractive (going long) and uses
limited shorts to o�set risk.
Shorting is essentially a way to
profit if a stock falls, or to reduce
the impact of market declines,
so the portfolio can stay inves-
ted with potentially lower
swings. 

Ex-Top 100 Long-Short
means the strategy focusses on
stocks outside the large-cap/
top-100 bucket (mid- and small-
caps as per the AMFI large-cap
definition).

The SIF can buy selected
mid-/small-caps and also take
limited ‘short’ positions using
derivatives, up to 25 per cent
short exposure through un-
hedged derivative positions in
Ex-Top 100 stocks.

Mid-/small-caps can surge in
upcycles but give back sharply in

downcycles; the long-short
structure aims to manage that
volatility while staying invested. 

Its benchmark will be Nifty
500 TRI; exit load is 1 per cent if
redeemed within 12 months, nil
thereafter. As per the AMC, the
o�ering is subject to LTCG rate
of 12.5 per cent with holding
period of 12 months.

You can get the mid-/small-
cap ‘long’ exposure through ex-
isting mutual fund categories,
but the di�erentiator here is the
built-in unhedged short book. A
DIY alternative — pairing a
mid-/small-cap fund with your
own hedges, will shift the bur-
den of execution and risks to the
investor.

Investors should note that in
rallies, long-short funds can lag
long-only equity as hedges cap
some upside. In declines, they
may cushion drawdowns if
hedges work, but they can still
lose money if positioning is
wrong. In choppy markets, out-
comes depend on stock selec-
tion and hedge execution. In
sharp, fast reversals, they can
underperform if hedges are put
on/o� at the wrong time.

A long-short equity fund is
best viewed as a risk-manage-
ment wrapper around equity ex-
posure, not a return shortcut.
The long book seeks growth
from chosen stocks; the short
book is meant to cushion draw-
downs, reduce froth-risk in
overheated pockets, and smooth

the ride. Outcomes will depend
heavily on manager skill, costs,
and how actively the short book
is used. Investors should treat it
as a satellite allocation within a
diversified plan.

LONG-SHORT HYBRID

ICICI Prudential’s iSIF Hybrid
Long-Short Fund is built on a
hybrid strategy that evaluates
opportunities across equity and
debt, and can use derivatives in
both, with the aim of smoother
outcomes and lower volatility
across market phases. In normal
conditions, the strategy plans to
keep about two-thirds to three-
fourths in shares, and about
one-fourth to one-third in debt
and cash, with a small slice (up
to 10 per cent) in InvIT units. 

It can also use derivatives ex-
tensively for hedging and port-
folio management; unhedged
equity exposure is permitted up
to 25 per cent of net assets (in-
tended allocation <10 per cent).
Net equity exposure (excluding
arbitrage-hedged positions) can
range from -7.5 per cent to +75

per cent. So, it can dial equity
risk down sharply when needed
or keep it fairly high when op-
portunities look good.

On stock selection, it says it
will pick individual stocks based
on fundamentals, run the debt
side mainly for steady interest
income with occasional dura-
tion calls. It may also take op-
portunities in events such as
IPOs, QIPs, blocks or buybacks
when they look attractive.

Allocation calls will be based
on various parameters, mainly
based on market triggers and
market dynamics. The SIF’s
equity positioning is framed
around the Nifty 50 price-to-
book (P/B). When valuations are
undervalued (P/B below 3), it
keeps net equity high (65-75 per
cent) and uses low derivatives
(0-10 per cent). 

In a range-bound phase (P/B
3.0-3.7), it runs a balanced
stance with net equity at 25-65
per cent and derivatives at 0-40
per cent. When valuations look
overvalued (P/B above 3.7), it
cuts net equity to 0-25 per cent
and raises derivative allocation
sharply (40-100 per cent) to
manage risk. As on December
31, 2025, Nifty 50 P/B was 3.55.

The hybrid SIF’s benchmark
is CRISIL Hybrid 50+50 Moder-
ate index. It carries an exit load
of 1 per cent if redeemed within
12 months (nil thereafter). This
is an interval strategy so re-
demptions are o�ered only

twice a week. Per the AMC, the
o�ering is subject to STCG at 20
per cent up to 12 months and
LTCG at 12.5 per cent beyond
12 months.

You can build a broad ana-
logue of this o�ering by combin-
ing a hybrid/balanced fund plus
arbitrage/derivative-income
and a high-quality debt fund, but
the di�erentiator is the ability to
vary net equity exposure and use
derivatives overlays within one
mandate.

In rising markets, it may lag
pure equity (and sometimes
even an equity long-short). In
declines, it may hold up better
than equity-heavy funds. Side-
ways or choppy markets can
sometimes be a better environ-
ment because the debt can add
carry while the equity long-
short part tries to benefit from
stock selection and relative op-
portunities. In rate-shock
phases, there can be a trade-o�.
If yields rise quickly, debt prices
can fall even as the strategy is
managing equity risk; if yields
fall, the debt part may support
returns.

Think of it as ‘hybrid first,
long-short second’. The core is
an equity-plus-debt portfolio,
and the long-short toolkit is
mainly used to dial equity risk
up or down. It suits investors
who want equity plus debt in
one fund and are okay with the
manager using hedges and lim-
ited shorts to manage swings.

Kumar Shankar Roy
bl. research bureau
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SIF REVIEW. A closer look at iSIF Equity
Ex-Top 100 long-short and hybrid long-short
o�erings via structure, risks & suitability lenses

Between two
worlds, with
seatbelts

DECODER

� Long book seeks growth

� Shorts cushion
drawdowns

� Treat as satellite;
outcomes hinge on skill
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Come January each year, few things hap-
pen like clock-work in the business world
— for instance, the Budget wish-list of
India Inc. While the Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman had once likened In-
dia Inc to Hanuman for not being aware
of its own strength, the long Budget wish-
list from India Inc and its associations
sometimes has the semblance of being as
long as the tail of Vali’s son, Angada.

For sure, some sectors require big sup-
port – like textiles, facing the brunt of the
tari� war, or some in chemicals that face
the issue of imports getting dumped into
the country at or below cost price. But
does India Inc, in general, need more in-
centives to invest and grow, especially
when it enjoys the highest profitability
across major economies in the world?

At a pre-tax and post-tax profit margin
of around 14.8 per cent and 11 per cent
for the Nifty 50, the profitability of India
Inc ranks right next to that of the Dow
Jones Industrial Average (DJIA). The
DJIA has a pre-tax and post-tax profit
margin of 19 per cent and 16 per cent re-
spectively. But if you exclude the four Big
Tech companies in the index (Apple, Mi-
crosoft, Nvidia and Amazon ) that dom-
inate the technology sector globally from
this, the margins shrink even lower than/
or on par to Nifty50-levels — pre-tax
margin of 14 per cent and post-tax mar-
gin of 11 per cent.

Further, profit margins in India are
significantly superior to those in other
big economies such as Germany, the UK
and Japan. Germany’s DAX 40 has pre-
tax and post-tax margin of 8 per cent and
5 per cent, while the UK’s FTSE 100 has
pre-tax and post-tax profit margin of 11
per cent and 7 per cent.

Japan’s Nikkei 225, which has a higher
cluster of 225 stocks, posts pre- and post-
tax profit margin of 10 per cent and 7 per
cent.

Even if this is extended to a much lar-
ger grouping of stocks of India Inc, com-
panies in our country are getting quite a
rosy deal. The pre- and post-tax profit
margin of Nifty 500 is at 13 per cent and
9.5 per cent respectively. For a similar
number of companies, the profit margins
for S&P 500 are at 15 per cent and 12 per
cent respectively. Excluding the Magnifi-
cent Seven companies from S&P 500, the
pre- and post-tax margin for S&P 493 is at
12.17 per cent and 10 per cent
respectively.

Thus, adjusted for the most innovative
tech companies in the US, India has the
best pre-tax profit margin globally and
post-tax profit margin on par with the
US.

What more incentive is required from
the Budget or even outside of it to invest?

MARGIN TRAP

Rather, India Inc should now worry
about the consequences of not putting its
surplus cash flows and strong balance

sheet to good use to innovate and grow.
The higher the profitability, the more
challenging it gets to grow your profit
margins. Veteran fund manager Jeremy
Grantham once made a profound state-
ment on this: Profit margins are probably
the most mean-reverting series in finance.
And if profit margins do not mean-revert,
then something has gone badly wrong with
capitalism.

After all, free enterprise means indus-
tries with high profitability will attract
more competition (unless protected by
regulation) as the rest, too, try to get
their share of the pie, and this in itself will
result in the profit margins trending
down.

Signs of this are already visible; say, for
example, in the FMCG sector. Net profit
margin of Hindustan Unilever and Nestle
India at 17.3 and 14.2 today are far super-
ior to that of their parent companies at
12.3 and 12.9 respectively. The advent
and growth of quick commerce is nib-
bling away at these superior margins, as
their clout over the supply chain weak-
ens. The IT services sector, too, serves as
a good reminder of this. The larger play-
ers, with their obsessive focus on profit
margins, have lost market share to the
mid-cap players in the last five years. 

Part of the growth problem in India
Inc’s revenue, which has only grown at a
CAGR of around 10.5 per cent in the last

six years (from pre-Covid FY19), can be
attributed to the lack of innovation and
investments. 

This has implications for sharehold-
ers, too, in the long run. Every year,
double-digit earnings growth forecasts
for India Inc are conjured up out of Excel
models. But without better revenue
growth, this is going to become challen-
ging with each year. If revenue growth
trends inline with the growth over the
last few years of 11 per cent CAGR, then
assuming not much improvement in
profit margins, earnings growth too can
at best be at 11 per cent. For earnings to
grow at 15-17 per cent as is projected by
consensus, profit margins will have to ex-

pand by around 50 basis points to 11.4
per cent from the current 10.9 per cent.
In the absence of acceleration in revenue
growth, profit margin improvement
would require more squeezing of ex-
penses like on employee costs or more
pricing leverage with households whose
savings levels are already at multi-year
lows.

BETTER WAY TO GROW PROFITS

Hence, a better way to grow profits in
double-digits would be via a combination
of acceleration in revenue growth and
sustaining or gradually improving upon
the current profit margins. The former
will require investments in R&D and in-

novation. Investment activity is required
to spur growth, while innovation is re-
quired to unleash productivity and cap-
ture a greater global market share.

A good example to consider here is
how investments in innovation have paid
o� for the US Big Techs. The superior
profit margin for US indices is solely
driven by the Big Techs, as can be ob-
served in the charts. The contribution of
high-margin IT companies to total
profits of S&P 500 is 33 per cent. The big
companies from this sector dominate
their respective industries globally. The
moat of their intellectual property com-
bined with global scale is driving the high
profit margins. To the contrary, the con-
tribution of IT companies to total profits
of Nifty 500 companies is only 8 per cent.
Nearly 40 per cent of profits of Nifty 500

companies is contributed by financials.
The high cyclicality of financial services
implies that the volatility can impact
margins for Nifty 500. While a good year
can help stretch the margins a bit further
from here, a tough year can result in net
profit margins shrinking and impacting
earnings growth. 

Hence, on a medium- to long-term
basis, without investments and innova-
tion, profit margin of India Inc can hit a
brick wall. Any doubts, check out how
TCS has been aspiring for 26-28 per cent
EBIT margins for the last 9-10 years but
failed.

While this is the case at the aggregate
level, keeping these in mind, long-term
investors need to consider one more
thing in making their investment de-
cisions. Long-term wealth creation re-
quires sustainable profit growth. There
are some sectors which might be sitting
on high margins right now and look at-
tractive, but might have limited moats,
and hence in the medium term the profit
margins can get driven down by competi-
tion. There are some where margins can
scale up driven by innovation. Compan-
ies that fit in the latter will be better bets
for the long term. At a time when India
Inc’s margins are near-peak levels and
the easy upswing is behind us, this factor
in stock selection will begin to matter
even more.

India Inc’s high margins
may hit a brick wall

BOTTOM LINE. Part of the growth problem in India Inc’s revenue can be
attributed to the lack of innovation and investments

Hari Viswanath
bl. research bureau
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India Inc's margins amongst the best ..... ....but share of innovation 
driven technology sector 
in India Inc's profits is lowCountry Index Pre-tax  Net profit

  profit margin  margin

USA DJIA 19.2 15.7

 S&P 500 14.5 11.7

 DJIA (excluding 4 Big Techs) 13.9 11.0

 S&P 493 (S&P 500 excluding  12.2 9.7
 Magnificent 7 stocks 

India Nifty 50 14.8 10.9

 Nifty 500 12.8 9.5

Germany Dax 40 7.7 5.1

UK FTSE 100 11.2 7.4

Japan Nikkei 225 9.9 6.9
* Adjusted to include few big tech stocks 
classified in other sectors

USA

India

S&P 500* Nifty 500

33

8

(in %)

Contribution of
IT sector to total
profits (%)

Source: Bloomberg;   Margins calculated on trailing 12 months basis

TAKEAWAYS

� India Inc’s margins lead globally
once US Big Techs excluded

� High margins attract
competition; mean reversion
squeezes profitability

� Double-digit earnings growth
need revenue growth plus R&D
investment

RENTAL

COMMERCIAL



A ND-NDECM
YK

DELHI

businessline.portfolio
SUNDAY - JANUARY 25 - 20264 . bl . Fund Insight

In the broader market correc-
tions over the past 16 months,
large-caps have been far more
resilient than mid/small-cap
stocks.

As stable bluechips with
steady cashflows, their ability to
withstand macro headwinds and
generally strong business mod-
els have helped them stay a bit
more insulated. That said, some
large-caps, too, have su�ered
corrections due to elevated
valuations. The large-cap mu-
tual fund category has been a bit
of an average to modest seg-
ment as many schemes tend to
find it challenging even to match
standard benchmark returns.

Consistently beating the
Nifty 100 TRI or Nifty 50 TRI
has been a rarity, with only a
handful able to do so over longer
timeframes of 5-10 years.
Amidst this background, one of
India’s most popular asset man-
agement companies that also
runs the largest flexicap scheme
in the country is rolling out its
only other equity fund o�ering –
a large-cap fund. The Parag
Parikh Large Cap new fund o�er
(NFO) is open for subscription
till January 30, 2026. It promises
a low-cost strategy to invest in
India’s largest companies.

Read on for our take on
whether you should be investing
in this new fund.

INDEX PLUS DERIVATIVES

The Parag Parikh Large Cap

fund is benchmarked to the
Nifty 100 TRI. The top 100
large-cap companies represen-
ted 76 per cent of the profit pool
among the top 500 listed firms
by market capitalisation as of
November 2025.

The scheme is expected to be
an index-like fund, and not a
heavy churner in search of
higher returns.

Broadly, five strategies would
be applied by the new fund.

First, single-stock futures
would be used. So, if a com-
pany’s futures price for the near-
month trades is lower than what
prevails in the cash market, the
fund may use futures to create
exposure more e�ciently via
stock-futures arbitrage.

Second, as with stocks earlier,
index futures, too, would be de-

ployed if there is an arbitrage
opportunity between cash and
derivatives markets. Third, if a
Nifty 100 company merges with
another firm, the fund may buy
the stock at a discount to the
merger ratio at a di�erent date
for better execution.

Fourth, when the Nifty 100
constituents change, the fund
may rebalance gradually and not
immediately after the index date
for more favourable stock
prices.

The fifth strategy is using a
low active share. So, when there
are corporate actions such as de-
mergers or special situations,
the fund may decide on its
entries and exits in a phased
manner to reduce impact costs
while keeping the overall active
share low (under 10 per cent, ac-

cording to the fund presenta-
tion). The expense ratio has
been kept quite low. It is 0.15 per
cent for the direct plan and 0.55
per cent for the regular plan of
the new fund. These figures in-
clude additional expenses and
exclude GST on management
fees.

FOR INVESTORS

Barring the stock and index ar-
bitrage parts, and possibly the
index rebalancing strategy peri-
odically, there is no certainty on
mergers or special situations
happening on an ongoing basis,
especially when the universe
comprises the relatively stable
large-caps.

The entire ability of the fund
to match or exceed the index re-
turns hinges on the successful
execution of the stock or index
arbitrage derivative strategies.

In fact, the fund presentation
itself says the fund may not suit
those wanting to outperform
the index significantly or for
those looking for active
strategies based on
fundamentals.

There is no model or back-
tested data shared, so gauging
the likely performance is not
possible. From a longer invest-
ment timeframe standpoint,
only 13 out of 24 active large-cap
funds have outperformed the
Nifty 100 TRI on a point-to-
point basis over the past 10
years (as of January 21, 2026). 

On a monthly SIP basis over
the past 10 years, the figure im-
proves to 15 out of 24 funds out-
performing the benchmark.

For most investors, ICICI
Prudential Large Cap and Nip-
pon India Large Cap must be the
top choices and can be the core
part of portfolios. Canara
Robeco Large Cap and Invesco
India Large Cap are other reas-
onably sound options.

Parag Parikh Mutual Fund’s
flexicap scheme has a great track
record and a strong value-driven
philosophy. Incidentally, that
scheme is large-cap heavy.

Given that the Parag Parikh
Large Cap fund seeks to be more
of an index-like scheme with ar-
bitrage opportunities poten-
tially providing the kicker, it re-
mains to be seen if the strategy
would pay o�.

Only investors willing to bet
on the fund house under all cir-
cumstances and those not seek-
ing anything significantly more
than the Nifty 100 should allot
small sums to the NFO. Others
can wait for the scheme to de-
velop a track record before tak-
ing exposure, especially as there
are established schemes with
solid performance records
available.

Venkatasubramanian K 
bl. research bureau
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OVERVIEW

� Benchmarked to Nifty
100 TRI

� May not suit those
wanting to outperform
index by wide margins

� Index-like scheme, not a
heavy churner in search
of higher returns

Less active &
more arbitrage
NFO REVIEW. Parag Parikh Large Cap
Fund o�ers a low-cost strategy to invest in
India’s largest companies

The latest edition of the bl.port-
folio Star Track Mutual Fund
Ratings is now live. The object-
ive of the framework is straight-
forward: to simplify mutual
fund selection by helping in-
vestors navigate over 1,800
schemes across 39 categories
and asset classes, and to identify
funds that have delivered con-
sistent performance and are
well suited to long-term invest-
ment goals.

The ratings are derived from
an in-depth assessment of a
fund’s historical performance,
incorporating both returns and
risk. 

The methodology rests on
two core pillars, rolling returns
and the Sortino ratio, to evalu-
ate consistency across market
cycles and exposure to down-
side risk. Rolling returns cap-
ture the stability of perform-
ance over time, while the
Sortino ratio measures risk-ad-
justed returns by focusing ex-
clusively on negative volatility.

For equity and hybrid funds,
one-, three-, and five-year
rolling returns are analysed us-
ing seven years of NAV data.
Debt schemes are assessed us-
ing one-, two-, and three-year
rolling returns based on five
years of NAV history. 

To reflect recent trends, one-
year trailing returns are also in-
cluded. 

The final composite score as-
signs a 60 per cent weight to his-
torical returns, 30 per cent to
the Sortino ratio, and 10 per
cent to trailing returns. Based
on these scores, funds are
ranked on a five-star scale, with
five stars indicating the
strongest performers and one
star the weakest, enabling in-
vestors to quickly identify con-

sistently high-quality funds.

RATING EXCLUSIONS

Funds with an average corpus of
less than ₹100 crore are ex-
cluded from the rating process.
Equity and hybrid schemes with
less than seven years of track re-
cord, and debt funds with less
than five years of history, are
also not considered. Categories
with fewer than five eligible
schemes, as well as funds that
have undergone a significant
change in mandate or portfolio
strategy, are excluded.

Certain categories are ex-
cluded due to a lack of compar-
ability. For instance, multi-asset
funds were not rated, as
schemes within the category fol-
low distinct investment ap-
proaches, making meaningful
comparison di�cult. 

Multi-cap funds, being a relat-
ively new category, were also ex-
cluded since most schemes do
not yet have a su�cient track re-
cord under the revised alloca-
tion norms, barring the Invesco
India Multi Cap Fund. Addition-
ally, debt funds that reported
partial recoveries from dis-
tressed assets, resulting in NAV

spikes of more than 7 per cent
post-recovery, were excluded to
avoid distortions in perform-
ance assessment.

Retirement funds and chil-
dren’s funds are not rated, as in-
vestment styles within these
categories are not uniform.
Passive funds are excluded, as
return-based metrics are not
suitable for evaluating their per-
formance. Liquid and arbitrage
funds, which are primarily used
as short-term parking options
for surplus cash, are also not
rated.

WHAT’S UPDATED?

Launched in October 2018, the
bl.portfolio Star Track Mutual
Fund Ratings follow a discip-
lined biannual review cycle,
with updates released in January
and July based on data as of
December-end and June-end,

respectively. In the latest up-
date, using data as of December
31, 2025, the framework evalu-
ated 475 schemes across 31 act-
ively managed mutual fund
categories.

Among these, 41 schemes re-
tained their five-star ratings
from June to December 2025,
underscoring sustained
strength across performance
metrics. In equities, consistent
performers included Parag
Parikh Flexi Cap, ICICI Pruden-
tial Large & Mid Cap, HDFC
Flexi Cap, ICICI Prudential
Large Cap, Nippon India Large
Cap, Canara Robeco Large Cap,
and Nippon India Small Cap. In
hybrids, ICICI Prudential
Equity & Debt, Bank of India
Mid & Small Cap Equity & Debt,
HDFC Balanced Advantage, and
Baroda BNP Paribas Balanced
Advantage held on to their top
ratings. The debt segment also
saw steady names such as 360
ONE Dynamic Bond, ICICI
Prudential Savings, Nippon In-
dia Money Market, ICICI
Prudential Banking & PSU Debt,
Nippon India Corporate Bond,
ICICI Prudential Gilt, and SBI
Gilt Fund remain in the five-star

bracket. Upgrades were equally
notable, with 12 funds moving
up from four to five stars. Equity
examples include JM Flexi Cap,
Quant Mid Cap, Edelweiss Mid
Cap, DSP ELSS Tax Saver, Band-
han Large & Mid Cap, and HSBC
Value Fund. ICICI Prudential
Regular Savings rose to five
stars in the hybrid category,
while ICICI Prudential Corpor-
ate Bond, HDFC Floating Rate
Debt, and UTI Dynamic Bond
Fund achieved the same in debt.

On the flip side, 14 schemes
slipped from five to four stars.
Equity funds such as Motilal Os-
wal Midcap, ICICI Prudential
Balanced Advantage, Nippon In-
dia Growth Mid Cap, HDFC
ELSS Tax Saver, and Bandhan
Value Fund were among those
downgraded, while Aditya Birla
Sun Life Dynamic Bond, Kotak
Banking & PSU Debt, and Axis
Strategic Bond Fund eased a
notch in the debt space.

Several funds also staged
meaningful recoveries, climbing
from two or three stars to four
stars. These included Mahindra
Manulife Mid Cap, Bank of India
ELSS Tax Saver, Quant Large &
Mid Cap, JM ELSS Tax Saver,
Canara Robeco ELSS Tax Saver,
Edelweiss Flexi Cap, and In-
vesco India Midcap Fund.

PRUDENT PLAY

The framework highlights funds
that deliver steady outperform-
ance with controlled risk, help-
ing investors stay focused on
long-term wealth creation
rather than short-term gains.
Investors should prioritise four-
and five-star funds that fit their
asset allocation, risk appetite,
time horizon, and goals. Tem-
porary underperformance need
not trigger exits if ratings re-
main strong, but funds slipping
to two stars or below warrant re-
view to prune persistent
laggards.

Dhuraivel Gunasekaran 
bl. research bureau
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UPDATE ALERT. bl.portfolio Star Track Mutual Fund Ratings evaluated 475 schemes across 31 actively managed categories

What’s in the latest MF ratings?

GREAT SHOW

41 schemes retained their
five-star ratings from
June to December 2025,
underscoring sustained
strength across metrics

ETF movers
Top ETFs (Exchange Traded Funds) traded on NSE based on 
weekly change in price

NAV (₹) Price (₹)
Weekly
change
in price

(%)

Volume traded
in the last

week
(in '000s)as on Jan 23

ETF

Bandhan Silver ETF 312.4 311.7 10.8 1,918 

Kotak Silver ETF 304.0 302.3 10.6 27,085 

Edelweiss Silver ETF 312.6 312.9 10.3 2,972 

360 One Silver ETF 307.2 307.2 10.2 3,936 

DSP Silver ETF 302.2 298.3 9.8 13,074 

Groww Silver ETF 306.9 301.1 9.1 21,734 

Zerodha Silver ETF 31.9 31.2 9.1 331,183 

GOLD ETFs

Union Gold ETF 150.6 152.0 9.2 556 

Angel One Gold ETF 14.4 14.5 9.0 17,070 

Kotak Gold ETF 128.4 129.0 8.9 48,879 

Source: Bloomberg. Returns as on January 23, 2026

Best NPS plans
Top pension funds in each category based on 5-year CAGR

Name of the fund

NAV
(₹)

as on
Jan 23

Returns (% CAGR) Assets
(₹ cr)

1-year 3-year 5-year 

TIER I: EQUITY PLANS

Kotak Pension Fund 68.6 9.5 15.5 15.1 4,403

ICICI Prudential Pension Fund 74.1 9.5 15.9 14.9 26,710

UTI Pension Fund 72.0 7.1 15.3 14.6 5,370

TIER I: GOVERNMENT BOND PLANS

ABSL Pension Scheme 19.0 4.4 7.8 5.9 2,503

LIC Pension Fund 30.6 4.3 7.6 5.8 8,166

SBI Pension Fund 41.0 4.2 7.7 5.7 26,687

TIER I: CORPORATE DEBT PLANS

HDFC Pension Fund 29.9 7.7 8.3 6.9 30,430

ICICI Prudential Pension Fund 44.9 7.5 8.1 6.7 12,134

SBI Pension Fund 45.1 7.5 8.1 6.6 14,056

TIER I: ALTERNATIVE INVESTMENTS

SBI Pension Fund 24.1 18.4 12.2 10.0 150

ICICI Prudential Pension Fund 21.2 18.9 11.7 9.6 138

ABSL Pension Scheme 19.1 16.6 10.3 8.9 8

*Source: NPS Trust. Returns as on January 23, 2026

Top PMS schemes
Based on 5-year returns

AMC Strategy
AUM

(in ~ cr)

Returns (% CAGR)

1-year 3-year 5-year

LARGE CAP

Tulsian PMS Tulsian PMS 317 9.0 20.4 26.5 

ICICI Pru Largecap 910 11.3 21.0 21.3 

Renaissance
Investment 

Opportunities
Portfolio

NA 1.6 17.2 19.3 

Standard
Chartered
Securities India

SC Autograph
Vibrant
India Equity

NA 9.1 20.9 18.1 

MULTI CAP

Negen Capital
Services

Special Situ
& Tech Fund

1,304 0.1 26.8 29.8 

Asit C Mehta
Invest. Intermediates

ACE - Multicap 141 8.2 32.8 28.9 

Renaissance
Investment 

Indianext
Portfolio

NA 0.5 19.8 28.6 

Bonanza Portfolio Edge NA -8.3 20.3 28.3 

Buoyant Capital Opportunities 8,025 16.6 24.8 27.7 

Stallion Asset Core Fund 6,562 -1.7 38.4 27.2 

MID-CAP

Master Portfolio
Services

Master Trust
India Growth

375 3.9 19.0 23.3 

Right Horizons Super Value NA -9.8 18.9 22.8 

NAFA Asset
Managers

Emerging
Bluechip

NA -4.1 19.2 22.7 

Unifi Capital APJ 20 NA -1.0 20.1 21.3 

SMALL CAP

Aequitas Invest.
Consultancy

India
Opportunities

4,265 41.8 45.4 45.2 

Counter Cyclical
Investments

Diversified
Long Term Value

789 -12.6 25.1 43.9 

Equitree Capital
Advisors 

Emerging
Opportunities

1,123 -11.7 33.9 34.5 

Accuracap Dynamo 14 -4.2 29.9 26.3 

*Source: PMS Bazaar. Returns as on December 31, 2025

ALERTS.

Samco MF launches Mid Cap Fund

Samco Mid Cap Fund is an open-ended equity scheme
predominantly investing in mid-cap stocks. The NFO
closes on February 4, 2026. The entry load is not

applicable for the scheme; 10 per
cent of units can be redeemed at
any time without exit load. Any
redemption in excess of 10 per
cent of units will incur 1 per cent
exit load in the first 12 months.
There is no exit load if redeemed
after 12 months from the date of
allotment. The minimum
subscription amount is ₹5,000

and in multiples of ₹1 thereafter. The performance will be
benchmarked with Nifty Midcap 150 Total Returns Index;
its fund managers are Umeshkumar Mehta, Nirali Bhansali,
Dhawal Ghanshyam Dhanani and Komal Grover. 

Groww MF launches Nifty PSE ETF FOF

Groww Mutual Fund has launched Groww Nifty PSE ETF
FOF, an open-ended fund of fund scheme investing in
units of Groww Nifty PSE ETF. The NFO closes on

February 6, 2026. No entry or exit
load will be charged under the
scheme. The minimum
subscription amount is ₹500 and
in multiples of ₹1 for purchases
and switch-in. The performance
of the scheme is measured
against Nifty PSE Index - TRI. The
fund managers are Nikhil Satam,
Aakash Chauhan and Shashi

Kumar. The investment objective of the scheme is to
generate long-term capital growth by investing in units of
Groww Nifty PSE ETF.
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Kotak Mahindra Bank for the third quarter ended
December 31, 2025, reported 4% year on year
(YoY) growth in net pro�t to ₹3,446 crore. Net
interest income (NII) increased to ₹7,565 crore, a
5% YoY increase. Net interest margin (NIM) was
lower at 4.54% for the quarter as compared with
4.93% in the year ago period. The bank’s net
advances increased 16% YoY to ₹ 4,80,673 crore
as at December 31, 2025. Total period-end
deposits grew to ₹5,42,638 crore, up 15% YoY.

Kotak Mahindra Bank Q3 
PAT rises 4% to ₹3,446 crore 

INBRIEF
�

UltraTech Cement on Saturday reported a
consolidated net pro�t of ₹1,729.44 crore for the
December quarter of FY26. It had posted a net
pro�t of ₹1,363.44 crore in October-December a
year ago, the �rm said in a �ling. Revenue from
operations was at ₹21,829.68 crore in the
December quarter of FY26. The company said its
results “for the three months and nine months
ended 31/12/2025 are not comparable with the
previous corresponding period”. PTI 

UltraTech Cement Q3 
net pro�t at ₹1,729.44 crore

India’s largest homegrown co�ee chain Barista
Co�ee plans to expand its network to 800-900
outlets by 2030, with a strong focus on tier II & III
towns, its CEO Rajat Agrawal said. The company,
which recently inaugurated its 500th cafe in
Patna, Bihar, is buoyed by the rising co�ee
culture among India’s youth, particularly in
smaller towns where aspirations and disposable
incomes are on the rise. It expects a 10-fold
growth in the next �ve years. PTI

Barista Co�ee targets 
800-900 outlets by 2030 

At a recent roundtable in
Chennai hosted as a part of
AI@Work series organised
by The Hindu Group in as-
sociation with IBM, tech-
nology, �nance and health-
care leaders gathered to
examine one of the most
pressing questions facing
enterprises today: how to
translate AI investments in-
to measurable, sustainable
business value.

The discussion, moder-
ated by Mr. Suresh Vijaya-
raghavan, CTO, The Hindu,
themed “Navigating AI in-
vestment and scalability:
Strategies to drive ROI in
an evolving landscape”,
moved beyond the hype
around arti�cial intelli-
gence and into the hard
realities of execution, risk,
and long-term transforma-
tion. The conversation was
structured around three
pillars: the ROI imperative,
scaling smart, and strategic
foresight. The �rst section
focused on a problem that
almost every organisation
now faces: AI experiments
are easy, but sustained va-
lue is rare. Sujatha S, Head
of AI (Security) at Zoho,
captured this gap succinct-
ly. While proofs of concept
are often built in ideal con-
ditions with clean, well-
structured data, the real
world is far messier.
“When you do a POC, you
assume such picture-per-
fect conditions, you as-
sume that you have perfect
data, clean data. But when
you take it to production,
you have a plethora of
challenges,” she said.
When AI systems move in-
to production environ-
ments, they must deal with
inconsistent, incomplete
and constantly changing
data. This is where many
AI initiatives struggle, not
because the technology is
weak, but because organi-
sations have not built the
operational and data foun-
dations needed to support

it at scale. For many �rms,
she noted, projects fail not
because the models are
weak, but because the da-
ta, work�ows and gover-
nance are not
production-ready.

From a �nancial lens,
Rohit Kumar Agrawala, Di-
rector — Finance at Chen-
nai Petroleum Corporation
Limited, reframed how ex-
ecutives should evaluate AI
bets. “Unless you under-
stand the business, you
can’t understand what
kind of framework to use,
what kind of value it
emerges and what kind of
applications or tools to
use” he said, emphasising
that AI must be judged
against real �nancial
thresholds, not just techn-
ological novelty. His point
was that AI should not be
pursued simply because it
is fashionable; it must gen-
erate returns that clearly
exceed �nancial thresh-
olds, otherwise it becomes
a poor business decision
regardless of how ad-
vanced the technology
may be. In other words,
successful AI investment
begins not with technolo-
gy, but with clarity about
business priorities, pro-
cesses and outcomes.

Ajay Thomas John,
Group CDO at the Shriram
Group, argued that ROI
must be linked to business
maturity. “For us, our suc-
cess curve is much more
important than anything
else. We de�ne technology
in terms of which part of
your success curve is this
technology on,” he said. 

Not all AI investments
are ready for full-scale de-
ployment; some belong in
experimentation, others in
core operations. He em-
phasised on the fact that
not every AI investment
needs to be enterprise-
wide immediately; some
technologies belong in ear-
ly-stage pilots while others
are ready for mainstream
deployment. Understand-

ing where a technology sits
on this curve helps leaders
make smarter decisions
about funding, risk and
expectations.

In healthcare, the case
for ROI was far more im-
mediate. Dr. Ilankumaran
Kaliamoorthy, CEO – Chen-
nai Region, Apollo Hospi-
tals, gave a striking exam-
ple: “We have started using
AI-assisted reporting of X-
rays. Previously, it used to
take at least four hours…
now the time has come
down to less than 20 mi-
nutes.” Here, ROI was not
just �nancial, but mea-
sured in patient expe-
rience, clinical throughput
and quality of care. This
not only improves patient
experience but also in-
creases hospital e�ciency
and clinical productivity.
His example demonstrated
that in sectors like health-
care, ROI from AI is mea-
sured not just in money,
but in time saved, lives im-
proved and quality of care
delivered.

Smart scaling
If ROI is about proving va-
lue, scaling is about pro-
tecting and multiplying it.

Santhosh T G, Global
CDO at Switch Mobility,
said that organisations
must think beyond quick
wins. “For a long-term per-
spective, it’s only two
things we think of — one is
to build culture over a pe-
riod of time and two is to
build capabilities,” he said.
In fast-moving AI environ-
ments, sustainable advan-
tage comes from people
and processes as much as
from algorithms. He ar-
gued that organisations
must consciously invest in
building an innovation cul-
ture and strong internal
capabilities over time. 

Without these founda-
tions, even the best AI solu-
tions will struggle to deliv-
er value, because there will
be no organisational mus-
cle to absorb, adapt and

scale them sustainably.
For Durgaprasad Swam-

inathan, EVP and CIO at
Cholamandalam Invest-
ment and Finance, organi-
sations fall into distinct
roles. “You fall into three
categories — either you are
a taker, a shaper, or a mak-
er, or a combination of
these,” he said. Firms must
consciously decide wheth-
er they are merely consum-
ing AI tools, shaping them
to their needs, or actively
building di�erentiated
platforms. Some compa-
nies simply consume rea-
dy-made solutions, others
adapt and shape them,
while a few build their own
platforms. Each model car-
ries di�erent levels of cost,
control and competitive
advantage. The key is to
make this choice deliber-
ately, rather than drifting
into it without a clear
strategy.

Operationalising AI also
requires new forms of ac-
countability. Rohit Sood,
Advisory Data & AI Special-
ist at IBM, warned against
over-automation without
safeguards. “If you’re
bringing in agentic AI to
bring decision-making into
your process, it’s actually a
human-in-the-loop respon-
sibility which needs to be
ensured — otherwise you
will never bring it into pro-
duction.” Without a “hu-
man in the loop,” organisa-
tions risk losing control,
accountability and trust.
This governance is essen-
tial if AI systems are to be

fast. By delaying AI adop-
tion, organisations accum-
ulate both �nancial and
technical debt, making it
harder to compete in the
future. His message was
that leaders must balance
caution with urgency, wait-
ing too long can be just as
costly as moving too fast.

From pilots to purpose
Across industries like bank-
ing, healthcare, mobility
and media, the panel made
it clear that the true return
on AI does not come from
how many models an or-
ganisation deploys, but
from how precisely it ap-
plies them to real business
problems. AI creates value
only when it is directed at
the right use cases, imple-
mented at the appropriate
scale, and governed with
discipline. Without this fo-
cus, even the most ad-
vanced technologies risk
becoming expensive expe-
riments that fail to move
the needle on productivity,
customer experience, or
pro�tability.

As organisations pro-
gress from small pilots to
enterprise-wide adoption,
the centre of gravity shifts
from technology to execu-
tion. Data readiness deter-
mines whether AI can per-
form reliably, governance
ensures that decisions re-
main compliant and ac-
countable, talent provides
the capability to build and
adapt systems, culture
shapes how widely and
con�dently teams adopt
them, and strategic clarity
keeps investments aligned
with long-term business
goals. These elements
form the foundation that
allows AI to mature from a
promising tool into a dura-
ble competitive advantage,
one that continuously im-
proves operations, en-
hances deci-
sion-making,
and enables or-
ganisations to
stay ahead.

passively for o�-the-shelf
solutions. By exposing
themselves to AI tools and
building internal under-
standing, hospitals can de-
sign systems that are better
aligned with their work-
�ows, data and patient
needs rather than relying
entirely on generic
solutions.

Dr. Sindhuja G, Digital
Lead at Sundaram Medical
Foundation, added that AI
adoption must begin with
clinicians’ pain points.
“Data entry itself used to
be a pain point for us,” she
said, underlining that auto-
mation must reduce bur-
den, not add to it. Doctors
spend excessive time en-
tering data instead of car-
ing for patients. AI can re-
lieve this load by
automating documenta-
tion, allowing clinicians to
focus on what truly mat-
ters: patient care.

For Sudheer Warrier,
CIO at Sundaram Finance,
discipline was the key to
future-proo�ng. “Many
times, we create debt be-
cause we are trying to do
something with AI, not try-
ing to solve the problem,”
he said. Poorly designed
AI, he warned, creates sys-
tems “that are very di�cult
to change later.” When or-
ganisations adopt AI with-
out clearly de�ning the
problem they are trying to
solve, they end up with
complex systems that are
hard to change or upgrade.
Thoughtful design at the
start is critical to avoid fu-
ture constraints.

Moderating the discus-
sion, Suresh Vijayaragha-
van, CTO, The Hindu,
brought the conversation
full circle by introducing
the idea of risk of not in-
vesting. “When we don’t
invest for a period of time,
we are accumulating tech-
nical debt and �nancial
debt by not investing,” he
said — a reminder that
standing still can be just as
dangerous as moving too

the risks of both action and
inaction.

Jegadeeswaran B, Se-
nior General Manager – IT
at TVS Automobile Solu-
tions, highlighted the im-
portance of blended skill
models. “We train the in-
ternal talent pool along
with the partners so that
the skill coexists with the
internal talent,” he said,
describing a hybrid ap-
proach to capability build-
ing. While external partn-
ers bring expertise,
companies must also train
their own employees so
that skills stay within the
organisation. This shared
model ensures that AI
knowledge becomes part
of the company’s DNA, al-
lowing it to innovate faster
and avoid long-term de-
pendency on vendors.

Nagaraj Nagabushanam,
Vice President – Data and
Analytics and Designated
AI O�cer, The Hindu,
pointed out that GenAI is
uniquely accessible and
that it has lowered the bar-
rier to entry because peo-
ple can now interact with
technology using natural
language rather than code.
“One of the major advan-
tages, especially in the Ge-
nAI space, is that English is
your programming lan-
guage,” he said. But he also
warned of deeper architec-
tural risks. “Technical
debt, I’m keenly aware that
the entire architecture is
changing… what we took
for granted earlier may no
longer hold.” Organisa-
tions must therefore be
careful not to accumulate
technical debt by building
on fragile or outdated sys-
tems that may soon be-
come obsolete.

In healthcare IT, Ravi
Balakrishnamurti, CIO at
Sundaram Medical Foun-
dation, said his organisa-
tion wanted to be proac-
tive. “We would like to start
as a maker itself — to be ex-
posed to certain tools,” he
said, rather than waiting

safely deployed in real bu-
siness environments.

For banks, regulation
and trust remain para-
mount. Sankaran G, CIO at
City Union Bank, said, “Be-
fore launching any pro-
duct, we need three segre-
gations — one for
regulatory, one for compe-
tency in the market, and
third for customer conve-
nience.” AI, he argued,
must �t cleanly within this
governance framework.
Even the most advanced
solution cannot be
launched unless it satis�es
all three. This structured
approach helps banks
manage risk while still
innovating.

Satyen Kumar Jadeja,
Consulting Strategic Sales
Lead BFSI, IBM, shared a
real-world example of
what smart scaling can
achieve. “With the help of
AI, we cut one bank’s pro-
cessing time from 28 hours
to 15 minutes — their capac-
ity is almost �ve times
now,” he said, illustrating
how operational gains can
translate directly into busi-
ness advantage. By auto-
mating and optimising
work�ows, IBM helped a
bank reduce processing
time from 28 hours to 15
minutes, e�ectively multi-
plying its throughput with-
out adding manpower. 

This demonstrated how
well-implemented AI di-
rectly translates into busi-
ness scalability and e�-
ciency. The �nal section
turned to the future, and to

Discipline, governance, long-term strategy underpin scaling of enterprise AI
The Hindu Bureau

I
ndia is entering into
multiple mobility and
trade agreements that

will create new employ-
ment opportunities for In-
dian youth, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi said at the
18th Rozgar Mela, while
underscoring that the
country’s expanding start-
up ecosystem and growing
manufacturing were also
key drivers of job creation.

At the Rozgar Mela, the
PM virtually handed over
61,000 appointment let-
ters for various govern-
ment jobs. 

“India is signing trade
and mobility agreements
with several countries.
These trade agreements
are bringing new oppor-
tunities for the youth of the
nation,” Mr. Modi said, ad-
dressing the Rozgar Mela at
45 locations across the
country via video
conferencing

The PM said that India’s
investments for modern in-
frastructure has led to sig-
ni�cant increase in em-
ployment in every sector
related to construction. 

The growing start-up
ecosystem, too, has led to
two lakh registered start-
ups in the country which
have employed more than
21 lakh youth. Similarly,
Digital India has expanded
a new economy. 

“In many �elds such as
animation and digital me-
dia, India is becoming a
global hub. India’s creator

economy is growing at a
very fast pace, and in this
too, youth are getting new
opportunities,” the PM
said. The PM claimed that
India was becoming a big
manufacturing power. 

“In many sectors such
as electronics, medicines
and vaccines, defence, and
auto, there is an unprece-
dented increase in both In-
dia’s production and
exports.”

PM Modi claimed that
since 2014, there was a six-
fold increase in India’s
electronics manufacturing.
“This is an industry of
more than ₹11 lakh crore.
Our electronics export has
also crossed ₹4 lakh crore.”

There were similar
strides being made in the
auto sector, the PM said
claiming these were lead-
ing to generation of em-
ployment opportunities.

On women’s employ-
ment, the PM claimed that
there had been a nearly
two-fold increase in wo-
men’s participation in the
country’s workforce. “Our
daughters have bene�ted

greatly from the govern-
ment’s schemes like Mudra
and Start-up India. There
has been an increase of
about 15% in the rate of wo-
men’s self-employment. If I
talk about start-ups and
MSMEs, today there is a ve-
ry large number of women
directors and women foun-
ders. In our cooperative
sector, and the self-help
groups working in villages,
women are leading in very
large numbers,” he said.

Among the 61,000 reci-
pients on Saturday, 8,000
were women. 

Since the inception of
Rozgar Mela, more than 11
lakh recruitment letters
have been issued across
the country. 

The newly-recruited
candidates, selected from
all parts of India, will be
joining various Ministries
and Departments of the
Government of India, in-
cluding the Ministry of
Home A�airs, Ministry of
Health and Family Welfare,
Department of Financial
Services, and Department
of Higher Education.

Trade pacts bringing
in jobs for youth: PM

Jobs galore: PM Narendra Modi addresses the 18th Rozgar 

Mela through a virtual conference, in New Delhi on Saturday. ANI

Modi virtually hands over appointment letters for various govt. jobs,

at Rozgar Mela, says India’s creator economy is growing at a very fast pace

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

Four major Indian steel-
makers — Tata Steel, JSW
Steel and state-run SAIL
and RINL — disclosed their
pricing plans to rivals and
coordinated production
cuts to reduce supplies, an
antitrust investigation re-
port seen by Reuters
shows.

In the most high-pro�le
antitrust case involving In-
dia’s steel sector, an inves-
tigation by the Competi-
tion Commission of India
found 28 �rms colluded on
steel prices, meaning they
could face hefty �nes, Reu-
ters reported exclusively
on January 6.

The investigation report
into the four major compa-
nies that has not been
made public shows the
commission reviewed do-
zens of WhatsApp chats,
including from groups
named “Friends of Steel”,
“Tycoons” and “Steel Live
Market” that were seized
during 2022 industry raids. 

It analysed pricing
changes, sales and produc-
tion patterns. Tata Steel,
JSW Steel and state-run

Steel Authority of India Li-
mited, or SAIL, and Rash-
triya Ispat Nigam Limited,
or RINL colluded during
2018-2023, the report says.

“There is enough cir-
cumstantial evidence ... of
concerted e�orts by SAIL,
RINL, JSW and Tata Steel,”
the commission report,
drafted in April 2025, said.

Companies deny
Tata Steel in a statement to
Reuters said it “categorical-
ly denies any wrongdo-
ing”. JSW, SAIL and RINL
did not respond to re-
quests for comment from
Reuters. Their executives
denied wrongdoing during
the investigation, the re-
port said.

The investigation
report into the four
major companies
that has not been
made public

India antitrust probe links
Tata, JSW to steel cartel
Reuters
NEW DELHI

PhonePe, India’s largest
digital payments platform,
is planning to grow �nan-
cial services distribution
businesses. The �rm has
broadened its o�ering to
include lending and insu-
rance distribution services
to capture the large oppor-
tunity in India’s �nancial
services sector. 

“Driving sustained
growth of our Financial
Services Distribution busi-
ness is also a key part of
our revenue diversi�cation
strategy,” the company
said in the management

commentary in the public
o�er document. 

“We intend to expand
our lending distribution
business, in partnership
with �nancial institutions,
by expanding our partner-
ship with existing credit
providers and adding more
partners, advancing up the
value chain through inno-
vative distribution and
building relevant capabili-
ties, including origination,
repayments and collec-
tions,” it said. 

Using data insights, tech
capabilities, and distribu-
tion scale, Phonepe said it
aims to o�er targeted cre-
dit products to consumers.

PhonePe to grow
�nancial services
distribution businesses

The Hindu Bureau
MUMBAI

The Cotton Textiles Export
Promotion Council (Tex-
procil) has sought zero du-
ty access to the European
Union (EU) for textile
products.

Such a deal will help res-
tore competitiveness,
strengthen farmer-linked
value chains, support
MSME exporters, promote
sustainable, value-added
exports, and signi�cantly
enhance India’s footprint
in the EU market from the
current exports of $1.3 bil-
lion, the Texprocil said in a
press release on Saturday.

Zero duty
access sought
for Indian
textiles in EU

The Hindu Bureau
COIMBATORE
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Researchers have used seismometers to detect
the sonic booms created by debris from orbit
falling back to the earth. By analysing the 2024
reentry of the Shenzhou-15 module over
California, the team calculated the object’s speed
and trajectory, �nding that it landed signi�cantly
south of the o�cial prediction. The seismic data
revealed the spacecraft didn’t explode instantly
but fragmented in stages. The method provides a
faster, more accurate way to mobilise recovery
teams than with radar.

Seismometers can sense
falling orbital debris

When scientists tested human blood samples
collected from 2003 to 2021, they found that
levels of older PFAS, a.k.a. “forever chemicals”,
dropped by 86% because manufacturers stopped
producing them. But they found a replacement
called 9Cl-PF3ONS in 68% of people tested, as
well as a compound, Cl-PFNPA, never identi�ed
in human blood before. While the team didn’t
�nd direct links between these compounds and
autoimmune diseases, they warned that new, less
understood varieties are taking PFAS’s place.

New compounds replacing
‘forever chemicals’ in blood

Remnants of ancient viruses hiding in our DNA
may be essential for life. At one stage, the human
embryo must turn on its own genes to survive.
Researchers found a viral relic called MLT2A1
that helps by creating hybrid RNA molecules,
whose one end helps �nd genes while the other
recruits proteins to turn those genes on. Without
MLT2A1, the process fails and the embryo
doesn’t develop. The �nding could help doctors
identify healthy embryos in fertility treatments.

Virus remnants in DNA help
‘kickstart’ human life

SNAPSHOTS
�

Why is rice such a
water-intensive crop?

Many rice-growing systems
deliberately �ood the �elds
and most of the water is
lost to the air or to the
ground. Farmers often
maintain shallow �ooding
to stabilise some nutrient
dynamics. In many
paddies, water also moves
sideways or down the soil
unless the �eld is rich in
clay or well sealed.
Flooding is an easy way to
meet these goals but also
expands the exposed
water surface, so the total
water demand rises.
Second, the plant needs
CO2 inside the leaf for
photosynthesis. CO2 enters
primarily through open
stomata, but the same

open pores also allow
water vapour to leave.
Third, rice is a C3 plant,
and C3 photosynthesis is
less water-e�cient in hot
or dry conditions than C4
(e.g. maize). In C3 plants,
the main CO2-�xing
enzyme sometimes reacts
with oxygen instead of
CO2. 
Finally, �ooded soils are
oxygen-poor because
oxygen di�uses slowly
through water. Most crops’
roots struggle in these
conditions. Rice is
tolerant, however, because
it develops air-�lled
channels that move oxygen
from the shoots to the
roots.

Question Corner

Water intensive

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

There was once a time
when mosquitos had mul-
tiple hosts to sink their
piercing proboscis into,
from frogs to birds. But as
forests and wildlife have
dwindled, they now in-
creasingly quench their ap-
petite with human blood.

A new study in the Fron-
tiers in Ecology and Evolu-
tion surveyed the Atlantic
Forest along the Brazilian
coast, home to 850 species
of birds, 370 amphibians,

200 reptiles, 270 mam-
mals, and 350 �sh.

As guava plantations,
pepper plants, ornamental
grass, horse breeding, and
residential development
expanded, a little under a
third of the forest’s 1.3 mil-
lion sq. km remains today.
Thus mosquitoes have also
been feeding on human
blood more, in the process
transmitting a variety of
deadly viruses and
parasites.

The World Health Or-
ganization (WHO) esti-

mates India accounts for
three-quarters of all mala-
ria cases in South and
South East Asia. About 95%
of India’s population also
lives in malaria endemic
regions.

The authors of the new
study aimed to identify
mosquitoes’ food sources
in the Brazilian areas to
help understand ecologi-
cal and epidemiological
dynamics.

“Knowing that mosqui-
toes in an area have a
strong preference for hu-

mans serves as an alert for
transmission risk,” study
co-author and Federal Un-
iversity of Rio de Janeiro
microbiology and immu-
nology researcher Sergio
Machado said in a release.
Co-author Jeronimo Alen-
car, a biologist at the Os-
waldo Cruz Institute in Rio
de Janeiro, said this will aid
“targeted surveillance and
prevention actions”.

The team used light
traps with CO2 as bait to
capture mosquitoes, then
extracted their blood DNA

for study. Based on 1,714
mosquitoes of 52 species,
the team found the blood
meals came from one am-
phibian, six birds, one ca-
nid, a mouse, and 18 hu-
mans. “Although some
mosquito species may have
innate preferences, host
availability and proximity
are extremely in�uential
factors,” Dr. Alencar said.

The loss of native vege-
tation and wildlife is asso-
ciated with more transmis-
sion of arboviruses, i.e.
transmitted by arthropods

such as mosquitoes, ticks,
and sand�ies. The natural
habitats of vectors and
their life cycles are also al-
tered, a�ecting their popu-
lation density.

The �ndings underscore
the importance “of consi-
dering not only human
presence but also the beha-
viour and feeding prefe-
rences of mosquitoes
when planning vector con-
trol strategies and prevent-
ing pathogens transmitted
by these insects,” the pap-
er concluded.

‘Loss of native wildlife drives mosquitoes to bite humans more’
Divya Gandhi

S
chizophrenia is
usually described
as a disease of the
brain. Yet for

years researchers have not-
iced a subdued pattern in
the lives of people with the
condition: compared to
the general population,
they are more likely to
have weaker bones and to
su�er fractures, in part be-
cause metabolic processes
involved in bone health are
being disrupted.

Long-term use of antip-
sychotic drugs can a�ect
the body’s metabolism and
hormone balance. People
with schizophrenia are al-
so more likely to be physi-
cally inactive or to smoke,
and vitamin D de�ciency is
common. Each of these
factors increases fracture
risk; together, they help ex-
plain why bone problems
are more common.

A genetic study pu-
blished in Genomic Psy-
chiatry has now reported
that schizophrenia and fra-
gile bones might be biolog-
ically connected.

Using data from more
than half a million indivi-
duals drawn from interna-
tional genetic studies of
schizophrenia and osteo-
porosis, a team led by Tian-
jin Medical University Gen-
eral Hospital, China,
associate professor Feng
Liu conducted an analysis
large enough to unearth, if
they were present, shared
genetic patterns in more
detail than before. The
goal wasn’t to �nd a single
bone gene or to suggest
schizophrenia causes oste-
oporosis but to check
whether the two condi-
tions shared any genetic
in�uences.

Previous studies had
found only weak links bet-

ween schizophrenia and
measures of bone
strength, but Liu’s team ar-
gued that that wouldn’t
mean the two conditions
are unrelated. Many genet-
ic analyses look for broad
patterns across all of a per-
son’s DNA at once. When
some DNA changes in-
crease risk while others de-
crease it, those e�ects can
cancel each other out,
making the connection
disappear.

The researchers used
newer tools that looked for
shared DNA regions one by
one, rather than averaging
everything together, allow-
ing them to detect overlap
even when genetic e�ects
were uneven or pointed in
di�erent directions. 

In genetics, the word
‘shared’ can be misleading.
Prof. Liu said the team
identi�ed regions of DNA

associated with both schi-
zophrenia and bone-relat-
ed traits. But this doesn’t
mean the same gene di-
rectly causes both condi-
tions. Instead it suggests
that certain stretches of
DNA may in�uence brain
function and bone health
through di�erent process-
es in the body.

The shared genetic sig-
nals weren’t spread evenly
throughout the skeleton.
Among the bone measure-
ments the team analysed,
heel bone strength ac-
counted for most of the
DNA regions shared with
schizophrenia. The over-
lap was much weaker for
other parts of the body.

Prof. Liu advised cau-
tion: heel bone density has
been measured in more
studies than many other
skeletal sites, making it ea-
sier to detect small genetic

e�ects. Biology may also
play a role. The heel bears
weight and is shaped by
whole-body processes
such as metabolism and
development, which could
overlap with pathways in-
volved in schizophrenia.
Prof. Liu added that sepa-
rating these explanations
will require more research
to measure di�erent bones
in similarly large
populations.

For now, taken together,
the results suggest shared
genetic in�uences, where
they exist, are speci�c to
certain parts of the
skeleton.

For clinicians, the �nd-
ings do little to alter what
good care should already
include. “We have known
for decades that persons
with schizophrenia die
prematurely largely be-
cause of a higher burden of

non-communicable diseas-
es that are not recognised
or poorly treated,” Har-
vard Medical School pro-
fessor Vikram Patel said.

The genetic patterns de-
scribed in the study, he
noted, “shed light on
another possible mechan-
ism through which these
health conditions co-ex-
ist,” but have “little addi-
tional impact on the clini-
cal care of persons with
schizophrenia.”

In psychiatric practice,
bone health is rarely front
of mind. “Fracture risk and
bone health are not very
visible in the care of pa-
tients with schizophrenia,”
Stanford University psy-
chiatry fellow Akanksha
Dadlani said.

Clinicians are alert to
immediate risks, she ex-
plained, such as sedation
or falls when prescribing
antipsychotic medications.
But this attention is usually
short-term, focused on
sudden drops in blood
pressure or balance rather
than on bone loss or frac-
ture risk years later.

“There is no standard
practice within psychiatry
for monitoring bone densi-
ty or fracture risk in this
population,” Dr. Dadlani
said. “As a result, bone
health tends to fall bet-
ween specialties, creating a
gap in care rather than an
area of proactive
management.”

Schizophrenia is often
diagnosed in early adult-
hood, a stage of life when
bone fragility is rarely a
clinical concern. By the
time fracture risk becomes
more relevant, long-term
bone health may no longer
be on clinicians’ radar.
Anirban Mukhopadhyay is
a geneticist by training and
science communicator from
New Delhi.

Large genetic study �nds overlap
in schizophrenia, bone health

Anirban Mukhopadhyay

Based on a laborious study, researchers identi�ed shared genetic patterns linking schizophrenia and osteoporosis traits; the

signals were spread unevenly in the skeleton, with heel bone strength accounting for most of the shared DNA regions

Thermogenesis is the word
for the way living things
create their own body
heat. While we usually on-
ly think of birds and mam-
mals as being warm-blood-
ed, all complex life forms
produce some heat. Small
power plants in cells,
called mitochondria, turn
food into a biological fuel,
adenosine triphosphate
(ATP). But only about one-
quarter of the energy from
your food actually be-
comes ATP; the remaining
escapes as heat.

Sometimes, mitochon-
dria can turn all the energy
in sugar into heat. In
plants, an enzyme that can

do this is even named alter-
native oxidase. However,
only a few plants generate
heat for some very clever
uses.

The ‘sacred lotus’ plant
(Nelumbo nucifera) is na-
tive to North and Central
India and grows in ponds,
lakes, and gently �owing
waters. Flowering begins
in early summers, at mild
ambient temperatures. Its
pretty �ower blooms for
three to four days. In this
period the internal temper-
ature of the �ower is
around 30-35o C even as
the surrounding tempera-
ture can go down to 10o C. 

Thermogenesis is trig-
gered when the unopened
�ower’s petal tips turn
pink. Early the next day,
the opening �ower emits
heat, which also helps in
releasing an attractive
scent. The lotus �ower has
a central cone-shaped re-

ceptacle whose �at top has
10-30 female organs, the
pistils. As in other thermo-
genic plants, the female or-
gans mature �rst. The
scent attracts insect polli-
nators — bees and beetles —
to its receptive pistils. The
petals close by midday,
forming a cozy, insulated
chamber where insects
seek shelter for the night.

Before the �ower opens

on the second morning,
the �ower’s male organs,
the stamens, mature. Fed
on pollen and covered with
it, the insects �y out and
move to other receptive
plants. The system is de-
signed to ensure cross-pol-
lination between plants,
which o�ers many advan-
tages to their o�spring, in-
cluding greater genetic di-
versity and increased pest

resistance. Each pistil
grows into a lotus nut and
the receptacle matures in-
to a showerhead-shaped
seed pod.

The �at top carrying the
pistil gets about 4-5o C
warmer than the rest of the
�ower. Calcium ions serve
as the ‘on’ switch. The level
of calcium in the cells of
this region jumps four
times higher when it is
time to warm up. This cal-
cium heads to the mito-
chondria and signals them
to shift into high gear. To
produce heat, large
amounts of stored starch
and fat are used up (Plant
Physiology, 198, 2025,
kiaf173).

Some plants of the
Arum family also use ther-
mogenesis to attract in-
sects and for other strange
purposes. The Eastern
skunk cabbage, not related
to the cabbage, grows in

the colder zones of North
America and gets its name
from a fetid odour reminis-
cent of cabbage, with a
hint of mustard. The �o-
wering stalk of this plant
emerges in early spring by
generating heat to melt the
snow covering the soil.
Beetles �nd a warm respite
in this �ower, along with
pollen. A putrid smell is as-
sociated with the �owers of
the dead horse arum lily,
found in Sardinia. This
plant uses heat to vigorous-
ly dissipate compounds
like dimethyl disulphide,
which smells like a leaking
gas cylinder with a top
note of garlic. Carrion-
seeking blow�ies �nd this
odour totally irresistible
and arrive in large
numbers.
(The article was written in
collaboration with Sushil
Chandani, who works in
molecular modelling.)

SPEAKING OF
SCIENCE

D. Balasubramanian

A natural heater hidden in India’s ‘sacred lotus’ �owers

The ‘sacred lotus’ plant is native to North and Central India and

grows in ponds, lakes, and gently flowing waters. T. VOEKLER (CC BY-SA) 
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The story so far:

M
edia houses have reported that the
Reserve Bank of India is making
suggestions to the Indian government

and encouraging it to push other BRICS
countries to work together on using digital
currencies for cross-border payments. This has
several advantages, but could also face some
near-term risks that will have to be considered.

What is the proposal by the RBI?
While not o�cially announced, news reports
have cited sources in the central bank saying
that it has written to the Ministry of Finance to
take advantage of India’s chairmanship of the
BRICS in 2026 to encourage the BRICS nations to
use their Central Bank Digital Currencies
(CBDCs) to facilitate cross-border payments. If
this were to take o�, it would be a payments
system spanning not just the �ve founding
members of BRICS — Brazil, Russia, India, China,
and South Africa — but also more recent joinees
such as Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, United Arab
Emirates, and Indonesia. Several more countries
are waiting in the wings to join the grouping.

What are central bank digital currencies?
CBDCs are legal tender issued by a central bank
entirely in digital form. In India, for example,
the RBI has been issuing the e-rupee on a limited

scale. This
currency is the
same as the
normal rupee,
but is entirely
digital and is a
store of value all
on its own. That
is, the CBDC is
held in a wallet

that is separate from your bank account. Where
the Uni�ed Payments Interface (UPI) facilitates
the transfer of rupees from one bank account to
another, CBDCs move from a wallet to another,
with each transaction recorded on a blockchain
— in essence a digital ledger.

CBDCs di�er from private cryptocurrencies in
that, where private cryptocurrencies like Bitcoin
are decentralised by design, with no central
issuer and no regulator, CBDCs have a very
de�nite issuer and regulator: the central bank.
Also, while most cryptocurrencies (apart from
stable coins) are not pegged to any real world
asset from which they can derive value, CBDCs
are backed by the central bank and have a set
value. That is, one e-rupee equals one rupee. 

What are the bene�ts of using CBDCs?
Being entirely digital and linked to a blockchain
makes CBDCs extremely transparent. A
blockchain is a ledger visible to all parties and
immutable in structure. Once a transaction is
recorded, it is permanent. It cannot be deleted
or modi�ed, and the only way to ‘undo’ it is to
conduct a reverse transaction of the same value. 

Cross-border transactions are a major route
for black and laundered money. The
transparency and immutability of CBDCs thus
could be a huge advantage in tracking these
transactions and cracking down on them. In
addition, the nature of these currencies allows
them to be programmed in particular ways. For
example, they can be programmed to be usable
only for certain transactions. As the RBI website
mentions, they can be programmed to be
applicable on the basis of expiry dates,
geo-location, merchant registration codes,
particular merchant categories, etc. The limits of
what can be programmed lie in the imagination
of those doing the coding. The blockchain can
also be programmed to record details such as
the name and other identi�ers of the payer and
the payee, adding further transparency.

At a larger geopolitical level, CBDCs can also
help India deal with some of its stickier
international payments-related issues. For
example, trade with Iran and Russia has become
signi�cantly harder because both countries have
been excluded from the U.S. dollar-based SWIFT
international payments system. At the moment,
India is getting around this by making payments
in national currencies, but that approach has its
limitations and is not sustainable for long.
CBDCs, thus, o�er a workable solution. Iran held
a blockchain conference in November 2025
where a number of o�cials urged BRICS nations
to trade with it using cryptocurrencies.

What are the risks?
The �rst issue is that working out the legal and
regulatory issues between multiple countries
could take a long time and so the bene�ts of
such a structure will likely not be available for
some years ahead. The other, more signi�cant
and immediate, issue is how the U.S. will react to
such a step. U.S. President Donald Trump has
already in the past threatened additional tari�s
on BRICS countries if they go ahead with
developing alternatives to the U.S. dollar. A
move to use CBDCs as opposed to the dollar,
could, therefore, attract further tari�s on top of
the 50% tari�s already levied on imports from
India. India will have to weigh the costs of
additional tari�s against the bene�ts of using
CBDCs for cross-border payments.

What is RBI
nudging India 
to do at BRICS?

What are the pros and cons of using

central bank digital currencies for

cross-border payments?

Where the UPI facilitates
the transfer of rupees
from one bank account
to another, CBDCs move
from a wallet to another,
with each transaction
recorded on a blockchain

T.C.A. Sharad Raghavan

The story so far:

I
n 2016, under its National Framework for
Malaria Elimination in India (2016-2030),
India set an ambitious target to eliminate
malaria (zero indigenous cases) by 2030,

with an interim milestone of interrupting
indigenous transmission across the entire
country, including all high-transmission States
and Union Territories (UT), by 2027. By the end
of 2025, the Ministry of Health and Family
Welfare (MOHFW) reported that robust
surveillance and sustained interventions had led
to 160 districts across 23 States and UTs
reporting zero indigenous malaria cases from
2022 to 2024. This was seen as a signi�cant
milestone as it meant that the country was
getting closer to completely eliminating malaria. 

How is prevalence of the disease measured? 
According to the World Health Organization
(WHO), a country is granted a certi�cation of
malaria elimination when “the chain of local
transmission of all human malaria parasites have
been interrupted nationwide for at least three
consecutive years, and that a fully functional
surveillance and response system is in place to
prevent re-establishment of indigenous
transmission”. As of mid-2025, 47 countries or
territories have been o�cially certi�ed
malaria-free by the WHO.

Where does India stand?
The World Malaria Report 2025 notes that India
made signi�cant progress in reducing malaria
incidence and mortality in its high-endemic
States, o�cially exiting the WHO “High Burden
to High Impact” Group, in 2024. Malaria cases

reduced by around 80% from 2015-2023 in the
country. In 2024, India accounted for 73.3% of
the 2.7 million estimated malaria cases in the
WHO South-East Asia Region. While localised
transmission driven by population movement
and cross-border importation remain as key
challenges, India is on track to achieve the WHO
Global Technical Strategy (GTS) for malaria
2016-2030 target of at least a 75% reduction in
incidence by 2025 (compared with a 2015
baseline), having already achieved reductions
exceeding 70% by 2024, the World Malaria
Report added.

If Tamil Nadu is taken as an example, data
from the State’s Directorate of Public Health and
Preventive Medicine show a steady decline in
malaria cases, from 5,587 in 2015 to 321 in 2025.
Since 2023, 33 of 38 districts have reported zero
indigenous cases, placing them in “Category O”
(prevention of re-establishment phase). The
remaining �ve districts, including the capital
Chennai, are classi�ed as “Category I”
(Elimination phase) where the Annual Parasite
Incidence (API) is less than one case per 1,000
population at risk (API is the number of
con�rmed new malaria cases registered in a
speci�c year, expressed per 1,000 individuals
under surveillance, for a given country,
territory, or geographic area).

How is India working to eliminate malaria?
The country has put in place two national plans
to guide and accelerate malaria elimination —
the National Framework for Malaria Elimination
in India (2016-2030) which outlines the vision,
goals, and targets for a phased malaria
elimination, and the National Strategic Plan
(NSP) for Malaria Elimination (2023-2027) that
builds upon earlier frameworks. According to
the NSP, transforming malaria surveillance as a
core intervention for malaria elimination,
ensuring universal access to malaria diagnosis,
treatment by enhancing and optimising case
management by “testing, treating and tracking”
and ensuring universal access to malaria
prevention by enhancing and optimising vector
control are among the key strategies.

In Tamil Nadu, measures to detect malaria are
being carried out intensively in government
hospitals and primary health centres. Larval
control measures are implemented alongside.
One of the key focus areas is to monitor migrant
workers. Intensive surveillance is being taken up
among workers coming from malaria-prone
neighbouring States.

What are the challenges? 
One of the challenges is migration from
malaria-endemic neighbouring States that poses

a risk of reintroduction in low-transmission
areas. Urban areas, according to NSP, pose a
di�erent set of challenges for malaria
elimination. Special focus is given to challenging
malaria paradigms such as in urban, forest,
tribal, project/and border areas, hard to reach
areas and migrant populations, it said.

Acknowledging that the WHO South-East Asia
Region has made major progress towards
malaria elimination, achieving reductions in
both incidence and mortality over the past two
decades, the World Malaria Report stated that
signi�cant challenges remain. Persistent
Plasmodium vivax transmission, which accounts
for nearly two thirds of regional cases, continues
to complicate elimination e�orts. Localised
transmission in India and Nepal, driven by
population movement and cross-border
importation, points to the need for targeted
subnational and regional coordination, it added.
Other strategies by India include drug resistance
monitoring, insecticide resistance monitoring
and ensuring compliance of the 14 days of
radical treatment for Plasmodium vivax cases. 

The World Malaria Report 2025 has also
highlighted the growing threat of antimalarial
drug resistance. As the WHO noted: “Partial
resistance to artemisinin derivatives — the
backbone of malaria treatments after failures of
chloroquine and sulfadoxine-pyrimethamine —
has now been con�rmed or suspected in at least
eight countries in Africa, and there are potential
signs of declining e�cacy of some of the drugs
that are combined with artemisinin.”

With the government focussing on achieving
zero indigenous cases by 2027 and ensuring
prevention of malaria re-establishment,
measures to strengthen surveillance system and
diagnostic capacities, and intensifying control
measures in high burden districts, are pivotal.

What is the road ahead?
In its annual report of 2024-2025, the MOHFW
said that in 2023, 34 States/UTs achieved an
annual parasite incidence of less than one
except in two States, Tripura (5.69) and Mizoram
(14.23). 

T. Jacob John, senior virologist, said the most
important aspect in this phase is accuracy of
data. Next, to ensure that private practitioners
report cases, strict public health surveillance is
needed. “All doctors should mandatorily report
even suspected cases of malaria,” he added. 

T. S. Selvavinayagam, former Director of
Public Health and Preventive Medicine,
Government of Tamil Nadu, said malaria in
urban areas continues to be a challenge. “Urban
areas or larger metropolitan cities such as
Chennai face challenges due to rapid
urbanisation, growing infrastructure and large
number of apartment complexes where water
storage conditions need to be looked at. Here,
the government alone cannot play a role but
needs measures at the individual household
level as the source is clean water,” he said. 

Can India eliminate malaria by 2030?

‘Malaria in
urban
areas
continues
to be a
challenge’

What does the National Framework for Malaria Elimination in India lay down? From 2015-2023, by

what percentage has malaria cases reduced in India? What is the protocol for testing, treating and

tracking the disease? What does the World Malaria Report 2025 state?

Serena Josephine M.

Stop the spread: Fogging being carried out to prevent malaria in the

flood-a�ected Morigaon district of Assam in 2022. RITU RAJ KOWAR

The story so far:

U
.S. President Donald Trump originally
mooted the idea of the U.S. taking
over the Arctic territory of Greenland
during his �rst term in o�ce. He later

cancelled a visit to Denmark after its Prime
Minister, Mette Frederiksen, said Greenland was
“not for sale”. Early in his second term, in
January 2025, Mr. Trump re-upped his demand
for Greenland, vowing that Washington “would
tari� Denmark at a very high level” if it played
spoiler, adding that he would not rule out the
use of military force to push the deal through.

What happened next?
In mid-January 2026, the White House proposed
a plan to slap eight European countries with a
10% tari� on “any and all goods” beginning on
February 1 which was then set to increase to 25%
on June 1, until an agreement was reached on
Greenland. However, speaking in recent days at
the World Economic Forum at Davos, Mr. Trump
backed down from this strident rhetoric,
announcing “the framework of a future deal
with respect to Greenland and, in fact, the entire
Arctic region.” At that forum, Mr. Trump
suggested that the time frame of such a deal
would be “in�nite”. He said additional
discussions on Greenland were ongoing,

including the Golden Dome missile defence
plan, a $175 billion system which aims to
position U.S. weapons in space.

Why does Greenland matter to the U.S.?
Greenland is primarily coveted by the Trump
administration for two broad reasons: its rich
natural resources base and strategic location.
The strategic location aspect is one that is
claimed by the Trump administration, the
access to resources less so. At Davos, Mr. Trump
said that it is rightful for the U.S. to “have”
Greenland “for security [and not] anything else.”
Commenting on the complexities of Arctic
exploration, he noted, “You have to go 25ft
down through ice to get it. It’s not something
that a lot of people are going to do or want to
do.” This argument is premised on the Trump
White House’s claim that Russian and Chinese
in�uence in the region is expanding, one that is
not substantiated by intelligence reports —
especially given that Greenland is also protected
by the security umbrella of NATO.

Similarly, there is regional reassurance for the
U.S. and its allies in the fact that under the
U.S.-Denmark pact of 1951, security threats to
the Arctic territory could legally trigger the U.S.’s
option to broaden its military presence in
Greenland. Reports have noted that Washington
had stationed close to 10,000 troops on the
island in the Cold War period, compared to only
200 or so U.S. troops there currently.

However, there is little doubt that Greenland
is home to considerable, and possibly vast,
reserves of oil and natural gas, as well as certain
raw materials vital for the military technologies
sector, electronics industry, and clean energy
outputs. Reports suggest that 25 of 34 minerals
considered to be “critical raw materials” by the
European Commission are present in
Greenland, including graphite and titanium.

Thus, while some U.S. lawmakers have said
that the Trump administration’s apparent
adventurism in forcing Denmark’s hand on
surrendering Greenland to Washington is based
on protecting U.S. national security interests in
areas such as shipping lanes, energy and
�sheries, the true motivation for this quest likely
has far more to do with striking bargains for the

extraction of natural resources than what public
proclamations suggest.

What about the latest agreement?
The so-called “framework of a future deal with
respect to Greenland” that Mr. Trump
mentioned at Davos has been long on rhetoric
and short on details. The only fact known is the
meeting that Mr. Trump had with NATO
Secretary General, Mark Rutte, and the latter’s
clear statement that the discussion had not
touched upon the question of Danish
sovereignty over Greenland. Yet it is hard to
conceive of the terms of an agreement that
would be acceptable to Mr. Trump that did not
at least cede partial control of certain territories
within Greenland to Washington. Anonymous
U.S. o�cials have been quoted in certain reports
suggesting exactly this — that any viable
agreement would likely mirror the concept of
the U.K.’s military establishments in Cyprus,
considered to be part of British territory.

What are the broader rami�cations?
The Trump climbdown from an aggressive
posture on U.S. control of Greenland was quite
likely precipitated by the prospect of a potential
judicial ruling against the White House’s use of
the International Emergency Economic Powers
Act to slap allies and partner nations with
broad-based tari�s. Importantly, European
nations had also signalled that in the event of
such aggression, they would seriously consider
bringing into force a hard-hitting counter-tari�
mechanism that would negatively impact the
trade in goods and services of large U.S. tech
�rms conducting business in the EU. Yet, the
deeper concern for other countries, is the fact
that there is a lingering possibility of a
territory-hungry Washington interfering in the
politics of not only Denmark and Venezuela, but
other countries as well. 

What role should other nations play?
The rules based international order may not be
what it was at the end of the �rst decade of the
21st century. However, it must be true that
countries such as India, China, and others, still
subscribe to certain basic principles of that
order. These nations now need to �nd ways to
push back on the neo-imperialist depredations
of Washington, Moscow, and Tel Aviv, in terms
of their brazen disregard of territorial
sovereignty and human rights in the pursuit of
commercial and strategic interests.

What lies behind Trump’s Greenland moves?

Greenland is
primarily
coveted by
Trump for
its rich
natural
resources
and
strategic
location

Why does the U.S. want Greenland? What has been the U.S. President’s recent rhetoric on the

Arctic territory? Is there a comedown of sorts on tari�s? On the security aspect, isn’t Greenland

protected by NATO? What is Greenland rich in besides reserves of oil and natural gas?

Narayan Lakshman

Aggressive push: U.S. President Trump meets with NATO Secretary General

Mark Rutte at the World Economic Forum in Davos on January 21. AP
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A
t a ceremony in Davos,
Switzerland, on January 22,
on the sidelines of the
World Economic Forum, a

new intergovernmental organisation
was formally established. The Board of
Peace, proposed by U.S. President
Donald Trump and endorsed by the
UN Security Council in November
2025, is envisaged as part of broader
global e�orts to rebuild war-torn Gaza.

Mr. Trump announced the board in
September 2025 as part of the second
phase of a 20-point peace plan to
reconstruct Gaza. This phase envisages
the “demilitarisation, technocratic
governance, and reconstruction” of
the Gaza Strip. The board is expected
to oversee the National Committee for
the Administration of Gaza, headed by
Ali Shaath, a U.S.-friendly technocrat
who was formerly a deputy minister in
the Palestinian Authority in the
occupied West Bank.

According to a draft of the board’s
charter, it “will be tasked with
promoting peace around the world
and working to resolve con�icts” and
engage in “peace-building functions in
accordance with international law”.
Notably, the charter, which is 11 pages
long, and comprises eight chapters
and 13 articles, does not expressly
mention Gaza, and later comments
from Mr. Trump also indicated a
potential expansion of its mandate to
other con�icts. 

Mr. Trump will be the inaugural
chairman of the board, while the
members of the founding executive
board are former British Prime
Minister Tony Blair, U.S. Secretary of
State Marco Rubio, U.S. Special envoy
to the Middle East Steve Witko�, Mr.
Trump’s son-in-law Jared Kushner,
Apollo CEO Marc Rowan, World Bank
President Ajay Banga, and security
advisor Robert Gabriel.

The White House has stated that
each member will “oversee a de�ned
portfolio critical to Gaza’s stabilisation
and long-term success,” including

governance capacity-building, regional
relations, reconstruction, investment
attraction, large-scale funding, and
capital mobilisation. 

At least 50 countries and private
entities have been invited to join the
board. While 20 representatives were
present at the signing ceremony in
Davos, others are still mulling over the
invite. Membership of the Board will
be for three years, while those
countries which donate $1 billion
within the �rst year can become
permanent members.

Invitation for India 
France, Sweden, Norway and Slovenia
have declined invites to join the board.
India was invited but is yet to make a
decision. China and Russia have been
invited as well. Russian President
Vladimir Putin has asked that Russia’s
membership costs be drawn from the
funds frozen by former President Joe
Biden since the start of its war with
Ukraine. Among those who have
joined the board are Saudi Arabia, the

UAE, Bahrain, Jordan, Qatar, Egypt,
Morocco and Turkiye.

While Germany has expressed
reservations, European nations such as
Kosovo, Belarus, Hungary, and
Bulgaria have signed on. From the rest
of Asia, Armenia, Azerbaijan,
Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Pakistan,
Vietnam, Indonesia and Mongolia have
signed. South American nations
Paraguay and Argentina have also
joined. Israel is expected to join,
although no representative was
present at the Davos ceremony.
Reports note that Israel may not be
pleased with Turkish and Qatari
representation on the board.

Canada said it has agreed to join in
principle, but on January 22, Mr.
Trump wrote in a social media post
that he was withdrawing the invitation
for Canada amid growing rift with
Prime Minister Mark Carney. 

Other invitees like Singapore,
Croatia, Ukraine and the European
Union’s executive arm remain unsure,
while the U.K. has expressed

reservations about the invitation to Mr.
Putin. Spanish media have noted that
Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez is
reviewing the invitation, and Irish
Foreign Minister Helen McEntee
echoed similar sentiments.

The charter makes no reference to a
path to a Palestinian State, and no
mention of this was made during the
signing ceremony either.

Mohammed Mustafa, the Prime
Minister of the Palestinian Authority,
told the media on the sidelines of a
WEF event that they wanted to work
with the Board of Peace, with the
executive board and with the
committee, to ensure that “they do
their part of things”.

Meanwhile, Palestine’s Foreign
Minister Varsen Aghabekian Shahin
stated in a recent meeting that “any
transitional institutional framework or
body must not serve as a substitute for
the UN.” 

In November, the UN Security
Council approved a U.S backed
resolution for the Board of Peace to

operate, but only till 2027 and with
Gaza as the sole focus. Notably, Russia
and China abstained, saying the
resolution had not outlined a clear role
for the UN in the rebuilding e�orts.

Several nations have expressed
concerns that the board will
overshadow the UN. Mr. Trump has
criticised the UN and, earlier in
January, signed a memo directing the
withdrawal of the U.S. from 66
international organisations, including
31 UN bodies. In earlier comments, he
signalled that the Board may replace
the UN, but later toned down his
remarks. “Once this board is
completely formed, we can do pretty
much whatever we want to do. And
we’ll do it in conjunction with the
United Nations,” he said.

‘Beautiful piece of property’
At the signing event, Mr. Trump said
he was honoured to be the chairman
of what could become “one of the
most consequential bodies ever
created”. He asserted that the
Israel-Hamas war was really coming to
an end, and warned Hamas to disarm,
saying that if they did not, “it’s going to
be the end of them”. Calling Gaza “a
beautiful piece of property,” Mr.
Trump said he was a “real estate
person at heart”, adding that “people
that are living so poorly are going to be
so well.”

The ceremony also saw Jared
Kushner, member of the board’s
executive, unveiling plans to redevelop
the region, complete with a plan for a
“New Gaza”, coastal tourism and
industrial zones, high-rise buildings,
new roads, public services and
thousands of new jobs. He stated that
there was no “Plan B” for the
redevelopment of Gaza, besides
engaging in a multi-stage process to
end the war and rebuilding the region.

The “number one thing is going to
be security — obviously we’re working
very closely with the Israelis to �gure
out a way to de-escalation, and the
next phase is working with Hamas on
demilitarisation,” he said.

The chairman’s circle 
Board of Peace

Donald Trump says the board he proposed to oversee the reconstruction of war-devastated Gaza could become ‘one of the most consequential bodies
ever created’, but a majority of the countries invited have stayed away from the signing ceremony in Davos 
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“W
e choose
Denmark
over the

United States if asked to
make such a choice here
and now.”

The words came from
Jens-Frederik Nielsen,
Prime Minister of Green-
land, an autonomous Dan-
ish territory, during a joint
press conference with Dan-
ish PM Mette Frederiksen
in Copenhagen as U.S. Pre-
sident Donald Trump re-
newed his threats to annex
the Arctic territory. The
threat of a U.S. takeover re-
ceded after Mr. Trump said
at Davos that he had
agreed to a framework deal
with European nations ov-
er Greenland. But the crisis
is far from over. With an
unpredictable Mr. Trump
insisting that the U.S.
needs Greenland for ‘na-
tional and global security’,
Mr. Nielsen, leader of the
island’s 55,000 people, has
been caught in the eye of a
rare transatlantic geopoliti-
cal storm.

Mr. Nielsen, a former
badminton champion and
the head of the Demokraa-
tit (centre-right) party, is
the �rst member of his par-
ty to hold the premiership.
He previously served as Mi-
nister of Labour and Min-
eral Resources in the Kiel-
sen VII Cabinet from May
2020 to February 2021, a
portfolio that now seems
strikingly relevant given
the crisis engul�ng his te-
nure. The Trump adminis-
tration’s interest in the
world’s largest island is
hardly whimsical. Beneath

the island’s ice sheet lie
vast deposits of rare earth
elements, which are essen-
tial for everything from
smartphones to military
technology. China current-
ly dominates global rare
earth production. Green-
land, therefore, represents
one of the few viable alter-
natives for Western nations
seeking supply chain inde-
pendence. 

Adding to this is climate
change, which has in-
creased the island’s stra-
tegic value. As Arctic ice
melts, new shipping routes
are opening that could
reshape global trade, cut-
ting weeks o� journeys
between Asia and Europe.
What was once impassable
ice is becoming navigable
water, and whoever con-
trols Greenland’s waters
and ports could control
these crucial new routes.

Greenland hosts the Pi-
tu�k Space Base, formerly
Thule Air Base, home to a
key U.S. early-warning ra-
dar system tracking Rus-
sian and Chinese activity in
the Arctic. The base has
operated since 1943 and re-
mains vital to North Amer-
ican aerospace defence. Its
strategic location also
makes it vital for NATO’s

collective defence, as the
alliance relies on early-
warning capabilities in the
Arctic to safeguard North
America and Europe. 

Mr. Trump �rst �oated
the idea of buying Green-
land in 2019, o�ering what
he described as a “large
real estate deal”. Danish
Prime Minister Frederik-
sen called the idea “ab-
surd”. Mr. Trump’s return
to o�ce, however, has
brought renewed pressure. 

For Mr. Nielsen, who
came to power last year,
this represents a crisis that
cuts to the heart of Green-
landic identity. 

Colonial memories 
For Greenlanders, these
overtures have revived
painful colonial memories.
The island’s Inuit popula-
tion endured centuries of
Danish rule that included
forced assimilation, family
separations, and commun-
ity displacements. The ter-
ritory has been on a de-
cades-long journey toward
greater autonomy from
Denmark, which colonised
the island in the 18th cen-
tury. Greenland achieved
home rule in 1979 and ex-
panded self-governance in
2009, controlling most

domestic a�airs while Den-
mark handles foreign poli-
cy and defence. Many
Greenlanders dream of full
independence, but eco-
nomic reality complicates
that aspiration, and Den-
mark provides annual sub-
sidies of approximately
$600 million, roughly a
third of Greenland’s GDP.
That, precisely, is Mr. Niel-
sen’s long-term goal: inde-
pendence for Greenland,
achieved through econom-
ic self-reliance.

The population’s res-
ponse to the Trump over-
tures is nuanced. While
Greenlanders don’t want
their island to become an
American territory, there
is a growing frustration
with Denmark’s oversight-
driven approach. Green-
land’s economy remains
heavily dependent on �sh-
ing. Some younger Green-
landers see American in-
vestment, on Greenland’s
terms, as potentially benef-
icial. But investment is ve-
ry di�erent from
annexation.

This is the tightrope Mr.
Nielsen must walk. He can-
not appear weak before
Mr. Trump’s threats, which
would embolden Ameri-
can pressure and under-
mine Greenlandic dignity.
Yet he cannot a�ord to
completely alienate the
U.S., whose investment
and military presence re-
main facts of Arctic life. Si-
multaneously, he must
manage relations with
Denmark, which has its
own fraught relationship
with its former colony,
while navigating domestic
politics.

In the eye of the storm 
Jens-Frederik Nielsen

Greenland’s PM has to walk a tightrope between rejecting Trump’s imperial overtures and

accommodating American investments and security presence while navigating domestic politics 

Smriti Sudesh
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“I
f the 20th century
ran on oil and
steel, the 21st cen-

tury runs on compute and
the minerals that feed it,”
declared Jacob Helberg,
U.S. Undersecretary for
Economic A�airs, as Amer-
ica launched a chip supply
chain alliance to “build the
AI ecosystem of tomorrow
— from energy and critical
minerals to high-end ma-
nufacturing and models”.

Signed by nine coun-
tries — Australia, Greece,
Israel, Japan, Qatar, South
Korea, Singapore, the UAE,
and the U.K. — in mid-De-
cember, ‘Pax Silica’ seeks
to map a new geography of
computing power. [Non-
signatory participants in-
clude Canada, the EU, the
Netherlands, OECD coun-
tries, and Taiwan.]

For decades, the semi-
conductor supply chain
was governed by the cold,
borderless logic of compet-
itive advantage and cheap
labour. Chips were de-
signed in California, print-
ed in the Netherlands, fa-
bricated in Taiwan and
South Korea, and assem-
bled in the vast factories of
mainland China. 

Pax Silica signals a de-
�nitive end to this era of ef-
�ciency. By formalising a
coalition that includes Aus-
tralia’s mines to Singa-
pore’s logistics and Japan’s
chemical manufacturing
and precision machinery,
the U.S. is attempting to
build a ‘closed-loop’ eco-
system. 

The implied goal is to in-
sulate the AI development

from China’s dominance as
Beijing is rapidly advanc-
ing domestic chip-making
capacity.

This closed-loop ap-
proach marks a profound
shift in American strategy.
Rather than seeking a
sprawling consensus
among all Indo-Paci�c
partners — many of whom
have deeply entangled
trade ties with Beijing —
Washington is prioritising
politically aligned states
that are technologically
aligned and willing to buy
American tech and inte-
grating with America’s eco-
nomic security protocols.

Under this initiative,
members are expected to
synchronise semiconduc-
tor design, launch joint
ventures in AI research,
and align their investments
in rare earths. Pax Silica
seems like a functional suc-
cessor to the Indo-Paci�c
Economic Framework
(IPEF), but with a sharper
focus on supply chain for
chip-making. The IPEF was
launched during the Biden
administration to boost
economic cooperation in
the Indo-Paci�c region
with a focus on trade, sup-
ply chain, clean energy
and fair economy. India

was part of the 14-member
country group, but main-
tained an observer status
in trade.

However, the ‘Pax’ is al-
ready proving to be a �exi-
bility test. Despite the in-
itial exclusion of New
Delhi, the strategic map is
being redrawn as the new-
ly appointed U.S. Ambassa-
dor to India signalled a pi-
vot, indicating that
Washington intends to for-
mally invite India to join
Pax Silica as early as Febru-
ary. This move suggests
that for this alliance to
achieve true global scale,
India must be member
country. 

The Indian paradox
What India brings to the ta-
ble is not just its burgeon-
ing market, but its unique
role as the talent power-
house. With its immense
pool of engineering talent
and dominance in soft-
ware services, India is the
logical site for the labour-
intensive ‘design-to-deliv-
ery’ pipeline of the AI age
— a fact that India’s IT mi-
nister Ashwini Vaishnaw
pointed out at the World
Economic Forum in Davos,
Switzerland. 

The country’s demo-

graphic dividend and its
status as a data-rich de-
mocracy make it a key pil-
lar for a Western-led tech
bloc. Yet, New Delhi’s jour-
ney toward the ‘Silicon
Curtain’ is complicated by
its own pragmatic foreign
policy. Even as it prepares
to join a U.S.-led security
architecture aimed at
countering Chinese in-
�uence, New Delhi is si-
multaneously signalling a
tactical thaw with Beijing.

After years of frosty rela-
tions following border skir-
mishes, the Indian govern-
ment is reportedly
considering easing restric-
tions on Chinese invest-
ments. 

This creates a paradoxi-
cal landscape. India may
soon sit at the Pax Silica ta-
ble to help secure a supply
chain away from China,
while at the same moment
opening its own domestic
doors to Chinese �rms to
bolster its industrial
growth. For India, the goal
is not total decoupling, but
rather a “re-balancing”
where it can leverage West-
ern security ties while
maintaining the economic
bene�ts of its proximity to
the world’s factory. 

Silicon may be the “new
oil”, but unlike oil, it is a
product of human ingenui-
ty that requires a global,
frictionless exchange of
ideas to remain cutting-
edge. As Washington pre-
pares to expand its inner
circle to include New Delhi
in February, it must decide
whether Pax Silica is a
bridge to a new era of se-
cure prosperity, or merely
a very expensive fortress. 

The silicon curtain
Pax Silica

By formalising a coalition that includes Australia’s mines to Singapore’s logistics and Japan’s

precision machinery, the U.S. is attempting to build a ‘closed-loop’ ecosystem

John Xavier
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