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Enough bandwidth

6GHz spectrum can be neatly split for Wik, fixed wireless

he global debate over the future of the 6 GHz

spectrum band has arrived in India. On one

side, telecom operators argue that the entire
band should be reserved for future 5G and 6G
networks, citing the growing popularity of fixed
wireless access (FWA) and the need for large, clean
blocks of mid-band spectrum. On the other hand,
technology majors and device manufacturers such as
Apple, HP, and Cisco want the entire band delicensed
for Wi-Fi, enabling faster, reliable indoor broadband.

()

Both sides have credible claims, but an
all-or-nothing approach will not serve
India’s broader connectivity goals. India’s
broadband landscape remains
wireless-dependent due to the limited
penetration of wired Internet infrastructure.
In this context, FWA has emerged as a major
substitute for last-mile fibre, providing
high-speed broadband through a mobile
network. Operators argue that to scale FWA
meaningfully, they need a wide contiguous
spectrum, something the 6 GHz band can
uniquely provide. For a country with patchy
wired broadband and rising data demand,
thisis a compelling argument. At the same
time, the case for high-capacity Wi-Fi s
equally strong. As indoor applications, from
high-resolution streaming to cloud gaming
to enterprise collaboration tools grow, more
bandwidth-intensive homes and offices need
powerful Wi-Fi systems to handle
multi-device loads without congestion.
Telecom networks also lean on strong indoor
Wi-Fi to offload traffic, improve user
experience, and ensure seamless transitions
between mobile and Wi-Fi networks. So,
India needs both. Fortunately, the 6 GHz
band is large enough to accommodate both
interests. With 1200 MHz of spectrum
available, India can adopt a balanced
approach, delicensing the lower end of the
band for Wi-Fi while allocating the upper
end to operators through auctions.

However, device makers argue that no
commercial filter exists that can cleanly
separate licensed 6 GHz mobile signals from
adjacent unlicensed Wi-Fi channels.
Globally, there is no commercial 5G service
utilising the 6 GHz band. But this is likely to
change as operators begin trials abroad and
the remaining mid-band spectrum gets
exhausted. Eventually, 6 GHz could become
a critical band for future mobile networks.
This is precisely why India must keep its
options open. Before committing the entire
band to one technology, the government
should permit operator-led trials to study
coexistence. If interference concerns
emerge, the Centre can designate a guard
band to cleanly separate Wi-Fiand telecom
use, or mandate low-power Wi-Fi operations
near the telecom portion of the spectrum.

But spectrum allocation is only part of the
challenge. Pricing needs urgent reform.
Since 2010, high reserve prices
recommended by the regulator have resulted
inrepeated auction failures, with large
chunks of spectrum lying unsold. A dynamic,
demand-driven spectrum marketplace is
needed, where operators can procure
airwaves as needed, with transparent norms
in place.
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"Humans have gone artificial! It's between us
and chimpanzees now in the field of pure
biological intelligence!”

Exercise caution over rate cut

LOOKING AHEAD. A status quo in monetary policy is needed, as independent of base effect, there’s a g-o-q price build-up

R GOPALAN
MC SINGHI

nflation measured in terms of

either the Consumer Price Index

(CPI) or Wholesale Price Index

(WPI) has been moderating

since Q1 of 2022-23, for over
thirteen quarters. Overall, CPI
moderated from over 7 per cent in Q1 of
2022-23to 1.9 per cent in Q2 of 2025-26.
Moderation has been more pronounced
for food articles, which turned negative
in the most recent quarter (Q2,
2025-26), while non-food items
witnessed a slower decline.

WPI based inflation during this
period for consumer and non-consumer
goods moderated from 12 per cent and
20.1 per cent, respectivelyin Q1 of
2022-23t0 0.2 per cent and -0.1 per cent
in Q2 of 2025-26. Inflation for
non-consumer goods has been more
volatile and witnessed a sharper
moderation.

The low inflation, below the target
rate of inflation as mandatorily required
under inflation targeting parameters,
has been prompting many for a further
rate cut in December, for reducing the
borrowing cost for capital formation,
higher consumption and assets
acquisition, facilitating acceleration in
growth. However, we hold a contrarian
view and suggest status quo in monetary
policy for the following reasons.

First, the moderation in inflation rate
is partly because of the base effect and
partly moderation in price increase.
However, for a forward looking
approach, itisimportant to look at the
price build-up. We look at the four broad
sectors of inflation, two each for CPI and
WPI. We observe that looking at quarter
over quarter inflation, which indicates
increase in prices independent of the
base effect, in Q2 2025-26 (the most
recent quarter), all the four sectors show
abuild-up. Except for CPI non-food, the
build up is significantly higher compared
to the previous quarter (see Chart).
Given the price build-up, which for CPI
food exceeds 10 per cent, despite
inflation as measured year-on-year
remaining below the threshold, we see
pressures building up, necessitating a
cautious approach.

RATE CUT TRANSMISSION

Second, the transmission of reduction of
100 basis points in repo rate is almost
completed effectively. While lending
rates have been recalibrated based on

Build-up in prices
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cost of funds, adjustments in deposits
rates remain. This has been because the
proportion of CASA in deposits is
reducing and the term deposit rates are
required to be kept aligned to the
administered small saving rates, which
have been kept higher than the rates
required in terms of the framework and
linkages with long term government
security rates. There has, therefore,
been a pressure on margins of

The inflation in India is
food dominated and
monetary policy has
limited impact on the
structural issues relating to
supply and demand
management of food products

institutional lenders, especially on
NIMs. However, in absolute terms,
Indian banks do comparatively enjoy
high NIMs.

Third, the inflation in India is food
dominated and monetary policy has
limited impact on the structural issues
relating to supply and demand
management of food products. The
moderation in rates has hardly impacted
the capital formation and asset
acquisition. Corporate investors who
are cost sensitive have high internal
accruals and cash balances.

For MSME:s, especially for those who
have access to institutional funds, they
have the advantages of cost set-off
because of interest subvention schemes.
Interest subvention or tax exemptions
are available for agricultural loans, loans
for agricultural machineryand house
construction. The interest cost adjusted

for such tax expenditures tends to be
lower to the borrower. Despite all these
factors, the gross capital formation as
percentage to GDP has remained nearly
sticky. There are many other factors that
guide investment in India other than
interest rate reduction.

Fourth, the quarterly GDP growth
indicates a significant recovery in Q1
2025-26. The 7.8 per cent GDP growth is
similar to the growth over past nine
quarters. The macro indicators reveal
that many of these are getting bottomed
out, particularly the post GST rate cuts
and their pass through to consumers.
The fiscal stimulus is likely to keep GDP
growth nearly at their current levels.
The dual trigger in terms of monetary
and fiscal policy may not be warranted at
this stage. It may perhaps be more
appropriate to wait for the global
situation to stabilise before monetary
policy becomes a little more
accommodative.

CREDIT-DEPOSIT GROWTH

Fifth, with the gap between credit and
deposit growth persisting at around 1
per cent now, any rate cut may increase
this gap. The liquidity situation, which
has moved from deficit earlier to
surplus, post reduction in cash reserve
ratio, is comfortable now. However, one
has to watch the effect of full CRR
reduction, government expenditure and
reduction in their cash balances,
interventions in forex market, increase
in consumption, etc. One has to watch to
see if froth is building up. The rate cut
could, therefore, wait.

Sixth, some inflation is a motivation
for investors and producers. While real
GDP growth is important, nominal
growth is equally important because
that is the key factor for assessing fiscal
situation, sales growth, business
planning, expectation building, etc. The
long-term data of inflation and GDP
growth indicates that a very low level of
implicit deflator is not very conducive
for a healthy economy.

Seventh, the intuition of the problem
of high current real interest rate. High
real interest rate could affect investment
and consumption.

However, we are looking at nine
months hence when we set the rates
because of transmission factor. With
forecast of inflation in FY27, and growth
remaining what they are forecast to be,
the neutral rate may still not go beyond
1-1.5 per cent.

We, therefore, suggest a status quo in
monetary policy for nearly a quarter.

Gopalanis former Secretary, Economic Affairs, and
Singhiis former Senior Economic Adviser, Ministry of
Finance. Views expressed are personal

Flexibility and workers’ rights in a platform set-up

The regulation should ensure that flexibility is for real, with no incentive structure that seeks to distort it

|

Bornali Bhandari
Samarth Gupta
Ajaya K Sahu

KS Urs

hat does the word ‘flexibility’
‘ ;s ; mean in the context of
platform work? The two

stakeholders, platforms and the
workers, are debating the term. The
platforms argue they offer ‘flexibility’
but workers disagree.

But both the workers and platforms
are right because they are talking about
different things. The platforms refer to
the flexibility between various jobs, i.e.,
the worker can work across multiple
platforms or work partiallyina
traditional job and partiallyina
platform.

In contrast, the workers are talking
about flexibility at work i.e., the ability
to choose how much to work, what
hours to work and what locations to
work on the platform.

The platforms’ concept of “flexibility’
is neither novel, nor driven by the
presence of a networking platform. It
has always existed in India. There is
overwhelming research evidence that
workers especially in developing
countries like India hold multiple jobs

(Choudhuri, 2021). The Code on Social
Security 2020 further recognises
non-traditional work.

Beyond pensions and health
insurance that the Code on Social
Security 2020 promises, the Central and
State Governments should develop
metrics to assess the flexibility-at-work
of platform workers across different
sectors and companies. If the platform
fails the flexibility test at work, one
needs to ask whether workers may be
classified as ‘partners’.

There should be tests to evaluate
whether payments to platform workers
distort the incentives to flexibility. In
the end, flexibility is just another feature
of platform work. There are other
features that also need to be
evaluated/assessed to get a sense of
work conditions of platform workers.

CONCEPT OF ‘FLEXIBILITY’

The novel concept of “flexibility’ thata
platform offers (for example, a food
delivery platform) is allowing the
worker to choose the number of days
they want to work, the specific days the
workers want to work, the shifts they
want to work (hours of work), the
timing of operations and place of work
(zones). A platform typically divides a
larger city into various zones and the

WORKERS. Most of them seem
satisfied with the flexible work norms

platform worker is free to choose to
work in a particular zone when they sign
up. Workers have some degree of choice
in the time and location where they can
work in contrast to a traditional job,
where time and space are fixed and
non-negotiable.

The test for the policymaker is to
determine the actual choice a worker has
inany particular platform and the test
comes up when the worker wants to
change any of the variables. How easy is
itto change, if atall? There should be a
manifest trade-off between flexibility
and wages, without the worker signing
up for a traditional job in the garb of
flexible work.

In the NCAER Food Delivery

Platform Report 2023, we had probed
workers on four aspects of flexibility:
perception of flexibility in their work,
desire to change work arrangements
(such as zones and work shifts), ease of
the process, and the importance to them
of flexibility in their work. About a third
of workers cited flexible work
hours/days as a reason for joining the
platform (28.4 per cent), but the
percentage was higher for Tier 3 city
workers (44 per cent).

A majority of workers expressed
satisfaction with the flexible work
norms in terms of easily changing the
time, duration and zone to suit their
convenience. (About 76 per cent of the
workers found it highly or moderately
flexible.) About 16 per cent said that
“flexibility was not an option because
one had to work the long shift to meet
family expenses’. About 44 per cent of
the workers who tried to change shifts
found it either moderately easy or
extremely easy to change shifts.

While this particular food delivery
platform is deemed to be ‘flexible’, what
about other platforms in this sector and
other sub-sectors? More data is
necessary to improve the rights of
workers in the platform economy.

The writers are faculty, NCAER, Delhi
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Lending after checks

This is with reference to ‘Banks mull
criminal record check before loan
sanction’ (November 25). If
implemented, it is an excellent move,
which has not come too soon. Banks
have suffered for too long due to
lack of integrity on the part of some
borrowers, who raise loans with a
criminal intent to not repay the same
or to defraud the bank and such loan
accounts turn into non-performing
assets/bad loans causing
considerable loss to the banks. Banks
may be given necessary and limited
access to the crime data maintained
inthe national crime record portals
such as Digital Police Portal, National
Crime Records Bureau and Cyber

Crime Portal, so that they can quickly
check forany criminal record of loan
applicants and take note of the same
while processing the loan
application. Apart from the access to
the above national portals, banks in
various States may be given
appropriate access to the digital
crime police records of the
respective States, as not all States
update the national portals regularly.
Kosaraju Chandramouli

Hyderabad

Rein in gold buying

This refers to ‘Deceptive glitter’
(November 25). India’s October
trade deficit, which more than
doubled to $21.8 billion, signals

troubling imbalances. Weak exports
were anticipated given stalled trade
negotiations and US tariffs, but the
surgein bullionimports was
unexpected. Gold purchases nearly
trebled and silver imports rose
fivefold despite record prices, driven
by festive and wedding demand as
well as investment in bars, coins, and
digital gold.

The sharp rise in gold ETF inflows
underscores this shift. While bullion
can cushion portfolios against global
market volatility, unchecked
accumulation risks reversing
financialisation of savings and
inflating the import bill. Policymakers
must consider restoring higher
customs duties and regulators

should address the opaque digital
gold market to safeguard stability.
K Chidanand Kumar

Bengaluru

Economy absorbs the cost
The surge in gold and silver imports
despite awidening trade deficit is
worrying, not because households
seek safety in uncertain times, but
because this rush reflects a deeper
loss of confidence in financial
markets and policy stability. When
families choose bullion over
productive investment, the economy
quietly absorbs the cost through a
bloated import billand a weakening
rupee.

The shift from jewellery to bars,

coins and digital gold may look
rational for individuals, yet
collectively it risks starving industry
of capital and pushing India further
into consumption-led imbalance.
Instead of merely warning investors,
the government should urgently
strengthen regulatory oversight of
digital gold, restore sensible customs
duties, and improve public trust in
formal savings by ensuring
transparency and stable returns.
Curbing speculative buying without
discouraging legitimate demand is
the only way to protect households
and the economy from another cycle
of glittering but costly illusions.
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A bank for G-20

This institution can play a key role in funding SDGs

L]

Nilanjan Ghosh
Malancha Chakrabarty
Swati Prabhu

outh Africa’s G-20
S presidency offers a real
opportunity to set the
agenda and shape global
outcomes in a world marred by
conflicts, and a massive climate
and development crisis.

The pandemic has undone
years of progress in poverty and
hunger eradication and pushed an
additional 93 million people into
poverty. South Africa’s
predecessors, Brazil, and India
reoriented the G20’s priorities
towards development concerns
centred on implementing the
SDGs, finance for development,
prioritising food security, digital
public infrastructure, and climate
action. Itis amply clear that
without plugging the massive
SDG financing gap, SDGs cannot
be redeemed.

Per UN estimates, the SDG
financing gap for developing
countries currently stands at $4
trillion. Much of the developing
world is reeling under a debt
distress not being able to sustain
essential social services.
Development aid has received a
severe beating with most of the
big donors notably the US
withdrawing from the
international development scene.
Net bilateral flows to low-income
countries has fallen consistently
after the initial rise during the
pandemic. Also the private
sector’s investment in SDGs has
been lacklustre. Estimates
indicate that only 4 per cent of the
$410 trillion in global private
assets invested in developing
countries have been directed
towards SDGs.

The inadequacy of the
international financial
architecture in financing SDGs in
developing countries led to louder
calls for reform. Developing
countries have long critiqued the
multilateral financial institutions
due to their structural rigidities,
delayed institutional responses to
crises, and the dominance of the
Global North coupled with the
underrepresentation of the
Global South.

The G20 Eminent Persons
Group on Global Financial
Governance highlighted many of
these failures of the global
financial architecture and
provided a roadmap for reformin
2023 under India’s presidency.

e
SDGs. Need for renewed thrust

more inclusive governance
structure of international
institutions through greater
voting rights for India, Brazil, and
China.

NEW INSTITUTION NEEDED
Several reasons call for the
creation of a new financial
institution to finance the SDGs.
First, the existing financial order,
born in the context of the Second
World War, is incapable of
financing the SDGs which require
major, sustained, and
transformative changes across
countries and sectors. However,
both the World Bank and the IMF
have a country-focused operating
model which is not in line with
SDG financing, which required a
broader focus across countries
and sectors.

Existing global financial
institutions have historically
prioritised economic rate of
return, neglected environmental
and social concerns, and have a
poor record in climate finance.
The basic tenets of the
multilateral development banks
are notinline with the SDG
agenda for 2030 and the Paris
Agreement. Both the World Bank
and the IMF have pushed fora
growth-based approach to
poverty alleviation and climate
concerns have never featured
prominently in their lending.

SDGs require new, stable, and
long-term sources of financing.
The G20’s Development Bank
should strategise finance towards
addressing the development and
sustainability needs. A dedicated
bank to fund the SDGs would not
onlybe instrumental in furthering
the SDGs but also ensure that
geopolitical conditions don’t
derail the SDGs.

Without long-term sustained
finance from a dedicated
development bank, the SDGs will
surely fail.

CAPITAL
IDEAS. o

RICHA MISHRA

he governmenthas seta
target toraise the share of
natural gas in energy mix to
15 per cent in 2030 from
about 6.3 per cent now.

Indiais among the top liquefied
natural gas (LNG) importersin the
world. Infact, increasingimports of LNG
is part of the trade talks between the US
and India too, according to market buzz.
AmongIndia’s top list of LNG import
countries are Qatar, the US and the UAE.
Other significant suppliers to India
include Angola and Oman.

Domestically the government has set
up at various committees to suggest ways
ofincreasing the intake of gas in India’s
energy basket. But, success hasbeen
slow. What could be the reason for the
slow progress, when there is complete
government backing? Isit infrastructure
or the politically sensitive issue of
pricing?

Recently, “Vision 2040 - Natural Gas
Infrastructure in India” report was
submitted to the Petroleum and Natural
Gas Regulatory Board (PNGRB). The
PNGRB has been mandated to develop
infrastructure to transport natural gas to
consumersacross the country.

According to DK Sarraf, Chairman of
the Committee, “What is important is to
have non-discriminatory, transparent
and consumer friendly processes for
allocation of gas infrastructure enabling
the shift to this fuel easier.”

“The overarching purpose is to align
the growth of natural gas infrastructure
with national priorities on sustainability,
economicresilience, and global energy
leadership, ensuring that natural gas
remains an engine of inclusive, clean, and
secure energy transition,” Sarraf said.

All stakeholders, including the
Government and regulator, need to work
collectivelyto ensure adequate
regasification infrastructure, pipeline
connectivity, and supportive policies to
capitalise onlower LNG prices due to the
expected glutin global supplies in the
comingyears, Sarrafadded.

Accordingto the report, under the
base case scenario, India’s natural gas
demand s projected to grow from
approximately 260-300 MMSCMD in
2030to 365-500 MMSCMD by 2040.
Domestic gas production is expected to
reach 1220 MMSCMD in the near term,
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but may settle at alower level by 2030.
This implies arising dependence on
imported regasified liquefied natural gas
(R-LNG), necessitating secure
long-term contracts, diversified supply
sources, and an efficient import and
distribution infrastructure.

COMPLEXPRICING
Domestic gas pricingin Indiaisa
complex and evolving process, balancing
the need for affordable energywill be the
key to make this fuel also sought after.
Currently, the domestically produced
gas price in India is much cheaper than
imported gas, thus making it unviable to
produce. The current gap between
domestically produced gas sold at
government decided price — $6.7/
mmBtuand spot LNG price of around
$11.00/mmBtu excluding added costs of
taxes and levies, transportation.

There are two aspects to this issue,

The global LNG market is
expected to enter a glut
phase by 2028-30, pushing
down prices. India must
seize this opportunity and
sew up long-term deals

Snapshot of education market in India

Physicswallah RHP document presents data on the Indian education market, compiled by Redseer Research. The thriving education market is close
to $200 billion led by school and higher education. The market for test preparation and upskilling is also increasing. Within the test preparation
market, the sheen of government jobs is dominant and the market for undergraduate studies is also increasing. Joint Entrance Exam (JEE) for
engineering, National Eligibility-cum-Entrance Test (NEET) for medicine and UPSC services attract most students despite low conversion rates
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encouraging domestic production and
encouraging easyaccess to user industry
atatime oflow costimports.

“A massive wave of new LNG export
capacity, combined with sluggish
demand growth, is expected to push
global LNG markets into oversupplyin
the 2028-2030 time period. This
impending surplus will likely exert
downward pressure on LNG prices,
creatinga strategic advantage for India.
Lower LNG prices will enhance the
affordability and accessibility of natural
gas, particularly benefiting the fertilizer,
power,and CGD sectors. Indian gas
marketing companies can capitalise on
this supply wave by securinglong-term
LNG contracts at competitive pricing.
Additionally, the availability of cheaper
RLNG s expected toboost natural gas
consumption in India’s price-sensitive
market, further supporting the
transition toward a gas-based economy,”
the report said.

Indian stakeholders need to ensure
adequate regasification infrastructure,
pipeline connectivity,and supportive
policies to fully capitalise onlower LNG
prices, Sarrafadded.

TAXPAIN
Another pain point is the taxation
landscape for natural gas in the country.

Compiled by Sai Prabhakar | Graphic KS Gunasekar

Step on the gas
with policy tweaks

Making domestic gas production more economically attractive,
tax breaks and improved storage infra are vital
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Inclusion of natural gasunder GST
regime in lower tax bracket with input
taxcredithasbeenalongstanding
demand of the industry. Meanwhile,
State governments can alsolook at
reducing the VAT.

Besides, pricinganother important
issueis gas storage. “India’s growing
reliance on natural gas imports, driven
by efforts to achieve 15 per cent gas share
in the energy mix, highlights the need for
robust gas storage infrastructure.
Currently, India’s LNG storage capacity
covers approximately 12 days of total gas
consumption in the country, leaving the
nation vulnerable to geopolitical risks
and supply fluctuations. The
development of strategic gas reservesin
India faceskey challenges such as high
costand infrastructure development,
regulatory gaps, and geological
constraints,” the report pointed out.

Indianeeds a comprehensive and
robust regulatory framework to guide
the creation, maintenance, and
utilisation of strategic gas reserves,
creating a transparent market which is
not monopolistic, while making all
efforts to encourage domestic
exploration and production.

Meanwhile, the incentive gap between
domesticand imported gas needs tobe
bridged.

On businessline.in

Assured procurement key
to self-reliance in pulses
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ONGC not sighing an memorandum of understanding with the nodal Ministry, the . Amarbahadur Yadav
CMD of ONGC, Mr Subir Raha, said, “we shall make our submission on various Number of seats 0.1 Number of seats 0.06 Zﬁr{:gﬁ;)‘)f seats 1,000 and Taramati point out
issues to the Minister and we are confident that he will take a fair, objective and https://tinyurl.com/2uTr3hhd
judicious view on the issues.” Source: Physicswallah RHP ps://tinyurt.
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EASY DOWN NOT SO EASY DOWN
3 3 5 3 E 5 01. Slightly cold (4) 01. There’s nothing in region between anticyclones to get colder (4)
. ACROSS 02. Cease (4) ACROSS 02. It won't go on the end of a sentence (4)
7 07. They bring up 03. Small farms, pieces of arable land (6) 07. Mother and father to medical 03. Small farms given credit for turning soft (6)
children not their own 04. Bring hand to cap (6) man on his way to Gloucester? (6-7) 04. A handy form of greeting one can get from a gun (6)
6-7) 05. An admirer; a dandy (4) 08. Where the domestic cat may sit 05. An admirer of Nash, say (4)
08. In conditions of 06. Remain (4) and think itself in clover (3,2,6) 06. 2 will turn to windward on 22 (4)
8 g 10 costly pleasure (3,2,6) 09. Bony, lean in figure (7) 12. How one fishes ancient people 09. Full of 12 Across when a lug ran out (7)
11 12. Fishes with rod and 10. Type of poem (7) out of the corners (6) 10. Under a shakeup, a circle may provide a poem (7)
line (6) 11. Egyptian deity (4) 14. Happenings that may take place 11.Is twice seen by an Egyptian deity (4)
12 13 14 [15 14. Things which take 12. Italian white wine (4) over three days (6) 12. One sat around having wine in Italy (4)
place (6) 13. Add to, increase (3) 16. He counts the money and may 13. Likewise, it may be a way to supplement it (3)
16. Bank clerk (6) 15. Stand in rivalry with (3) relate his findings (6) 15. Be in rivalry with life in France (3)
T 17 18 18. Surrounds with 17. Oppose, withstand (6) 18. Bees swarming on backstreet 17. How a sister may put up some sort of front (6)
hostile intentions (6) 18. Condemn to exile (6) one surrounds with hostility (6) 18. Send one packing in turning up in a party (6)
19. Cancelling written 19. Speak whiningly (4) 19. Deletion of Channel voyage from 19. One is unable to provide such hypocritical talk (4)
words (8,3) 20. Double-reed woodwind (4) here to there (8,3) 20. Decoration includes nothing that’s instrumental (4)
19 20 21 22 23. Something 21. Unlock (4) 23. Tiny, concise movement round 21. Start with a competition anyone can go in for (4)
. self-contradictory (13) 22. Riding harness, saddles etc (4) Poles doesn't tally (13) 22. To sail in zigzag fashion may have some point to it (4)
23 SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2831
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ACROSS 1. Development 7. Trouble 9. Skin 11. Chino 12. Peddle 14. On the fringe 18. Sugary 20. Oiled 22. Neat 23. Distant 24. Pertinacity
DOWN 2. Erosion 3. Obey 4. Naked 5. Stick 6. Inter 8. Brothers 10. Perilous 13. Aft 15. Gallant 16. Using 17. Edits 19. Grave 21. Eden
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Why the ‘don’t misuse antibiotics’
campaign doesn’t work.

— By Rajib Dasgupta
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Against the assault of laughter nothing
can stand.

—Mark Twain
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smeindianEXPRESS— T'rgmp’s UKraine peace plan is audacious.

RAMNATIL GOENK India has a stake in its success
BECAUSE THE TRUTH ing domestic position of President Russia’s deepening embrace with China.  would make it easier for Delhi tosustainits

Cars are the culprit.
Greening themis key

EHICULAR EMISSIONS were identified as the major

constituent of Delhi’s toxic air in the late 1990s. In

2001, the Supreme Court nudged the city’s public

transport to move to CNG. But the gains from the tran-
sition to the relatively cleaner fuel were offsetin less than adec-
ade by the large increase in private vehicles. Despite near-una-
nimity on the need to make transport the focal point of Delhi's
anti-pollution drive, policy responses have been half-hearted
atbest. Now, with the national capital in the grip of another spell
of noxious air, a high-level meeting chaired by the Principal Sec-
retary tothe Prime Minister has directed the NCR states to adopt
aslew of measures to curb emissions from private cars and two-
wheelers. These include penalising owners whose vehicles de-
fault on green standards and accelerating the transition to elec-
tricvehicles. The crisis should occasion more conversations on
syncing the mobility needs of the capital’s residents with the
imperative of cleaning up the city’s air.

Apart from being seen as an aspirational good, personal ve-
hicles are almost unavoidable in an expanding city where public
transport is unreliable. The average trip length in the NCR has
increased by a staggering 81 per cent in the last two decades. In
that period, Delhi’s metro network covered close to 400 km. In
the past sixmonths, the city has also made impressive additions
toitselectric bus fleet. However, by all accounts, the expansion
of public transport has not kept pace with the urban sprawl. Fail-
ure to ensure last-mile connectivity has made the metro a less
attractive option for those who can use private vehicles or taxis.
And, even today, Delhi’s bus fleet doesn’t fulfil the target set by
the Supreme Court in 1998 — 10,000 buses. These deficits have
led to vehicles clogging Delhi's streets — studies show that high
congestion can increase emissions up to seven times.

During the ongoing pollution crisis, the Delhi government
has reiterated its commitment to improving public transport.
Doing so at a scale that would be enough to make a dent in the
smog might take time. Governments in the NCR should also
consider ways of nudging people to use private transport in a
more environment-friendly way — car pools, for instance.
Cleaningup Delhi’s air will require the government and people
to work together. But people make behavioural changes only
when they see a matching commitment from the government.
The Delhi government needs to convince the city’s residents
of its sincerity by urgently taking measures that are relatively
easier to implement — reducing dust pollution, for instance.

Don’t count students by
faith, it’s wrong, illegal

HE J&K unit of the BJP has joined the disturbing
clamour being worked up by Sangh Parivar outfits for
scrapping the admission list at the Shri Mata Vaishno
Devi Institute of Medical Excellence in Katra. That 42
of the 50 MBBS seats in its first batch have gone to candidates
who are Muslim and belong to Kashmir is a problem, contend
the Bajrang Dal and the VHP, because the institute is set up with
(Hindu) donations to the Vaishno Devi shrine. They demand
that the admissions be put on hold, “corrective” action taken,
and admission norms reviewed. The real problem in Katra,
however, is this —while the Vaishno Devi Shrine Board has
done well to invest its considerable resources in setting up an
institute of medical sciences, the new spaces it has opened up
forthe youngin the region are in danger of being narrowed and
overtaken by an old and cynical zero-sum politics. It is also a
politics that goes against the constitutional letter and spirit.

Inaninstitute thatis not classified as aminority institution
— the Vaishno Devi Medical Institute is not — and where the
admissions have followed the National Medical Council guide-
lines, there can be no grounds to protest the entry of students
of a “particular community”. In fact, any attempt to label stu-
dents as “Hindu” or “Muslim” and to discriminate or exclude
on the basis of religion is a violation of the students’ constitu-
tionally guaranteed fundamental rights. By all accounts, the
factthat 90 per cent of the selected students are Muslims from
Kashmir only follows a wider prevailing pattern — while there
are more seats available in medical colleges in the Jammu re-
gion compared to Kashmir, most of these seats have reportedly
been taken up by students from Kashmir in the past few years;
the reverse is true in the case of engineering seats.

The Vaishno Devi Medical Institute has onlyjust got off the
ground. Hopefully, in years to come, it will grow and expand as
it provides opportunities for all those who seek to learn and
take forward the work of medical science, whatever their relig-
iousidentity. It must not become a political battlefield. Pulling
up the drawbridges now would be a grave injustice to its stu-
dents, to its institutional possibilities — and flagrantly illegal.

Funny thing about Al:
LLM can't LOL

HAT HAPPENS when the machine triesits hand

atstand-up comedy?It crashes. That’s what anew

study concluded after it studied AI’s ability to

understand puns. Experts from Cardiff Univer-
sity, in south Wales, and Ca’ Foscari University of Venice tested
Large Language Models with puns like: “T used to be a com-
edian, but my life became a joke,” and found that even when
Al was able to discern the structure of the joke, it didn’t grasp
the humourinit.

Jokes aside, Al has the ability to do a lot that humans can —
and do it well. Since the Al boom in late 2022, there has been
panic across industries over the possibility of technology over-
taking humans. In creative pursuits, too, Al has been catching
up. It has won art competitions, generated feature-length films
and carried on lengthy flirtations on dating apps. The 2023
Writers Guild strike in Hollywood explicitly demanded safe-
guards against the use of Al. In Germany, a court recently ruled
that OpenAl violated the country’s copyright laws by using art-
ists’ songs without permission to train its LLMs. Anthropic had
towrite acheque for $1.5 billion to authors whose work it pirated
totrain Claude, its Almodel. These instances show that anxieties
about human skills being undermined by an algorithm’s intel-
ligent imitation are not without foundation. As it turns out,
though, to tell the fake from the real, all it takes is a punchline.

That even dad jokes are beyond Al should be reassuring.
Anyone who has chuckled over a friend’s witticism or bonded
with someone over everyday tragicomedies can attest to the
fact that humour adds texture and flavour to life. For all Al is
cracked up to be, cracking up is still strictly human business.

RAJAMANDALA

BY C RAJA MOHAN

S PRESIDENT Donald
Trump’s new peace plan for
Ukraine offers a fresh look at
whathaslongseemed anim-
possible proposition — a US-
Russia partnership. Washington and Mos-
cow have been at odds for nearly two
decades, and many capitals have assumed
therivalryis permanent. Trumpis challeng-
ing that assumption. He appears willing to
take therelationship in adifferent direction.

His Ukraine peace plan contains ideas
with sweepingimplications —reintegrating
Russia into the world economy, inviting
Moscow back into the Western G7, and
launching a broad US-Russia economic
partnership. Trump’s 28-point peace for-
mula for Ukraine mirrors key Russian de-
mands — ceding eastern Ukraine and Cri-
mea, keeping Kyiv out of NATO, and
limiting its military.

Trump backed the proposals with an ul-
timatum to Kyiv — decide immediately or
facea cutoff of all military aid. Theinitiative
has rattled Europe, angered Ukraine, and
generated strong criticism in the US. Wash-
ington and Kyiv held talks on Sunday to nar-
row differences, and both sides reported
progress. But the issues remain complex —
Ukraine’s territorial integrity, its sovereign
right to self-defence, and the nature of se-
curity guarantees from the US and Europe.

Trump’sdemand for a quick settlement
comes amid war fatigue in Ukraine and the

Volodymyr Zelenskyy. Europe remains de-
fiant, despiteits difficulty in filling the vac-
uum created by Trump’s suspension of
military assistance.

In the US, the pushback has been im-
mediate and substantive. Russia has few
friendsin Washington other than the Presi-
dent. In his first term, Trump defied the bi-
partisan consensus on Russia and paid a
political price — cast as a Kremlin puppet
and even impeached. Yet, he has remained
insistent through fouryearsout of officeand
isnow back in the White House.

While much of the foreign policy estab-
lishment views Trump’s peace plan as ap-
peasement, parts of the MAGA movement
argue that the US must withdraw from en-
tangling conflicts in Europe, especially
Ukraine. For Trump, the challenge is con-
siderable: Overcoming institutional resis-
tance in Washington, persuading Kyivtoac-
cept constraints on its sovereignty, and
convincing Europe to support a peace deal
with Moscow. Evenifhe achievesall this, he
faces adifficult negotiation with Putin —the
more he bends toward Ukraine and Europe,
the harder it may be to find common ground
with Moscow.

The Kremlin believes timeison
its side. It assumes Ukraine’s posi-
tion will weaken the longer the war
continues and anticipates deepen-
ing divisions within Europe and
across the Atlantic.

Whether or not Trump suc-
ceeds, his out-of-the-box thinking
raises larger questions about Eur-
asian geopolitics — and their im-
plications for India. Critics call
Trump’s outreach naive, but the
logic echoes an old Western idea:
Preventing any single power, or
coalition, from dominating Eur-
asia. Today, that meansloosening

For India, the potential shift is
consequential. Delhi worries
about a ‘G2’ — aSino-
American condominium over
Asia — but has far fewer
concerns about an ‘E2’, or US-
Russia cooperation in Europe.
Any accommodation between
Washington and Moscow
would make it easier for Delhi
to sustain its ties with both

Constitution’s vision of rights
was ahead of its time

The Ukraine war has only tightened that
bond. Cut off from the West after Crimeain
2014 and fully ruptured after the 2022 in-
vasion, Russia turned decisively toward
Beijing — now its principal economic
partner, energy customer, technology pro-
vider, and geopolitical backer.

Trump wants to reverse this trend. For
him, reintegrating Russia into the global
economy, deepening bilateral commer-
cial and technological cooperation, and
bringing it back to the geopolitical high
table are tools to reduce Russia’s depend-
ence on Beijing.

Is this strategy a credible one? Sceptics
note Russia haslittle reason to trust the US,
given the volatility of American policy. Even
if Putin sees Trump as a favourable inter-
locutor, the Russian establishment doubts
whether Washington can sustain over the
long term any bargain with Moscow.

Optimists counter thateven alimited en-
tente with the US would significantly en-
hance Putin’s room for manoeuvre and re-
inforce Russia’s identity as an independent
great power, not a junior partner to China.
Despite battlefield gains, Russia faces severe
economic challenges; a thaw with
the West would be enormously
helpful. A return to the G8 and
Western acknowledgement of its
security  concerns  would
strengthen Moscow’s traditional
claim for a role in stabilising Eu-
rope’s security architecture and
shaping world politics.

For India, the potential shift is
consequential. Delhi worries
about a “G2” — a Sino-American
condominium over Asia — but
has far fewer concerns about an
“E2”, or US-Russia cooperationin
Europe. Any accommodation be-
tween Washington and Moscow

ties with both. India would like to see the
conflict between Russia and the West end
at the earliest.

Yet, Delhi has never subscribed to the
view that Russia and America are perma-
nent adversaries, nor to the belief that Mos-
cow will always support India against the
West. India remembers that the US and So-
viet Union were military allies during
World War II; that the Soviet Union sought
a global duopoly with the US in the 1970s;
and that post-Soviet Russia in the 1990s
was so focused on integrating with the
West that it had little time for India.
Equally, Delhi cannot ignore the negative
consequences of today’s Sino-Russian al-
liance for India’s security.

The key for India is to recognise that re-
lationsamongthe US, Russia, and Chinaare
in deep flux. Delhi must be open to the possi-
bility of improving US-Russia ties and ac-
knowledge that Moscow could emerge as
the swing state in shaping Eurasian geo-
politics. There is no reason for India to take
sentimental or ideological positions on dis-
putes among the great powers.

Delhi will also note the irony: Even as
Trump seeks a rapprochement with Russia,
his administration has imposed punitive
tariffs on India for buying Russian oil. But
such contradictions are inherent to thelogic
of geopolitics. India’s priority must be to
avoid getting entangled in great-power jock-
eying. Enhancing India’s national power
must remain the sole criterion guiding its
great power diplomacy.

The writer is contributing editor on
international affairs for The Indian Express and
distinguished professor at the Motwani-Jadeja

Institute of American Studies, Jindal Global
University. He also holds the Korea Chair on
Asian Geopolitics at the Council on Strategic
and Defence Research

Beginning of theend of
thefree-rangeinternetera

ODAY MARKS the 76th anniver-
sary of the adoption of the In-
dian Constitution. Born amidst
a bloody partition and transfer
of power from colonial rule, it
was ahead of its time. It departed in several

ROCHANA respects from the Western constitutions that
BAJPAI AND itis often charged with borrowing from. Con-
MANAS stitutional rights in India incorporate, but
RATURI also go beyond, the Western notion of the
protection of individual civil and political lib-
erties. These envisage state action toaddress
inequitiesin social life and recognise group-

differentiated rights.

First, the Indian Constitution asserts a
right to equality and, unlike Western consti-
tutions, also expands upon its implications
inadeeply unequal society. Provisionssuch
as Article 14 — equality before the law and
the equal protection of laws for all persons —
and Article15 — prohibitions on discrimina-
tion by the state against citizens — marked
a new departure. Unlike Western constitu-

] tions, itsequality provisionsidentify societal
Indian sources of discrimination against individ-
Constitution- uals, particularly in relation to caste. Thus,
makers were under Article 15 (2), citizens are to be pro-
tected from discrimination notjust fromthe

notboundby e butalso private citizens in their access
the limited to public spaces. Article 17 outlaws the prac-
imaginationof  tice of untouchability. Similarly, in response
. to conditions of debt bondage tied to caste

WeSte,rn l}bera} andlandlordism, Article 23 prohibits human
constitutionali trafficking and forced labour. Indian Consti-
sm with its tution-makers were thus not bound by West-
emphasis on ern liberal constitutionalism, with its em-
state phasis on state restriction, recognising

o instead that in society, groups and commu-
restriction, nities wielded power separate from the state.
recognising Second, the Constitution recognised
instead that group-differentiated rights within abroadly

. . egalitarian liberal framework, decades be-

n society, fore these were admitted in Western liberal
groups and democracies. Heated debates ensued in the
communities Constituent Assembly over protections for
wielded power religious minorities and historically margi-
nalised groups, which came to be reduced

separate from somewhat from the first to the final draft of
the state the Constitution. Notably, legislative quotas

for religious minorities were withdrawn in

1949. Nevertheless, at the behest of leaders
like B R Ambedkar, the Constitution recog-
nised that differential treatment was needed
to address structural inequalities. India was
aworldleaderin the constitutionalisation of
affirmative action in 1950, a decade before
the US’s advances in civil-rights legislation.

The Constitution adopted anuanced ap-
proach toreligious diversity. It established a
secular state (although the termitselfwasin-
troduced in 1976), eschewing special status
foranyreligion, prohibiting compulsory tax-
ation for any religion (Article 27), and pro-
hibiting compulsory religious instructionin
state-funded educational institutions (Ar-
ticle 28). It offered protections for religious
freedoms in the case of individuals (Article
25), aswell as groups (Article 26). Minorities
such as Muslims, Christians, and Parsis re-
tained their religious family laws. Articles 29
and 30 further guaranteed religious and lin-
guistic minorities the right to preserve their
language, script, and culture, and to establish
and administer educational institutions.

The Constitution’s approach is not with-
out flaws. Protections for individual free-
doms and pluralism remained partial, with
rights and remedieslimited inarange of cir-
cumstances, including through emergency
provisions carrying over colonial laws. With
the exceptions and suspensions of rights to
be determined by the government of the day,
albeit with the possibility of judicial review,
the Constitution created a powerful execu-
tive with wide discretionary powers.

Even so, that the Constitution has sur-
vived as the normative standard for a colos-
sal, diverse polity for over 75 years, and re-
mainsabeacon of hope forits marginalised,
isanachievementinglobal terms. It reminds
us that constitutions are not only legal texts
but powerful narratives of national aspir-
ation and belonging, that national unity does
not require uniformity, and that equality
doesnot require the same treatment in con-
texts of deep inequality and social difference.

Bajpaiis professor of Politics, SOAS, University of
London and Raturi is associate professor,
O P Jindal Global University

The clash
between
genuine

concerns of
user safety and
the fear of
expanding
state control
will define the
next phase of
the internet

OR A long time, the internet was treated like a play-
ground with nofences. Children wandered through it
with the same freedom as adults. Governments did
notintervenebecause they treated it as harmless. That
eraisclosing. Australiaadding Twitch totheunder-16
ban is not a routine policy update. It is an admission that along-
held fantasy has collapsed. Online life shapes ayoung mind with
more force than any family, classroom, or neighbourhood.

The early cracks in the free-range internet showed up years
ago. China tried curfews and identity checks for minors. Europe
wrote long laws about data and consent. Brazil pushed for age
verification. The reason behind this change is a realisation that
platforms are built to chase attention, and care exists only in the
symbolic speeches of founders.

What is happening with Twitch sits inside a larger cultural
pattern. When something appearsrisky for teenagers, states step
in. Itisthesamelogic behind alcohol rules in many Indian cities,
where the legal drinking age is 21 or higher, yet college bars still
fill with 19-year-olds sharing shisha. Restrictions do not stop be-
haviour completely. On the internet, this pattern iseven stronger.
Teenagers will use VPNs, shortcuts, and fake ages.

Theinternet was not built as a centralised system. Its original
structure was meant tosurvive disruptions. This makesbanning
anythingonline amessy affair. At the same time, these platforms
are nolonger simple entertainment outlets. A large creator econ-
omy sits on top, with young people earning through streams, ads
and communities built overyears. Founders of early internet plat-
forms also behaved with the same philosophy. When govern-
ments asked them to remove or block harmful content, they re-
sponded with a mix of reluctance and idealism. Some claimed
that the internet should remain open. Others said they had no
way to control user behavioutr.

Internet freedom activists warn that safety-based regulations
often become the doorway to state control. The same tools can
expand to political speech, journalism, and satire. In Brazil, simi-
lar powers were used during elections to restrict critical content.
India has already seen several moves in this direction. Measures
introduced in the name of safety can slowly shape what people
are allowed to say or criticise.

The clash between genuine concerns of user safety and the
fear of expanding state control will define the next phase of the
internet. Itishappening at a time when the border between online
life and the physical world has faded, and the internet hasbecome
its own republic. In this situation, it becomes difficult to decide
what should be banned and who should hold that power. Hand-
ling it will be tricky because power over the digital world rarely
stays technical, it quickly becomes a set of loopholes that help
capture more power.

Anurag Minus Verma is an author, podcaster and multimedia artist

40YEARSAGO

November 26, 1985

e

Grenadeshurledas commandosstorm int

g

INDIAN EXPRESS i3
60 killed aboard ﬁijaﬁked plane

T 1 e

Delayinassenttobills

BOTH CONGRESS-1and Opposition
members inthe Rajya Sabha criticised the in-
ordinate delay inthe grant of the President’s
assent to the bills passed by the state legisla-
ture and reserved by the governors for the

. consideration of the President. They, how-
e ever, failed to secure anassurance fromthe
et et Home Minister that all pending bills would be
' cleared within a fixed time span.
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Noconsensus atlabour meet

NO SIGN of aconsensus emerged onimpor-
tantissues of industrial relations like sick-
ness and minimum wages during deliber-
ations of the Indian Labour Conferencein

i Dkcliibeer —%

More N ran gazines Telegram Channel join Search https://t. azin 890050582 (@Magazines_%%%%)%&éggfanExpress'mm
qwsrane = i mel{i--in i

New Delhi. It became amply clear that the
representatives of both the trade unions and
the employers were merely reiterating their
known stance on almost allissues.

60dieaboardhijackedplane

SIXTY PEOPLE died aboard the Egypt air
plane commandeered at Valletta Airportin
the world’s bloodiest hijacking, Maltese
government spokesman Paul Mifsud said.
Fifty-eight bodies were found in the
burned wreckage of the Boeing 737,
stormed by Egyptian commandos, and
two were killed aboard the jet before the
rescue bid. Mifsud initially said 57 bodies
were recovered from the plane, but later
added that a baby, who had not beenon

the passenger list, was found. The dead in-
cluded four of the five hijackers.

US supports bloody assault

THE UNITED States supports the bloody
assault that ended a hijacking crisisin
Malta, saying it grieves for the victims but
believes in going after terrorists “with both
barrels”. “We are saddened by the tragic
loss of innocent lives resulting from this
act of terrorism and extend our deepest
sympathy to all those who suffered
through this ordeal,” the state department
said. “The US supports the difficult deci-
sion of the governments of Malta and
Egypt to end the brutal terrorist hijacking,”
the state department said.
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A year after August 5, Sheikh Hasina’s
corrupt, autocratic rule persists despite
the regime’s fall & national celebration.
— The Daily Star, Bangladesh

The Ideas Page

THE INDIAN EXPRESS

WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 26, 2025

READ. THINK. SHARE.
| Scan the QR code to
explore curated
editorials and opinions
| from leading voices

11

On thejourney to Viksit Bharat,
our ideal guide is the Constitution

OM BIRLA

N 2015, the 125th birth anniversary

year of BR Ambedkar, the Govern-

ment of India declared November

26 as Samvidhan Divas to celebrate

the principles of governance our
Constitution espouses and seeks to up-
hold, and to provide ourselves an oppor-
tunity to reiterate the values, rights, and
duties enshrined in its articles.

Samvidhan Divas has been celebrated
every year since then to mark the Consti-
tution’s formal adoption on this day in
1949, and to honour the contributions of
Ambedkar, the members of the Drafting
Committee and indeed, all members of
the Constituent Assembly.

The Constituent Assembly began the
momentous task of constitution-making
for a large, diverse, postcolonial nation
on December 9, 1946. After intensive de-
liberations and scintillating debates in
the Central Hall and numerous commit-
tees spanning two years, 11 months, and
17 days, the Assembly bequeathed to the
nation a Constitution considered one of
the most enlightened and people-centric.

The Constitution of India was not
drafted in the confines of the Central Hall
of the Samvidhan Sadan alone. The
founding mothers and fathers had the vi-
sion and sagacity to open the doors and
windows of the Constituent Assembly to
not only the breeze of ideas and experi-
ences flowing from other constitutional
democracies, but also to the thoughts and
dreams of countless Indians who wished
to contribute to the process of constitu-
tion-making. Thus, the Constitution was
moulded and guided as much by the
knowledge and wisdom of the members
of the Constituent Assembly as by thein-
sistent participation of millions of
citizens who, through their petitions,
letters, memoranda, pamphlets ad-
dressed to the Assembly and outpourings
in the press, sought to participate in an
exercise they considered their own, and
whose outcome they hoped to influence.

Very early in our modern constitu-
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A unique blend

THIS REFERS TO the editorial,
‘He-Man with the soft eyes’ (IE,
November 25). Dharmendra’s
journey from a small Punjab vil-
lage to the heights of Bollywood
truly reflects how talent can rise
without any privilege. His unique
blend of strength, gentleness and
emotional depth made him a star
audiences connected with
instantly. In today’s era of debates
around nepotism and image-
building, his life reminds us that
real success comes from sincerity
and hard work. His performances
in filmslike Anupama, Sholay and
Lifeina... Metro still feel warm
and timeless.

Arzoo Rana, Chandigarh

THIS REFERS TO the editorial,
‘He-Man with the soft eyes’ (IE,
November 25). Dharmendrawas a
legendary film personality and an
exceptional actor who brought
charm, emotion and depthto
everyrole he played. His ability to
portray diverse characters
touched the hearts of millions
across generations. He was
admired not only for his remark-
able acting but also for his simplic-
ity, humility and warmth.

Md Hammad, Mumbai

Empower farmers

THISREFERS TO the editorial,
‘Farmers must reap fruits of gen-
eticengineering’ (IE, November
25).Itistroubling thatin a nation
that prides itself on scientific
prowess, farmers remain excluded
fromthe innovations our labora-
tories pioneer. Your editorial
underscores a hard truth: Policy
timidity has become abigger bar-
rier than technology. While other
countries advance resilient, high-
yield crops, Indian farmers are left
navigating climate volatility with
outdated tools and shrinking mar-
gins. GE crops, developed respon-
sibly and transparently, are a
necessity for afood-secure future.
Empowering farmers with scien-
tific breakthroughsis essential to
escape costly imports and produc-
tivity stagnation.

Aryaman Angrish, Rajpura

tional history, the people of our nation,
living in different parts of the country
and under diverse socio-economic cir-
cumstances, asserted their stake in what
was to be acclaimed as the foundational
governance document of a modern
democratic republic. The wide public ap-
probation at the time of its creation and
adoption is perhaps at the root of our
Constitution’s sustainability. It has not
only survived but has earned ever-grow-
ing adoration with the passage of time,
often in the face of vicissitudes a young
nation was made to confront in the post-
colonial world.

The Constitution embodies the fire
and spirit of our freedom
struggle and the depth of under-
standing of our nation’s history
and ethos among our Constitu-
tion-makers. It also reflects their

From granting universal adult
franchise in 1950 to providing
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contained 395 articles, divided into 22 parts
and eight schedules; this has now expanded
to 472 articles, 25 parts and 12 schedules.
The text is revered because it guar-
antees unalloyed and uncompromising
justice to all citizens. It has embraced
and celebrated the diversity of our land,
providing dignity to all, and giving
every citizen the self-confidence to ac-
tualise their own dreams. It has recog-
nised the disabilities that large sections
of our population have faced over the
centuries and made special provisions
to address these historical injustices.
The Constitution has also provided legal
space for many of our tribal commu-
nities to preserve their unique
cultures and socio-political
structures. The constitution-
makers also realised that for the
Constitution to remain relevant

careful assessment of the experi- . for progl: CSSIve ]lfldlaal as a guide, it would need provi-
ences of other democratic na- interpretations of rights, the sions for need-based amend-
tions, coupled with a willingness Constitution has been ments in the future, while pro-

to adapt and embrace the most
appropriate ideas.

Our Constitutionis thus firmly
grounded in the universal prin-
ciplesof Liberty, Equality and Fra-
ternity. These principles course
through the entire text of this
document. Considered one of the
world’s most comprehensive
written constitutions, it originally

instrumental in fostering
inclusivity,empowering
marginalised communities and
promoting gender equality. Its
provisions for social and
economicjustice have shaped

landmark initiatives

tecting its core principles and
values. The 106 amendments to
our Constitution are thus an
eloquent testimony to our na-
tion’s ability to adapt to manage
emergent challenges.

From granting universal
adult franchise in 1950 to provid-
ing for progressive judicial inter-
pretations of rights, the Consti-

tution has been instrumental in fostering
inclusivity, empowering marginalised
communities and promoting gender
equality. Its provisions for social and
economic justice have shaped landmark
initiatives, including affirmative action
policies for the Scheduled Castes, Sched-
uled Tribes, and Other Backward Classes.
The provision of linguistic, cultural, and
religious protections underlines its com-
mitment to fostering fraternity.

The Parliament of India has been work-
ing tirelessly to meet the needs and aspir-
ations of people belonging to all strata of
society. It has been a vehicle of social en-
gineering and has enacted transformative
legislation to bring about social change.
The Constitution is thus an ideal guide to
take India forward as an atmanirbhar and
self-confident Viksit Bharat by 2047.

India’s economy is growing at an un-
precedented scale and is poised tobecome
the world’s third-largest in the near future.
The rule of law is fundamental to our na-
tional life and the key determinant of sus-
tained social and economic growth; it in-
forms every piece of legislation our
Parliament and state legislatures enact.
Thisisreflected in each enlightened policy
of our executive and in each erudite legal
determination that our watchfuljudiciary
makes on law, policies and citizens’ rights.

The Constitution is thus not merely a
legal document but a moral framework
for governance that guides the nation's
democratic ethos. It imposes a sacred
duty upon all the organs of the state to be
true to constitutional values and provides
a firm nudge to be sensitive to the inter-
ests and aspirations of the people.

I, along with countless Bharatvasis,
pay my respects to the Constitution of
India, which IT'hold as a sacred document.
It is not to be seen through the narrow
prism of politics. The Constitution be-
longs to every citizen of this nation, irre-
spective of caste, class, religion, gendetr,
region or language. As we continuously
strive to become more just, equitable,
progressive and a Viksit Bharat, it be-
comes imperative to reflect on this day,
on the Constitution and the values it has
espoused, and honour the efforts of its
framers by committing ourselves to up-
holding with even greater vigour the
principles that have been at its core.

The writer is Speaker of the Lok Sabha

VIKRAM CHOPRA

IRUN an autotech company in India. My
livelihood comes from people buying and
driving cars. Mobility is the backbone of my
business. Yet here I am, publicly asking the
government to restrict cars, restrict diesel,
restrict anything that pumps poisonintothe
sky. When someone like me starts arguing
for fewer cars on the road, youshould under-
stand how desperate things have become.

Iam not writing thisasa CEO. I am writ-
ing this as a father and a son. I have a five-
year-old who should be playing outdoors
but instead asks why the sky looks dirty
again. I have 80-year-old parents who hesi-
tate to step outside because the air stings
their throats. This is not a theory. This is
not politics. This is my family’s lungs on
theline. And the truth is painful to say out
loud: Delhi is suffocating because it refuses
todo anything that makes daily life slightly
uncomfortable.

We already know what cleans
Delhi’s air because we have tested
thesolutions. Theodd-evenrulein
January 2016 cut PM2.5 by roughly
14-16 per cent as per reports. We saw
itworkinreal timebutinstead of re-
fining or scaling it, we scrapped it.

In 2020, the lockdown revealed
the full truth. When traffic, con-
struction and industrial activity
stopped, PM2.5 and PM10 didn’t

[ make aliving from cars, but
[ want my child to breathe

This city behaves as if clean air
and comfort can coexist. They
cannot. Not with the way we
consume, drive, build and
burn. Delhi wants to breathe
clean air without giving up a

single convenience

just fall. They crashed by 40-60 per cent.
NO, levels dropped sharply. AQI at many
NCR hotspots shifted from mostly “poor”
pre-lockdown to “good” or “satisfactory”
during the lockdown.

Every winter since, the same pattern re-
peats. Every time GRAP restrictions, con-
struction halts, diesel limits and older vehicle
banskickin, the AQI often startstoease. And
every time they’re relaxed early, the pollu-
tion spikes right back.

What makes me angry is that Delhi has
also ignored every proven global interven-
tion that could prevent this annual disaster.
Congestion pricing could have reduced peak
traffic. Seasonal diesel restrictions could
have stopped winter from becoming a mass
respiratory event. Real-time emissions
monitoringat construction siteswould have
forced compliance instead of letting viol-
ators treat fines as pocket change. Satellite-
linked payments could have given
farmers a real reason to stop burn-
ing stubble. A functioning public
transport system could have made
owning a car a lifestyle choice in-
stead of a survival requirement.

None of these ideas are new.
What they require is courage and
thatis what we lack.

This city behaves asif clean air
and comfort can coexist. They can-

not. Not with the way we consume, drive,
build and burn. Delhi wants to breathe
clean airwithout giving up a single conveni-
ence. Thatentitlement is the real pollutant.
The weather is not doing this to us. We are
doing this to ourselves.

AndthisiswhereIstopbeingpolite.Ifre-
stricting cars helps, restrict them. If diesel
needs to disappear for four months, do it. If
odd-even works, bring it back. If construc-
tion sites violate norms, shut them down that
day. If any industry is a chronic offender,
regulate it like a health emergency.

People can get angry at me for saying this.
But I would rather have people angry at me
than have my child livingwith an air purifier
fortherest of hislife. My son and my parents
do not get replacement lungs when Delhi
fails to act. Neither do yours. If Delhi keeps
choosing comfort over action, then we
should admit the truth: We are choosing poi-
soned air over responsibility.

Delhi does not need awareness, it needs
discipline. We need agovernment that’s will-
ing to be disliked for the right reasons and
citizens willing to be disrupted before the city
becomes unlivable for everyone we love.

I am done whispering this. Delhi is
choking and we are running out of breath
todebateit.

The writer is founder and CEO, Cars24

Busting myths
and half-truths
about Poshan
Tracker

ANANYA AWASTHI

HEPOSHAN Tracker hasbeen in the public conver-
sation, and not always for the right reasons. Myths
and half-truths about e-KYC and the Facial Recogni-
tion System (FRS) have led to confusion among
citizens and Anganwadi workers alike.

Such misconceptions, though often rooted in limited under-
standing or early teething issues, risk overshadowing the intent
ofthese digital reforms — tobuild a system that is more transpar-
entand accountable.

The Poshan Tracker, launched in 2021 by the Ministry of
Women and Child Development, is among the world’s largest
government-funded nutrition monitoring systems. It connects
more than 14 million Anganwadi Centres, recording service de-
livery and monitoring the nutritional status of over 88 million
women, children and adolescent girls across target geographies.

With a system of this magnitude, ensuring that the ration
reachesits rightful recipient requires precision and trust. Despite
sustained efforts by the government, challenges such asduplicate
or “ghost” beneficiaries, diversion and leakage of food rations, and
occasional shortfalls in quantity or quality have persisted. To over-
comethese gaps, the Poshan Trackerintroduced e-KYC and FRS.

Simply put, e-KYC meansdigital verification of abeneficiary’s
identity through their Aadhaar. The Anganwadi worker enters
the Aadhaar number, an OTP is sent to the registered mobile
number, and once verified, the beneficiary is marked as e-KYC
verified on the Poshan Tracker.

The Facial Recognition System (FRS) ensures that the right
person receives the food ra-
tion. As the take-home tation
(THR) is distributed every
month, the Anganwadi worker
logs into the Poshan Tracker
app, selects the beneficiary,
and captures a live photo. The
app automatically compares
this photo with the facial
image captured during the
time of registration and e-KYC
authentication. When the
match is confirmed, the An-
ganwadi worker hands over
the ration, and the Poshan
Tracker records it digitally as
proof of delivery.

With e-KYC and FRS, the
system now enables real-
time tracking of who received what, when and where. Like
any reform, digital innovation comes with its share of doubts
and misconceptions.

Here’s a closer look at some common myths — and the
facts behind them.

One, thate-KYC needstobe done every month. The factisthat
itisa one-time verification process. Once verified, the beneficiary
ispermanently marked as “e-KYC verified”. Myth two, even small
children must undergo facial recognition. The Poshan Tracker
does not undertake facial authentication of children under six
years for delivery of THR. It verifies the child’s identity through
the parent or guardian, usually the mother. Myth threeisthat FRS
for THR distribution cannot function offline. There are also some
concerns about the lack of internet connectivity in rural areas.
Face matching works in both online and offline modes, with the
offline option specifically developed for low-connectivity areas.

Four, personal dataand photographs are stored locally. While
citizen concerns around data security are valid, the Ministry has
affirmed that robust data protocols have been instituted. All verifi-
cation requests and data are processed through encrypted chan-
nels, no photographs or personal identifiers are allowed to be
stored locally, and the backend database remains fully secured.

Five, every beneficiary needs a smartphone for facial auth-
entication to receive their ration. Beneficiaries are not required
to own a smartphone for facial authentication. The Anganwadi
worker conducts a one-time Aadhaar verification using an OTP
sent to the beneficiary’s registered mobile number. Thereafter,
during monthly ration distribution, the worker takes a photo of
the beneficiary through the Poshan Tracker app to confirm that
the ration has been delivered to the right person.

The numbers tell a powerful story. As of August, nearly 3.69
crore THR beneficiaries —out of 4.9 croreregistered, representing
about 75 per cent of the target base — had completed e-KYC and
facial authentication. This reflects India’s remarkable readiness
to embrace digital tools at scale and its growing confidence in
technology-driven public service delivery.

As the Poshan Tracker evolves, the focus must now shift to
countering myths with accurate information, working on usabil-
ity testing based on feedback from the ground, streamlining the
service delivery workflows to reduce time burdens and investing
in digital literacy of Anganwadi workers.
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The writer is director of Anuvaad, an accelerator for science translation

AJITA BANERJIE

THE DELHI High Court’s judgment earlier
thismonthin Aanchalv State (NCT of Delhi)
is the latest contribution to a growing body
of jurisprudence that is, in substance if not
in name, shaping a constitutional “right to
love” in India. The judgment reinforces the
reasoning upheld in previouslandmark rul-
ings of the Supreme Court in Lata Singh v

Stateof UP(2006) and further crystallised in
ShafinJahanv Asokan (2018), Shakti Vahini

v Union of India (2018) as well as Navtej

SinghJoharv Union of India (2018) affirming
that consenting adults have an unqualified
right to choose their partner, free from state
or societal interference. While the case in

Courtsaredefending righttolove. Why isntsociety?

Aanchal involved an inter-caste couple
facingthreats from the woman’s family, the
Court’s reasoning applies to interfaith
couples navigating suspicion and adminis-
trative obstacles as well as same-sex couples
denied legal recognition.

The judicial reasoning in Aanchal has
significant implications for groups whose
relationships remain heavily policed. By
explicitly linking caste endogamy to sys-
temic discrimination, the judgment under-
scores the hostility directed toward couples
who transgress caste, religious, or gender
boundaries. Interfaith couples in several
states, such as Uttar Pradesh, routinely face
intrusive inquiry and even violence under
anti-conversion laws (the so-called “love
jihad” laws) that treat their unions as in-
herently suspect. Similarly, same-sex
couples, despite the decriminalisation of

Section 377, continue to navigate a legal
landscape devoid of fully articulated legal
protections. But court interventions have
been quietly constructing a framework in
which intimate choices are treated asan es-
sential facet of personal liberty.

The Delhi HC’s directions to the police
in Aanchal — mandating threat assess-
ments, preventive measures, and immedi-
ate protection upon reports of harassment

The emerging jurisprudence
around the ‘right to love’ has
profound implications in a society
where love across lines of caste
and religion is considered
deeply transgressive
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—reflect an increasingjudicial willingness
to operationalise constitutional safeguards
in such cases. These orders are not ancil-
lary; they are central to the constitutional
promise of liberty. They translate abstract
rights into enforceable protections, es-
pecially in situations where the greatest
threat to a couple’s autonomy comes not
from the state but from their own families.

Thisemergingjurisprudence around the
“righttolove” has profound implicationsin
asociety wherelove acrosslines of caste and
religion is considered deeply transgressive.
Atthe sametime, the frequency of such peti-
tions exposes a troubling contradiction.
Evenascourtsarticulate robust rights-based
protections, the social and administrative
ecosystem remains deeply hostile to non-
conforming relationships. That couples
must seek judicial intervention simply to

live without fear underscores the persist-
ence of caste, religious, and patriarchal con-
trol over matters of intimate choices. Theju-
diciary’sreliance on constitutional morality
is often countered by entrenched social
morality that privileges community sanc-
tion over individual autonomy.

Yet within this tension lies the trans-
formative potential of this emerging juris-
prudence. Courts are not merely resolving
interpersonal disputes; they are giving
substantive meaningto Article 21’s prom-
ise of alife with dignity. And while judicial
protection cannot by itself dismantle
structures of caste and patriarchy, it pro-
vides the legal scaffolding for individuals
to challenge them.

The writer is a gender and
sexuality rights researcher
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SPECIAL INTENSIVE REVISION OF ELECTORAL ROLLS

2 states, 2 BLOs, 1day

Across 12 states and UTs where the Election Commission’s Special Intensive Revision (SIR) of electoral rolls is on, it’s a race against
time for Booth Level Officers, footsoldiers of this exercise. With at least five suicides attributed to stress and stepped-up

responsibilities related to the SIR, The Indian Express spends a day with two BLOs, both school teachers, to find out how they navigate

the logistical challenge of enumeration — from voluminous paper work to voter apathy — as the December 4 deadline looms

50.97 cr

electors, under the

SIR as on October 27,

2025

5.32lakh

BLOs

99.07%

forms distributed

47.35%

forms uploaded

e WEST BENGAL

It’s the last stretch... have to hurry up’

Atri Mitra

HE SINGLE bedroom of a 600-
sqgftapartmentin Phoolbagan,
Kolkata, is taken. “It’s now the
BLO (Booth Level Officer) of-
fice,” jokes Kaveri Jaiswal, as
her daughter Pinki Jaiswal, 45, sits on the
bed that’s strewn with enumeration forms.

Pinki is one of the 80,681 BLOs in West
Bengal, where the second round of the
Election Commission’s (EC) Special Inten-
sive Revision (SIR) is on.

“There... the app is stuck again,” she
says, after another failed attempt at upload-
ingan enumeration form ontothe EC’s BLO
app. “This is now our biggest headache.
Most of the time the app doesn’t work prop-
erly. It works only from 8
pm to midnight and then

able time packing her two bags. In the
bigger one, a tote bag with the Election
Commission’s logo, she neatly arranges
enumeration forms, voter lists, aregisterin
which she gets people to sign when they
submit their forms and a clip board. The
other is a backpack in which she keeps her
stationery, cellphone, a water bottle and a
tiffin box. “My mother forces me to take a
tiffin box. I am not particular about what I
eat, especially these days, when there’s so
much work — so oats, bread, luchi-tar-
kari... whatever,” she says.

Booth Number 115 of Beleghata consti-
tuency, with its mix of Bengali and Hindi-
speaking population, has both slums and
apartment complexes. It’s a daily 15-min-
ute autorickshaw ride from her home.

Pinki starts the day’s
work from 1, Jay Narayan

between 6 am and 8.30  “People know they Tarka Panchanan Road, a
am,” says Pinki, a primary . . slum with around 25
teacher at the city’s San- havetimeuntil households along the rail-
skrit Collegiate School. Dece”?ber 4to way line. Most of the resi-
Pinki is BLO of Block submit forms. dents here need help with
Number 115 of Beleghata ~ When we goto their theforms.
Assembly constituency Her first stop is Lalita
that has 751 electors, ac- hom €s, th e¥ say, Das’shome. “Didi,Iamen-
cording to the 2025 voter why areyouinsuch rojedin Jahanjha Assem-
list. The last intensive revi- a hurry?" bly constituency in Bihar

sion of the electoral roll in
the state was done in 2002

(Jamui). I have asked my
brother to send details

and Pinkihastohelpelec- 7.66 crelectorsinWestBengal  from the 2002 voter list.”
tors refer to this list to fill asonOct 27,2025 “Tell him to send the
up their forms. details fast. We don’t have

With the December 4 deadline fast ap-
proaching, Pinki has been working to a
plan: “For the first 10 days, I distributed
forms. Every day, I distributed almost 60-
70 forms. For the next 10 days, I collected
forms and uploaded them. Now, it’s the last
stretch. I'll have to hurry up.” She says she
has uploaded 70% of her forms so far.

Besides problems with the app, what
slowed her down, she says, is the indifference
among people. “They know they have time
until December 4 to submit forms. Whenwe
go to their homes, they say, why are you in
such a hurry? Then there are people who
panicwhen they have tofill the form, sothey
bring it and leave it all to me,” she says.

5.30amto12.30 pm

“I'wake up at 5.30 am and start upload-
ing forms at 6. After 8-8.30 am, the app
slows down and then I stop to do some
chores at home. Around 10 am, I leave for
my field visits,” says Pinki.

But before that, she spends consider-

much time,” Pinki says before moving to
Lakhan Das’s house next door. “Why have-
n’t you filled this part? Don't you have any
information on the 2002 voter list? Did you
look for your name, your parents’, your
relatives... anybody at all?” The 40-year-
old nods, says he is not on the 2002 list.
“You keep all your documents ready. You
will be called for a hearing,” says Pinki, leav-
ing behind a worried looking Lakhan.
“Out of 751 electors, I have been able to
match details of almost 570 with the 2002
voter list. Around 182 names are of those
who are either dead or have shifted to other
places. Those who can’t establish any link
with the2002 SIR will be called for ahearing.
So, I am keeping those forms aside because
my gut feelingis that the BLOwill have tobe
present during the hearing,” she says.

12.30 pmto 8 pm

Aftervisiting some more families, Pinki
reaches Jaynarayan Tarka Panchanan
Lane. Here, the parking area of an apart-

iy

ment complex has been converted into
Pinki’s makeshift office, where she sits
from 12.30 pm to 4 pm, helping people fill
up their form.

Assoon as she settlesdown, 70-year-old
Rajinder Singh submiits his form, without
filling in any of the details. Pinki tells him
towait till she has finished with a few forms
and he snaps: “I have to go to the hospital
where my wife is admitted. Yesterday, you
told me to come today. And now, you are
asking me to wait. You think you can take
away my voting rights?”

Pinki smiles and takes Rajinder’s forms,
along with that of his wife and son. She
finds their names on the 2002 list and fills
inthe details. It takes her about 15 minutes
to fill each form.

She attendsto many more people —filling
their forms, answering their queries, bothin
person and on her phone that rings inces-
santly. “One person called to say that hisen-
tire family has misplaced their SIR forms.
After consulting with my supervisor, I told
them to fill the forms online,” she says.

By4 pm, Pinki has managed to collect 60
forms. “They should have given us at least
two monthstodo this.Iam astrong person,
I can overlook my spondylosis or my par-
ents’illness. But, not everyone can take such
pressure. I know many BLOs who are suffer-
ing from anxiety,” she says.

After almost eight hours of field work,
Jaiswal returns home tired. “I have a couple
of hours to myself. After that, from 8 pm,
the fight to upload the forms begins. That’s
the most tedious job,” says Pinki.

Pinki says she misses her students the
most. “I am the class teacher of Class 4 and
my students are completely lost now. I am
trying to complete my SIR job as soon as I
cansothatIcangobacktothem. Theyhave
their examinations coming up next
month,” she says.

8 pmto midnight

Earlier, this was my personal time when
Iwould read books. But now, I spend all that
time uploading forms. I get at least 200
phone callsaday. All that we do for the sake
of democracy!” she laughs.

Beside her, mother Kaveri says, “She eats
almost nothing the entire day. And she has
no time for us — I suffered my teeth ache for
a week before she took me to the dentist.”

Pinki agrees. “Yes, I have no time for
anything now. In fact,  haven’t even filled
up my family's SIR forms. I will have to do
that in the next couple of days,” she says.

SIR after Bihar: What changed for BLOs, electors

Damini Nath

THE ONGOING Special Intensive Revi-
sion (SIR) of electoral rolls in nine states
and three Union Territories is unfolding
differently from the earlier exercise in
Bihar. It's this shift, a procedural one,
that's at the heart of what's visible on the
ground —with reports of alleged stress-re-
lated deaths and suicides among Booth
Level Officers (BLOS).

In Bihar, anyone not found on the
2003 intensive revision roll had to submit
during enumeration one of 11 documents
mandated by the Election Commission.
The EC altered the process for the rest of

the country.

The new form asks electors to provide
details of themselves or any adult relative
in the last intensive revision roll of their
state, but BLOs have been instructed not
to collectdocuments at this stage. Instead,
they must physically search the last inten-

| O

sive revision rolls (from any state
or UT) to trace electors or their
relatives and write the correspond-
ing serial number on the form.
Though BLOs in Bihar were
also tasked with searching the
2003 rolls to match the electors, the dif-
ference in SIR 2 is that the matching is
required for a greater number of electors
as all electors or their parents, aunts,
uncles or grandparents needed to be

traced to the old rolls.

This makes the first phase lighter for
electors, but increases workload for BLOs.
And if the section — with details of the
elector or her family members on the last
intensive role —is left blank, they will get
notices after the draft roll is pub-
lished on December 9, when docu-
ments will be sought.

What has also changed this
time is the speed and scale of ac-
tion against BLOs for any derelic-
tion of duty. In the entire three-month
Bihar SIR, EC sources say, 39 BLOs were
suspended and 42 FIRs filed. In just the
past week in Uttar Pradesh, that count has
already been exceeded — including 60

Pinki Jaiswal at the
parking lot of an
apartment building,
helping electors fill
their enumeration
forms. PARTHA PAUL

Announcedon
October 27, the EC
exercise began from
November 4in Anda-
man and Nicobar Is-
lands, Chhattisgarh,
Goa, Gujarat, Kerala,
Lakshadweep, Mad-
hya Pradesh, Pudu-
cherry, Rajasthan,
Tamil Nadu, Uttar
Pradeshand

West Bengal

eDEADLINES

DECEMBER 4:
Last date to upload
forms

DECEMBER9:
Publication of first
draft list of electors.
After this, notices
willgo out for the
required documents,
andthere willbe a
claims and griev-
ances period

FIRsin Noida alone — though EC officials

work.

maintain they have issued no specificin-
structions to states to initiate FIRs.

The EC had ordered anationwide SIR
onJune 24, with Bihar going first because
of its upcoming polls. After Bihar pub-
lished its final roll on September 30 —
showing a 6% drop in electors — the Com-
mission rolled out the exercise for the 12
states/UTs, with the enumeration phase
from November 4 to December 4.

It is in this phase that reports of BLO
deaths, including at least five suicides,
have surfaced (at least one in West Ben-
gal, another in Rajasthan) with notes
pointing to pressure linked to the SIR
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Laxmi Gupta at a housing complex in Jaipur. PARUL KULSHRESTHA

e RAJASTHAN

‘Most submit blank forms...
[t takes up most of my time’

Parul Kulshrestha

VERY DAY for the past 20 days,

as a weak winter sun struggles

against the chill in Jaipur’s

Mansarovar Extension, Laxmi

Gupta sets off from her home
about noon, slipson her dupatta, grabs her
files, and heads out on her Scooty.

A government schoolteacher, the 54-
year-old is a Booth Level Officer (BLO) ap-
pointed for the Election Commission’s on-
going Special Intensive Revision (SIR) of
electoral rolls. She hasto verify and update
the details of 958 voters in her assigned
area, including five high-rise buildings and
some rural stretches.

Her days are now taken up, she says,
with knocking on doors, cross-checking
documents, answering questions, in per-
son and on the phone, filling forms, and
then refilling them in case of rejections.

Oncue, aresident of Naman Residency,
one of the five high-rises assigned to her,
calls for help with his form. Patiently,
Laxmi says, “First check your name in the
2002 voter list, then fill the SIR form.”

She also places calls requesting that resi-
dents of the five high-rises collect in their
building lobbies so that she can answer
their queries together.

People often come to her with unfilled
applications, she says. “We first distributed
the forms to electors, and they were sup-
posed to fill it up and take
our help if needed. But

complain, before it starts functioning.

Such delays mean that several hours
later, Laxmi has only covered two buildings
and completed 38 forms. She hasalso found
that19 namesonherlistnolongerlivein Ra-
jasthan — the EC has cited weeding out
namessuch asthese asthereason forthe SIR.

Laxmi says they have been told to sub-
mit forms even for those who live here but
may have their votes registered in other
booths. That has added to her work.

It's close to 3 pm now, well past her
lunch time. These days, the 54-year-old
usually grabs something to eat at the
homes of a few acquaintances. It helpsthat
she has been a BLO since 2018 and knows
most people here.

As she exits the building, Laxmi again
goesthrough the namesin herlistand places
calls —some are out of town and others are
unreachable. She says some of them had as-
sured her they would submit the formssoon
but have not been responding now.

The deadline is looming: she has to up-
load details of all the 958 electors in her
booth by December 4. Admitting that the
days are long, she says, “We have to com-
plete atleast 50 forms per day, which is dif-
ficult. Idon't remember whenIwenttothe
market last since November 4 (when she
began the BLO work). Now, the supervisor
will start calling us to know how many
formsIfilled.”

One of the latest messages on the group

is about a show cause no-
tice toa BLO for “not work-

most of them don’t fill up “Inrural areas, ing efficiently".
the forms, and I have tosit
e form, ) peopleassemble . pmto8pm
with them and guide i l
easily. But alot of

them. That takes up most I dhel As the sun goes down,
of my time.” pgop e ’?ee clp Laxmi heads home. She

The last intensive revi- with ﬁllmgf orms lives in a fourth-floor flat
sion of the electoral roll in or using with her husband and
Rajasthan was conducted S artp hones” mother-in-law. Her son

in2002, and thatisthe ref-
erence point for this exer-
cise, with voters required
to check their or their
family members' names
against that list.

Laxmi says she had shared the 2002 list
with electors via WhatsApp, after she had
distributed the forms. Most of the electors
in her list figure on the 2002 list, making it
easier for her compared to other BLOs, who
have the onus of doing the matching. If the
applicants have failed to match, or not
understood how to doit, Laxmi helpsthem
search with their address (if it has been the
same since 2002) or their EPIC number.

An angry elector calls up Laxmi to com-
plain: “Where are you? I have not received
any form tillnow. How am I supposed to get
my verification done?” Laxmi puts him on
speaker as she sifts through the papers with
her. Finding the relevant document, she
tells him she visited his house a day earlier,
but there was no one at home. The man
calls her “irresponsible”, claiming he never
got his form, before hanging up.

“What am I supposed to do? People
think they can talktous asthey please, with-
out realising how overworked we are,”
Laxmi says.

She usually leaves on her rounds in the
afternoon and again late evenings, when
people are most likely to be home.

It's easierin rural areas, she says, where
people assemble easily. But there are other
challenges. “A lot of them need help with
filling forms or using smartphones. So, I
have to fill every form fully... In urban
areas, with some guidance, people usually
fill the forms themselves.”

NoontoSpm

In the lobby of Naman Residency, as she
helps residents fill up forms and matches
their names against the 2002 list, the server
of the BLO app keeps crashing every 15 min-
utes. Laxmihastocallupanacquaintanceto

5.46 crelectorsin Rajasthan
asonOct 27,2025

and daughter, both mar-
ried and employed in the
IT sector, live in Benga-
luru. Laxmi’s family does-
n’t expect her to help with
making dinner these days,
so she gets down to work as soon she gets
home.

Her husband Sudheer Gupta, who
works for a private firm, says he is mostly
done by 6 pm and accompanies his wife if
she has to head out again in the evening.

The eight-seater dining table is almost
entirely covered with electoral forms. The
callson Laxmi’s phone are still on, and this
time an elderly woman wants her totalk to
her daughter about help with the form.

Laxmi estimates that she must have
completed 65% of her work, which in-
cludes the 5%-7% of rejected forms, which
she will have to be resubmit.

Halfan hour later, after tea and biscuits,
Laxmi sets off again. Darkness settles
rapidly, but she must submit the forms she
has filled to her supervisor, a fellow em-
ployee at the Government Upper Primary
School, Dholai, where she works.

The supervisor, helped by others, up-
loads the forms that Laxmi and the other
BLOs have submitted.

Narayan Sisodia, spokesperson of the Ra-
jasthan Teachers’ and Panchayati Raj Em-
ployees’ Union, talks about the long hours
required of the BLOs. Calling it “excessive
pressure”, he accuses the Bhajan Lal Sharma
government of competing to outshine its
counterparts in finishing the SIR process.

As of November 22, Rajasthan was
among the top performers with 60.54% of
its SIR forms digitised, according to data
shared by the Election Commission.

8pmito...

Laxmi gets back home between 7 and 8
pm. After dinner, the calls begin again. “Be
ready with the forms... I'll be there tomor-
row morning,” she tells one of them.
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Tejas crash: Need
for &risks in high-
performance

alr manoeuvres
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EXPERT INTERVIEW

AIR MARSHAL DIPTENDU CHOUDHURY (RETD)

INTHE backdrop of thetragic crash of a Tejas fighter jet at
the Dubai Airshow last week, former Commandant of the
Gwalior-based Tactics and Air Combat Establishment
(TACDE), Air Marshal Diptendu Choudhury (retd),
tells Amrita Nayak Dutta about the common reasons for
airdisplay accidents, and therisks and relevance of high-
performance manoeuvres in military aviation. Wing Com-
mander Namansh Syal had performed the negative G ma-
noeuvre with the Tejas aircraft seconds beforeit crashed.

While aformal inquiry will establish the exact cause
oftherecent Tejas crash, what are the reasons
typically found for such accidents globally?

Display accidents occur for a variety of reasons. There
are technical aspects, and weather conditions like hazy
visibility and low clouds. Then there are countless pilot-
related aspects, including aeromedical, that can occurin
sustained high G flying (flying under very high gravita-
tional forces, or G-forces). These include grey-out, black-
out, red-out, GLOC, which is G-induced loss of
consciousness, etc. This can impair the reflexes,
consciousness, and reaction time of the pilot. When you
are flying in the high-performance envelope of aircraft
performance, while simultaneously and equally pushing
the envelope of the human body and mental agility, there
are innumerable reasons where things can go wrong.

How differentis performing an aerial displayina
domestic flypast vis-a-vis flying in a global air show?

The fundamental difference lies in who is running the
show. If it is the IAF, there are strict military display
benchmarks where safety takes priority over
performance.

Ifitis an air show display, whether international
(Paris, Dubai air shows,
etc.) or national (Benga-
luru air show, Defence
Expos, etc.), the
dynamics are quite dif-
ferent compared with the
Republic Day or Air Force
Day flypasts.

Single aircraft fighter
displays in commercial
air shows are not for
showmanship, butan
aerial demonstration of
the platform's perform-
ance envelope, where the
envelopeis pushed
within tight safety mar-
gins. Similarly, when formation aerobatics are flown, the
challenges of coordination, precision, and timing are
critical. So, in away, all display flying has its inherent
dangers.

IAF Tejas crashed at the Dubai
Air Show last week. pTi

Having headed TACDE, what would you say are some
of the common but most difficult manoeuvres to
execute while flying a fighter jet? Are these
manoeuvres common in combat, or are more suited
for aerial displays?

All high-performance manoeuvres flown have some
direct or indirect combat relevance in military aviation.
Display manoeuvres are flown with precision, with strict
adherenceto flight parameters where display is balanced
with flight safety. In combat flying, where you are expected
to push human and aircraft envelopes to win, the stakes are
different. Each manoeuvre involves aerodynamic and
structural limits of the aircraft, along with the pilot's physi-
cal, spatial, and aeromedical limits. But the difference lies
inwhether they are being performed at higher altitudes, as
isdone duringtraining, or executed at low altitudes, where
safety and recovery margins are much lower, whether dur-
ing combat exercises or displays.

Could you speak about the challenges involvedin a
negative G manoeuvre? How does it differ from a
positive G?

Fundamentally, in positive G manoeuvres, pilots feel
pushed into their seat due to high gravitational forces.
Blood rushes to the feet and one can ‘blackout’. Ina
negative G manoeuvre, the pilot feels being thrown out
of his seat, and here the blood rushes to the head and he
experiences a ‘redout’.

One canrecover from this easily provided oneisata
high altitude. At low levels, the recovery margins are
very narrow and can easily prove fatal. Military pilots
train relentlessly to deal with G, whether positive or
negative, and yet sometimes it may not prove enough.

In low-level aerobatic displays, milliseconds matter.
On average, the platform is travelling at speeds of around
200 metres per second. At a height of 150 metres, the re-
actiontime to hit the ground can be aslow as asecond,
depending on your downward vector. On the lastill-fated
manoeuvre of the Tejas, Iwould not like to comment till
the official enquiry establishes the facts.

Which fighter jets can typically perform a negative G?
All fighters can perform negative G manoeuvres, but
the limits vary depending on their role. However, not all
fighters display this capability in their performance
demos. The Tejas is probably among the very few to do so.

Do such accidents reflect on the aircraft?

No, till established as so. The crash is a tragedy, and its
outcome needsto be dealt with separately. The Tejasis a
flagbearer of Indian aviation. While the stringent enquiry
run by the IAF will establish the cause of the crash, there is
alarger strategic issue of the nation’s reducing combat air
power capacity. The aircraft which flew in the display was
the Mk 1, not the 180 Mk 1A that the IAF had ordered. In
this case, the focus on HAL is inevitable. It needs to
recover its credibility and reliability by fulfilling on prior-
ity the long-promised pendingorders of its primary cus-
tomer, the IAF.

e AVIATION

Hayli Gubbi: Why volcanic
ash is dangerous for aircraft
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SUKALP SHARMA

THE ERUPTION of the Hayli Gubbi vol-
cano in Ethiopia on Sunday disrupted air-
line schedules in various countries, includ-
ing India. Some flights were cancelled, a
number of others faced delays, while a few
had to be diverted. India’s aviation safety
regulator, the Directorate General of Civil
Aviation (DGCA), on Monday issued an ur-
gent operational advisory to all Indian air-
lines asking them to strictly avoid volcanic
ash-affected areas and flight altitudes. It
alsodirected carriers toimmediately report
any suspected ash encounter, “including
engine performance anomalies or cabin
smoke/odour”.

Following the eruption, reported asthe
first for Hayli Gubbi in around 12,000
years, the ash clouds drifted over various
countries, including Yemen, Oman, Pak-
istan, and parts of India. The ash clouds en-
tered India on Monday from Gujarat and
Rajasthan, and then moved towards Delhi
and Uttar Pradesh, in the southwest to
north-easterly direction. These are ex-
pected to move fully into China by Tues-
day evening. The eruption had set thick
plumes of smoke and volcanicashupto 14
km into the sky.

But why is volcanic ash such a major
concern for the aviation sector?

Volcanic ash particles are extremely ab-
rasive and can clog important sensors, im-
pair pneumatics, make the cockpit wind-
screens opaque, but more critically, they
can damage the turbine blades of the air-
craft engine and lead to it stalling or flam-
ing out. Along with abrasive particles, vol-
canic ash clouds also contain some toxic
gases that can potentially enter the air-
craft’s ventilation system. This could lead
toadropinthe cabin’sair quality and cause
respiratory troubles.

Enemy of thejet engine

From an aviation safety perspective, the
most significant threat posed by volcanic
ashistoaircraft engines. A jet engine draws
in air, compresses it, and ignites it by mix-
ingit with aviation fuel. The resultant high-
pressure gases rush backwards, which in
turn pushes the engine and the plane for-
ward. Proper balance between airflow and
jet fuel is crucial for the jet engine to func-
tion, and adisruption in airflow could lead
to an engine flameout or shutdown.

Ash billows from the eruption of the Hayli Gubbi volcanoin
Ethiopia’s Afar region on Sunday. ap
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*SCIENCE OF VOLCANO
ERUPTIONS

®\/olcanoes erupt because of how heat
moves beneath Earth’s surface. Deep within
the planet, it is so hot that rocks slowly melt to
become a thick, flowing substance called
magma. Since it is lighter than the solid rock
around it, magma rises, collecting in
chambers near the surface.

® As these chambers fill up, pressure exerted
on the surrounding rock increases. Eventually,
some of the magma pushes through the cracks
inthe rock, and vents onto the surface. Thisis a
volcanic eruption; the magma that has erupted
is called lava.

The hottest part of ajet engine heatsup
toover 1,500 degree Celsius, while volcanic
ash, which contains a lot of silica, melts at
around 1,000 degree. When volcanic ash,
which is effectively like powdered glass,
enters the engine’s combustion chamber,
it melts and changes into something very
similar to molten glass. This then goes to
the turbine blades of the engine, and could
easily form alayer of molten glass on them.
This layer could effectively prevent the
blades from functioning properly, which
could result in the engine shutting down.
And if all engines shut down, the plane is
basically a glider.

If that happens, pilots are required to
shut the engines down and glide the air-
craft down through cold air. The cold air, as
it passes through the engine, shatters the
glasslayer on the turbine blades. If all goes
well, the engines can resume working, at
least enough to allow the plane to divert to
the nearest airport and land safely. But
some of the damage to the engines and
their innumerable components from vol-
canic ash could end up being permanent.

Key points

If volcanic ash
enters the
combustion
chamber of the
aircraft’s engine,
itcanresultin
the shut-down
of the engine.

Volcanic ash
contains toxic
gases, which can
enter aircrafts’
ventilation
system, causing a
dropin cabin’s
air quality.

In a sector thatislaser-focused on safety;, it
isjust not worth the risk.

Past scares

The aviation sector’s dread of volcanic
ash is not theoretical. There have beeninci-
dents in the past that show just how real
and present the danger is following a vol-
canic eruption.

In 1982, a British Airways Boeing 747
aircraft operating a flight from London to
New Zealand’s Auckland flew into a cloud
of volcanic ash caused by the eruption of
Mount Galunggung in Indonesia. All four
engines of the 747 shut down after en-
countering the ash. Fortunately, the pilots
were able to glide the plane away from the
ash cloud and were successful in restart-
ing the engines, after which the plane di-
verted to Jakarta and landed there. A
number of engine parts were found to
have been damaged significantly from
volcanic ash particles, and the pilots’
windscreens were also sandblasted by the
ash, impairing their ability to see outside
the aircraft as they flew.

Abrasive volcanic ash particles
can damage engines, clog
Sensors, impair pneumatics,
and compromise visibility

Then in 1989, all four engines of a KLM
Boeing 747 failed when the aircraft, which
was less than six months old, flew through
athickvolcanic ash cloud from Mount Re-
doubt in Alaska, which had erupted a day
earlier. The pilots of the aircraft, flying to
Tokyo from Amsterdam, failed in the first
few attempts to restart the engines, but
eventually succeeded. The aircraft then
diverted to Anchorage in Alaska. All four
engines had suffered significant damage
and had to be replaced. The incident
caused over $80 million worth of damage
to the aircraft.

DGCA’s urgent advisory on

Hayli Gubbi ash clouds

The DGCA on Monday asked Indian air-
lines to conduct post-flight engine and air-
frame inspections for aircraft operating near
the affected areas, and suspend or delay op-
erations to impacted airports if conditions
worsen. They were also asked to monitor for
engine performance fluctuations, cabin
smoke or odour events, weather changes af-
fecting ash dispersion, and to ensure com-
pliance with aircraft manufacturer recom-
mendations and volcanic ash guidance
material from the International Civil Avi-
ation Organization (ICAO).

Flight dispatchers were directed to con-
tinuously monitor volcanic ash advisories,
satellite imagery, meteorological data, and
ash movement forecasts.

“If volcanic ash affects an airport, the
operators (airlines) may advise immediate
inspection of runways, taxiways, and
aprons to be conducted,” the DGCA advis-
ory read. It added that airport operations
“may be restricted or suspended” based on
contamination, and cleaning procedures
must be completed before resumption of
operations.

Airlines are closely monitoring the situ-
ation in line with the DGCA advisory. Tata
group airline Air India said that it cancelled
11 flights between Monday and Tuesday
due to precautionary checks on its aircraft
that had flown over certain areas after the
Hayli Gubbi eruption. A few IndiGo and
Akasa Air flights are also learnt to have
been cancelled or delayed.

On Monday night, IndiGo had said,
“Our teams are closely tracking the situ-
ation in coordination with international
aviation bodies. We are fully prepared with
all necessary precautions to ensure safe
and reliable operations. Our 6E teams are
available across all touchpoints to support
you with any assistance you may need. We
will continue to monitor the developments
round the clock and keep you informed of
any updates to help minimise inconven-
ience (ifany).”

How ash clouds from Ethiopia volcano reached all the way to India

AMITABH SINHA
New Delhi, November 25

A high-altitude cloud of volcanic ash from
Ethiopiathat had entered the Indian region
on Monday afternoon is expected to fully
cross over to China by Tuesday evening.
The volcanic ash emerged from a rare erup-
tion of the Hayli Gubbi volcano in the
northeastern part of Ethiopia, near the Red
Sea coastline.

The volcanic ash was travelling at the
height at which most long-distance air-
planes fly. Airline schedules had to be dis-
rupted to avoid it. The India Meteorological
Department said the situation would revert
to normal from Tuesday evening.

What wasit?

The Hayli Gubbi volcano erupted on
Sunday, by all accounts for the first time in

about 12,000 years. There was no lava or
magma flow, but large amounts of gasand
plume, consisting possibly of small frag-
ments of rocks, glass and some other ma-
terial, were ejected in an explosive erup-
tion. The heavier among these would have
fallen in nearby areas, but the very fine
particles, and gases like sulphur dioxide or
carbon dioxide, would rise very high in the
atmosphere, about 15-40 km above the
surface.

This happens mainly because the air
around the volcano heats up severely, be-
comes lighter and rises, taking along with
it the finer particles and gases.

At that height, air currents are very
strong, and the volcanic plume generally
travels in the direction of the air current.
This is what happened in the case of the
plume coming out of Ethiopian eruptions.

Followingair currents, the volcanic ash

What helps pigeons navigate long

distances back to their home

SCIENTISTS HAVE long known that
pigeons navigate using the Earth's
magnetic field. Now, anew study has
provided clues about how these birds
detect magnetic fields and process the
information. It has found that pigeons
can sense the Earth’s magnetic field by
detecting tiny electrical currentsin
their inner ears. The analysis was pub-
lished in the journal Science on
November 20.

For the study, the scientists
exposed six pigeons to amagnetic
field slightly stronger than Earth’s.
Then, they mapped the brain activity
of these pigeons to see which neurons
responded to the magnetic field. They
subsequently compared the maps of
brain activity of pigeons exposed to
the magnetic field to those which were
not exposed to the magnetic field.

The results showed that the
vestibular nuclei — abrainstem area
that gets information from the inner
ear — are activated by mag-
netic fields in pigeons.

The scientists also
performed atechnique called single-
cell sequencing in vestibular system
cellstolook for molecules involved in
detectingelectric currents. They

| 1
| WILDLIFE}

Magnetic fields activate vestibular nuclei —a
brainstem area — in pigeons. JAIPAL SINGH

found a high prevalence of proteins
sensitive to electromagnetic changes,
accordingtoareportin Science.

This meansthatwhena
pigeonbobsits head, its
inner-earloops
provide information to the
brain about the magnetic field. The
process helps them navigate long dis-
tances backtothelocationtheyident-
ify ashome. EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE

Eastward

journey

@ \/olcanic plumes
followed air currents
towards the Indian
region, entering from
Gujarat and Rajas-
than, and then mov-
ing towards Delhi
and Uttar Pradesh.

® The movement of
volcanic plumesis
not along-term phe-
nomenon. Theirim-
pact can ceaseto
exist within the next
couple of days.

2 THINGS TO KNOW &

and gases travelled eastwards towards the
Indian region, entering from Gujarat and
Rajasthan, and then movingtowards Delhi
and Uttar Pradesh, in the southwest to
northeasterly direction. Following the
same trajectory, these are expected to move
completely into China by Tuesday evening.

Was it dangerous?

The material coming out of volcanic
eruptions is a major health hazard. This
plume was moving at very high altitudes,
because of which there was no threat to
human beings. But they did pose a risk
to airplanes. Commercial airlines,
mainly on long-distance international
routes, usually fly between 10-14 km
above the Earth.

There is an international network of
centres that track volcanic eruptions all
over the world and issue alerts of possible

risks. They are communicated to civil avi-
ation authorities in real time, based on
which air traffic is managed.

What next?

The movement of volcanic plumes is a
short-term phenomenon. Their impact
would most likely cease to exist completely
within the next couple of days. Over time,
thefine particlesin the plume disperse, and
spread out in concentrations that are no
longer amatter of concern. Clouds and rain
wash out a lot of these, significantly miti-
gating their effects.

The gases in the plume, like sulphur di-
oxide or carbon dioxide, can remain much
longer, but these gases already exist in the
atmosphere. Their quantity in the plume
is not so high as to make any appreciable
difference to their existing concentration
in the atmosphere.

How a one-week social media break can
benefit mental health of young adults

DIALLING DOWN the use of social
media for aweek reduced symptoms of
anxiety, depression and in-
somniain young adults, ac-
cordingto astudy published
on Monday in the journal JAMA Net-
work Open.

Researchers followed 295
volunteers, ages 18 to 24, who opted to
take abreak from social media.
Instructed to stay off social media as
much as possible, the group, on aver-

Avoiding social media helped reduce symptoms of
anxiety and depression in young adults. THE NYT
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age, reduced it tohalfan hour per day
fromjustless than two hours. Before
and after, the participants
answered surveys measuring
depression, anxiety, insom-
nia, loneliness and several problem-
atic social media behaviours.

Overall, they reported positive
changes: On average, symptoms of
anxiety dropped by 16.1%; symptoms
of depression by 24.8%; and symptoms
ofinsomnia by 14.5%. The
improvement was most pronouncedin
subjects with more severe depression.
There was no change in reported lone-
liness — perhaps, the authors wrote,
because the platforms play a construc-
tive socialrole.

Dr John Torous, an associate pro-
fessor of psychiatry at Harvard Medi-
cal School and a co-author of the
study, said reducing social media “cer-
tainly would not be your first-line or
your only form of care,” but the study
showed it could be useful asan
adjuncttreatment.

The mental health benefit seemed
to come from avoiding problematic
social mediabehavioursratherthana
changeinoverall screen time, the
authorssaid. THENYT
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Cong democracy
turns inio drifi

Vrtues, when stretched without measure, can be-
come vices. The ongoing political slugfest in Karnataka
is a prime example of internal democracy mutating into
indiscipline, paralysis, and public embarrassment. For
several weeks now, two towering Congress leaders—
Chief Minister Siddaramaiah and Deputy Chief Minister
DK Shivakumar—have been locked in a power struggle
that has brought governance to a virtual standstill. The
spectacle has not only distracted the government but
also diminished its credibility among the people. At the
heart of the crisis is an alleged understanding reached
during government formation two and a half years ago.
According to Shivakumar’s supporters, the agreement
stipulated that Siddaramaiah would step aside at the
halfway mark of the five-year term to enable Shivaku-
mar to take over as Chief Minister. With the government
now entering its second half, they argue, the time has
come for the transition. Siddaramaiah’s camp firmly
denies any such pact, asserting instead that he enjoys the
support of the majority of Congress MLAs.

One great advantage the grand old party, the Indian
National Congress, has always claimed is its tradition of
internal democracy.

No other political | 1he Congressmust

party in the country | remember:

can boast of this asset § internal

with equal conviction. democracy is

A Congressman can dmirable. b .
speak his mind, even aamiraole, but it
criticise the leader- | Should never be

ship openly, without § allowed to come at
fearing expulsion or § the cost ofthe party

retribution. The rise of
public intellectual-politicians like Shashi Tharoor is a tes-
tament to this culture. In most other parties, such frank-
ness would have resulted in summary dismissal—as the
recent experience of former bureaucrat-turned-BJP
leader and former Union minister RK Singh from Bihar
demonstrates. Yet, the Karnataka crisis illustrates how
this very democracy, when left unchecked, can spiral
into open defiance and administrative drift.

The controversy has now landed at the doorstep of the
Congress high command. But the high command of
today is neither sufficiently “high” nor demonstrably ca-
pable of commanding. In earlier decades, party presi-
dents enforced discipline with clarity and finality. Today,
they seem hesitant, even helpless, as multiple delega-
tions of MLAs shuttle to Delhi to plead their case. Six
MLAs backing Shivakumar travelled to the capital on
November 23, and more are expected. Some ten legis-
lators had already met Mallikarjun Kharge earlier, press-
ing for a change of guard. Meanwhile, Siddaramaiah
publicly insists that MLAs have the freedom to express
their views but adds that the ultimate decision must rest
with the high command. True, internal democracy is a
strength. But democracy does not mean drift, indecision,
or the erosion of governmental authority. The people of
Karnataka are watching this tamasha unfold, and the
Opposition—especially the BJP—is waiting in the wings,
eager to exploit the chaos. The Congress must re-
member: internal democracy is admirable, but it should
never be allowed to come at the cost of the party—or the
government it leads.

A star at ease
with himself

In a very significant way, Bollywood actor Dharmen-
dra, who died in Mumbai on Monday after being ill for
a short time, was multifaceted. He mastered both com-
edies and tragedies with unimaginable ease. Born Dhar-
mendra Singh Deol in a humble Jat Sikh family in rural
Punjab, he pushed his way to the higher echelons of mo-
viedom to sink into characters that were mind-bog-
glingly varied and enormously captivating. Once a
Member of Parliament and the winner of Padma Bhu-
shan in 2012, his private life had masala all right. Despite
being married to Prakash Kaur, he tied the knot with
“Dream Girl” Hema Malini. Yes, it was not a union Indian
law recognised, but Dharmendra seemed not to care.
Neither did Hema. Interestingly, he never divorced Pra-
kash, living famously in a bigamous union and brazenly
flouting the law which forbade it. Although his private
life did not augur well with prevailing social normes, his
brilliance on screen just about erased the black clouds
which threatened his peace and wellbeing.

Despite this disturbing patch, his movies made money
and endeared him to the masses. Two of his films stand
out among his innumerable: Sholay and Chupke
Chupke. While the first was considered Indian cinema’s
defining moment with its violent passages and unforget-
table characters, with Dharmendra essaying small-time
crook Veru, Chupke Chupke was a rib-tickling comedy
in which the star, Dharmendra, although a professor,
had to “act” as a driver to meet his lady love. Dharmen-
dra may not have reached the heights of Balraj Sahani or
Dilip Kumar, but he was as endearing as Dev Anand or
Shashi Kapoor and brought rare freshness to his roles.
As a principled engineer in Satyakam (moving from
hope to disillusionment) and a good-hearted crook in
Phool Aur Pathar, he was just superb. And these finally
led him to take off his shirt and be dubbed as a “He-Man”,
catering to female sexuality. In fact, he was the first Bol-
lywood actor to have clinched this tag. Once he told his
biographer, Rajiv Vijayakar, “I only had my dreams...” But
they finally got him stardom and the dream girl herself!

Although he dabbled briefly in politics, his heart
longed for the simpler ways of life and living, the only
exception being acting. He would often go away to his
farm, tending to his crops and cows and soaking in the
comfort of sunshine and greenery. Power, he never han-
kered after, nor did he want glory. What caught his fancy
was sheer simplicity and a way of life that had this
strange cocktail of romance and ruggedness. After all,
he came from a farming family and was proud to call
himself a farmer’s son. In a journey that spanned six dec-
ades and over 300 movies, Dharmendra shone like a star,
his boyish charm and infectious smile lighting up the
lives of all those who swore by his performances.

Bird’s Eye View
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A farmer, a poet, and an actor,
but never a parliamentarian

The one thing that remained unchanged in Dharmendra’s long journey

MANISHA PANDE

Ehsaan-e-mand hoon zabaan-e-Urdu
tera/teri zabaan mein bayan-e-ehsaas-
e-dil aa gaya...

[ am grateful to you O Urdu for I have
learnt to express my emotions through
you. —Dharmendra

en I first
saw Dhar-
mendra
many
years ago, I wondered to myself,
‘God, what if youd made me like
him: so handsome with heavenly
eyes.” The praise came from none
other than the legend, Dilip Kumar,
while presenting the lifetime
achievement award to Dharmendra
at the 42nd Filmfare Awards way
back in 1997. What he said next was
perhaps the highest point of Dhar-
mendra’s personal and professional
lives. “A simple man is great at por-
traying tragedies, and I thought he
will now surge ahead of me,” con-
fessed the thespian to a visibly emo-
tional Dharam.

Dharmendra’s almost seven-dec-
ade-long career saw many highs
and lows, and he battled numerous
controversies, but he never lost the
love and support of his numerous
fans, not even after the widely criti-
cised remark he made during his
2004 election campaign in Bikaner,
saying that people should elect him
so that he could become a “dictator”
and enforce moral discipline in so-
ciety. Ultimately, the budding politi-
cian in him lost out to the seasoned
actor, and Dharmendra made a
graceful, and grateful, exit from
politics.

The ruggedly handsome actor
was in love with love itself, and that

(&

BRIG BYTES

| showed in his personality—in the

way he smiled, in the way he talked,
and in the way he looked—and his
poetry. It is no surprise then that he
became a heartthrob of countless
women, both on and off screen, be
that his childhood crush Hamida,
tragedy queen Meena Kumari,
Dream Girl Hema Malini, who be-
came his second wife, actress Anita
Raj, or his wife of 70+ years, Prakash
Kaur, who remained by his side till
the very end.

In his book, Dharmendra: Not
Just a He Man, author Rajiv Vijaya-
kar writes about the relationship
Dharmendra shared with actress
Meena Kumari, “Most of the indus-
try believes—and perhaps, rightly
so—that it was the star-crossed ac-
tress, bereft of enough love and af-
fection in real life, who took a fancy
to the strapping young man she had
come to know since the time they
began shooting for Purnima..
Dharmendra had a very promising
box-office track record that had al-
ready given him an edge over con-
temporaries and some seniors, so
we must say that the idea that Dhar-
mendra used Meena Kumari for ca-
reer advancement does not hold
water. As for their coincidental big-
gest hit together, Phool Aur Patthar,
it was Dharmendra’s work and phy-
sique (strictly in that order) that
zoomed his status way up when the
film was loved.”

For his part, Dharmendra always
maintained that he was not in love
with the great actress but was her
fan. “If you call the relationship be-
tween a fan and a star as love, then
consider it as love,” he said in an in-
terview years ago, putting an end to

Garam Dharam: He was the quintessen-
tial He Man of Hindi film industry, a tough
man with a soft heart which he wore on
his sleeve.

the controversy once and for all. But
there’s no denying that Meena Ku-
mari was crazily in love with the
handsome newcomer, a fact cor-
roborated by the famous ‘Maut Mu-
barak’ letter Nargis wrote after
Meena’s death in which she gave a
glimpse into Meena Kumari’s per-
sonal life. “If Meena ever turned
crazy in love for someone, it was
Dharmendra,” the letter boldly
states.

If there was ever a blemish on
Dharmendra’s impeccable char-
acter, it was his relationship with
the bottle. The actor loved his drink
a tad too much, especially at the
peak of his career, so much so that
once he grabbed his father by the
collar in an inebriated state. For the
man steeped in family values and

traditions, such an act was simply
unpardonable. And the memory of
that incident haunted him for the
rest of his life. But his love for the
bottle continued unabated. There
are many instances of him drinking
on the sets or arriving drunk for
shooting. But no one can recall him
misbehaving. In fact, it was his un-
deniable charm that made thespian
Ashok Kumar break his strict rule
of not working on January 1. De-
spite the warning from the senior
actor to stay away from new year
celebrations and alcohol, Dharmen-
dra did the opposite, and when a
drunk Dharam fell into Dadamoni’s
lap while shooting a scene and
pleaded with folded hands that he
was unable to work, the senior
actor was magnanimous enough to
give him time to recover. Such was
his charm. The film was the 1966
blockbuster Mamta.

Unfortunately, in his long career
of more than 300 films, spanning six
decades, Dharmendra never re-
ceived a single award for acting de-
spite giving some memorable
performances involving different
genres from comedy to action to
tragedy, a hurt he carried in his
heart throughout. Dilip Kumar was
not wrong about his remarkable
ability to portray tragedies superbly.
Anyone who has watched him por-
tray the character of Satyapriya in
the movie Satyakam would vouch
for that. The sensitivity with which
the character has been approached
is testament to the underlying gen-
ius of the man whose greatness, un-
fortunately, remained restricted to
his physical appearance in an in-
dustry besotted with beauty.

from a humble farmer to a superstar was his connection to the soil

With his charismatic personality,
unbridled charm, and childlike en-
thusiasm, no other actor has, per-
haps, portrayed romance so
beautifully as the He Man of Bolly-
wood did. And he was not averse to
experimenting in films either, even
if it meant being intimate on screen
at the ripe old age of 87. The widely
discussed “kiss” in Rocky Aur Rani
ki Prem Kahani (2023) that created
as much controversy as excitement
was brushed aside by the actor as
merely a film requirement. One re-
calls another incident where while
enacting a romantic sequence,
Dharmendra reached down and
planted a kiss on his heroine’s back
in the flow of the moment. The film
was Mamta, and the heroine was
none other than the iconic Bengali
beauty, Suchitra Sen. The moment
was unscripted and left Suchitra
feeling embarrassed and dis-
pleased. But the spontaneity of the
action was so captivating that the
act was retained in the final cut. Of
course, being a thorough gentle-
man, he later apologised to his dis-
gruntled leading lady. The one thing
that remained unchanged in Dha-
ram’s long journey from a humble
farmer, Dharminder Singh Deol, to
superstar Dharmendra was his con-
nection to the soil. Amid the glam
and glitter of the showbiz, here was
a man who remained true to him-
self and his village compatriots. And
it was this connection that kept him
sane in a world that is as superficial
and make-believe as the films it pro-
duces.

The writer is in charge of the FPJ edit page
and an author.

TEJAS : THE NEED FOR

BRIG SUYASH SHARMA, VSM (RETD)

he recent Tejas
crash during the
Dubai Air show has
been a huge setback
for our fledgling aero industry and our
efforts at indigenisation in this crucial
dimension of modern day warfare. Air
shows world over are technology dem-
onstration arenas, where global
powers showcase their wares and ob-
viously the best of the systems are put
on display. This was by no means a
maiden effort by Tejas, as it has already
participated in a number of air shows
and even joint international exercises.
In fact two squadrons have even been
deployed for operations. Both the vari-
ants of Tejas, Mk 1 and Mk1A were de-
ployed in OP SINDOOR. It was
formally named Tejas in 2003 and the
name may have been derived from the
verse,
“Om Namah Shivaya Gurave
Sacchidananda-Murtaye

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Nisprapancaya Santaya
Niralambaya Tejase”
which means, ‘We respect Shiva who

is the supreme guide and who is the em-
bodiment of truth, tranquility and bliss.
He is independent, full of peace and is
full of spiritual light known as tejas’. Like
Shiva, it is capable of inflicting destruc-
tion in the adversaries camps at cosmic
levels.

Itis a 4.5 generation, delta wing,
multi role combat aircraft which has
been designed by Aeronautical Design
Agency and manufactured by Hindus-
tan Aeronautics Limited. A 4.5 gener-
ation differs from the fifth generation
fighter as it does not have stealth capa-
bility. Stealth essentially implies near
invisibility to radars. So barring stealth,
Tejas is a highly advanced fighter jet
and although it has been more than
four decades in making, it has come of
age now. Recently with MIG 21s having

| been phased out finally, Tejas will be |

the main stay of the [AF inventory.
We have the expertise to go to the
moon or even Mars, build aircraft car-
riers, nuclear submarines, but when it
comes to these lean mean fighting ma-
chines, the supersonic jets, we are still
struggling. Before I go in to the reasons
for this huge void in our military capa-
bility, a word about the loss of the
precious life of the pilot Wing Com-
mander Namansh Syal, our heart goes
out to the bereaved family whose son
had made them proud by turning into
anace test pilot, a rare distinction be-

stowed upon the best in business. |

While the inquiry committee will no
doubt unearth the reasons for this un-
fortunate crash, one thing is certain,
the pilot ensured that he lived upto the
Chetwodian motto of his own personal
safety being the last priority’ and pre-
vented any collateral damage, but in
the process laid down his own life. This
also reminds me of the Urdu couplet,
“Girte hain Shahsawar hi maidan-e-
jang mein, Vo tifl kya gire jo ghutno ke
bal chale” meaning it is only the brave
and valorous fighters who fall, lesser
mortals obviously don.

The reasons for any crash is either
failure of the systems themselves, sab-
otage, or may even be a result of elec-
tronic or cyber warfare or, sometimes
even pilot error. The aircraft is
powered by GE Aerospace F404-IN20
engine, which is the heart of the system
itself. This dependence creates a huge
vulnerability and exposes our failure at
not being able to develop this critical

TOTAL INDIGENISATION

The lesson is clear: without indigenous engines, air power remains
borrowed. Atmanirbhar Bharat must now go full throttle

component ourselves. Isnt it ironic that
we have successfully developed and
deployed cryogenic engines when we
were denied these post Pokharan II in
1998 due to sanctions imposed by the
US. But Kaveri engine which was de-
signed for combat aircrafts has not
been a successful venture and has
taken a back seat with our reliance on
the GE engines. Technology denial is
the most potent weapon which the
world powers have been exploiting
over the years. We are acutely aware of
the Chinese propensity of installing
backdoor malware in their systems,
providing them with not only intelli-
gence but also the kill switch to render
the systems ineffective when most
needed remotely. In modern warfare,
these acts are not unheard of and will
be used extensively, as PM Modi has
been stressing,we have no other option
but to rely on just one mantra, “at-
manirbharta” or self reliance.

Dear reader, we are eager to know your opinions, comments and suggestions. Write to editor.indore@fpj.co.in Using snail mail? Send your letters to

Free Press, Free Press House, 3/54, Press Complex, AB Road, Indore 452008

Not a fit captain
It seems the selectors have
chosen a real joker to lead
the Indian Test team at
Guwahati. Though he has
been trying to copy leg-
endary wicketkeeper and
captain cool MS Dhoni, he
has failed miserably both
in front and behind the
wickets. The less said
about his antics and
chatter behind the wicket,
the better. He is keen to be
everywhere and tries to
catch balls going towards
slip and even forward
short leg. God save Indian
cricket from such clowns.
N. Mahadevan, Chennai

Vijaya’s vision

The launch of actor Vijay’s
Tamilaga Vettri Kazha-
gam’s vision to provide
every household in Tamil
Nadu with a motorcycle, a
permanent home and a
stable income is both bold
and beatifying. However,
populist aspirations need
the scaffolding of detailed
planning—how will this in-
come stability be gener-
ated? What timeline
ensures the housing
promise? What safeguards
stop this from becoming
just election rhetoric? The
vision sounds inclusive, yet
the process risks remain-

| ing exclusive if youth,

women and marginalised
groups are bypassed in
implementation.
Gopalaswamy J., Chennai

Wrong move
The proposal to appoint a
separate lieutenant gov-
ernor for Chandigarh is
preposterous. Chandigarh
is not just an adminis-
trative space; it embodies
Punjab’s historical sacri-
fices and identity, and any
unilateral move risks re-
opening old wounds. The
rare unity of Punjab’s
political leadership against
this proposal reflects the
depth of sentiment in-
volved. Administrative re-
forms must never trample
emotional and constitu-
tional realities. Dialogue,
constitutional clarity, and
respect for historical com-
mitments should guide
any decision on Chandi-
garh, not unilateral fiat
that risks rekindling dis-
trust and political unrest.
Harsh Pawaria, Rohtak

A rare trait

Former CJI, BR Gavai, dis-
played an exemplary ges-
ture of humility and
institutional respect by
leaving the official Mer-
cedes-Benz car for his
successor, Justice Surya
Kant. After arriving at

DILARMENDIEA
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Farewell, He Man of Bollywood

On Nov 24, we bid farewell to a titan of Indian cinema—
Dharmendra, the beloved “He-Man” whose presence lit
up screens for over six decades. His journey from a
young man in rural Punjab to one of Bollywood’s most
iconic stars was nothing short of legendary. Dharmen-
dra possessed a rare combination of raw physical
strength and heartwarming warmth, equally convinc-
ing in action-packed roles, stirring dramas, and light-
hearted comedies. Beyond his acting prowess, he was
admired for his humility, simplicity, and generosity—
traits that endeared him to peers and fans alike. As Bol-
lywood mourns this irreplaceable loss, we reflect with
gratitude on the joy, inspiration, and strength he gave
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us all.

Sanjay Chopra, Mohali

Rashtrapati Bhavan in the
official vehicle for the
swearing-in ceremony,
Gavai chose to return in
his personal car so that the
newly sworn-in CJI could
immediately use the offi-
cial car to reach the Su-
preme Court. In a judiciary
often defined by protocol
and hierarchy, this
thoughtful act sets a re-
markable precedent.

N. Sadhasiva Reddy,

Bengaluru

SC report

The SC recently released
the Report on Judicial
Conceptions of Caste.
Published by the Court’s
Centre for Research and
Planning (CRP), this land-

mark document acts as an
autopsy of the judicial
mind. Scrutinising 75
years of constitutional
bench judgements, it re-
veals how the nation’s
highest court has defined,
described, and adjudi-
cated the complex reality
of caste. The findings are
candid, oscillating be-
tween a “scriptural” view
treating caste as a relig-
ious accident and a “struc-
tural” view of it as an
engine of oppression.
Ramswarth Acharya,
Thane

Arogya Andhra
One wonders how a state,
which gives newly
launched government

medical colleges to private
players under the scheme
of Private-Public-Partner-
ship due to lack of funds, is
planning such an ambi-
tious project as Arogya
Andhra? Govt hospitals
have insufficient man-
power and infrastructure.
The plan to make Andhra
Pradesh a health hub
seems too far-fetched
given the lack of funds. It
would be better to really
understand ground reality
and function accordingly.
A.G. Rajmohan,
Anantapur

Court backlog
Chief Justice Surya Kant’s
most pressing challenge
as the 53rd Cll is the over-

whelming backlog of over
90,000 cases pending in
the SC. His focus on re-
ducing these massive ar-
rears underscores his
commitment to ensuring
timely justice. The growing
pendency is not just a lo-
gistical issue but one that
undermines public trustin
the judicial system. Kant
has highlighted the need
for more efficient case
management and a sys-
tem that curtails un-
necessary delays caused
by repeated appeals and
miscellaneous applica-
tions. His tenure will be
judged on how effectively
he addresses this concern.
Dr. Vijaykumar H.K,,
Raichur
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Adieu Dharam Paaji:
The ever-graceful hero

His passing marks the end of a star’s journey and the

farewell of a true gentleman whose legacy will
continue to illuminate Hindi cinema

He made you laugh, he made you cry, he made you think -
that was the grace and greatness of the ever-smiling face that
ruled six decades of Hindi cinema. Lovingly called Dharam
Paaji, the simpleton from Punjab who made it big - in fact,
larger than life — in the tinsel town of India will be
remembered as much for the roles he played as for the
person he was: gentle, humble, gracious, compassionate
and radiating confidence and charm.

The iconic Bollywood actor passed away at the age of 89,
just two weeks before his 90th birthday on December 8 and
a month before the release of his upcoming film lkkis on
December 25. The legendary actor leaves behind a rich
legacy of memorable movies and evergreen dialogues that
will keep him alive in everyone’s hearts.

The passing of Dharmendra on November 24 marks the
end of an era in Indian cinema. For more than six decades, he
embodied a rare blend of charm, humility and versatility -
qualities that made him not just a great actor but an
adorable human being.

Dharmendra’s rise from a small town in Punjab to the
heights of Hindi cinema is, in itself, a story of determination
and quiet resilience. Beginning his career in the early 1960s,
he quickly became the poster boy of a new kind of
masculinity - handsome yet gentle, strong yet sensitive.
With expressive eyes and effortless dialogue delivery, he
brought authenticity to every role he portrayed.

His body of work is a catalogue of Hindi cinema’s
evolution. Phool Aur Patthar established him as the rugged
yet compassionate hero; Satyakam remains one of Indian
cinema's finest explorations of moral courage; as Veeru in
Sholay, he created a lasting cultural imprint and became a
household name.

In his later years, Anupama, Chupke Chupke and
Khamoshi showcased him as a versatile actor who could
deliver comedy and romance with the same ease as action.
Dharam Paaji, as he was affectionately known, was more than
a versatile actor - he was a compassionate and humble
human being who welcomed everyone with open arms. He
was known for treating everyone — from co-stars and
technicians to junior artists — with warmth and respect.

Despite his extraordinary fame, he remained rooted in the
soil of his upbringing. Stories abound of how he patiently
interacted with fans, protected colleagues during difficult
shoots, and kept an open, generous heart for anyone in
need. His sensitivity was both his artistic strength and his
personal signature.

He often displayed a vulnerability that made him relatable
and endearing. Dharam Paaji will also be remembered for
his hilarious dialogues and comedy sequences that continue
to resonate even after 50 years.

As the curtains fall on his remarkable journey, India bids
farewell to a superstar, a pioneer and, above all, a true
gentleman. Travel well, Dharam Paaji!

/
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People attend the ‘Dhwajarohan’ ceremony at the Ram Temple in Ayodhya.
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GLOBAL STANDARDS STRENGTHEN
INDIA’S FIGHT AGAINST CRIME

The fight against financial crime
has never been as complex or
demanding as it is today. Money
now moves across borders in
seconds; shell companies can be
created within minutes, and new
digital channels have given
criminals fresh avenues to
conceal their activities. In this
evolving landscape, the Financial
Action Task Force (FATF) plays a
crucial role. It sets global
standards that countries adopt to
safeguard their financial systems
from money laundering, terrorist
financing, and proliferation risks.

For professionals in banking,
NBFCs, fintech, or compliance,
FATF is far from an academic
subject. Its standards directly
shape the regulations you follow,
the risks you assess, and the
decisions you make each day. The
need to understand FATF norms,
beneficial ownership

requirements, and India’s
tightening AML/CFT expectations
has become more urgent

than ever.

As financial crime grows more
sophisticated, institutions must
move beyond basic KYC and
accurately identify the true
individual behind every account,
company, or transaction. With
global frameworks becoming
stricter and India aligning more
closely with FATF
recommendations, strong AML
compliance is no longer a choice.
It is essential to protect the
integrity of the financial system,
prevent abuse of legitimate

India’s financial sector can
remain resilient only when every
institution upholds strong,
transparent, and accountable
compliance practices.

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

channels, and uphold public trust.

JAYANTHY SUBRAMANIAM | MUMBAI

Thereturn of homegrown terror

The Red Fort blast has reopened long-standing questions about homegrown terrorism — intelligence lapses, and rising
radicalisation. The sequence of events, arrests, and missed warnings points to deeper structural faults in counter-terrorism

ASHOK K
MEHTA

Much has been written about the Red Fort blast.
More dots in the terror trail will unearth addition-
al evidence. The terrorist plot must have been incu-
bating for two years, according to reports, for three
tonnes of explosives to be collected. The revoca-
tion of Article 370, the unprecedented demotion
of the J&K state to a Union Territory, and growing
alienation led to the emergence of the so-called
“white-collar” urban doctors’ terror module.

Coupled with the inequitable treatment of
Muslims through issues such as Love Jihad, lynch-
ing, and the bulldozing of their property, the terror
bomb was ticking. The 2020 Delhi riots case, cur-
rently before the court, was probably a trailer. With
3,000 kg of explosives, including 350 kg of ammo-
nium nitrate, a spectacular terrorist attack like the
1993 Mumbai blasts following the Babri Masjid
demolition could have been pre-empted, but who
knows how many more sleeper cells remain

AS FOR WHETHER
THE CAR BLAST

terrorism had been eliminated; it was assumed
that only cross-border terrorism infiltrated
mainly from Pakistan and sometimes from Sri
Lanka and Nepal. Clearly, homegrown terrorism
never disappeared. Similarly, counter-terrorism
authorities (India does not have offices equiva-
lent to Homeland Security or Internal Security)
completely forgot about radicalisation-its anti-
dotes, anti- and counter-radicalisation, as well

buried. As for whether the car blast was acciden- WAS as de-radicalisation.

bt to oncluce that twas accdental, sssuicice ACCIDENTALLY Lt e more wae needed across

techniques are not part of the culture E)fMuslims TRIGGERED OR IT India. Alienati'on in Kashmir grew, rather than

in Kashmir. WAS A SUICIDE reduced, after the 2019 constitutional transfor-
The classic_al suicide _attack, ora human bomber ATTACK, IT IS mation. While stone-pelting was stopped: Oyer—

Inthese partsThe 19605 Badami Bagh cantonment.  REASONABLE TO - el e ey the LoC. A non-elected

car bombing in Srinagar was the nearest to a CON(;%%\?ESTHAT Governor has ruled the roost while the elected

suicide strike. Fidayeen fight to the end, but many
have got away in |J&K. The government’s claim that

ACCIDENTAL, AS

Chief Minister plays second fiddle. All security-
related matters are handled by the Governorin

Radio attributed the arrest in Faridabad to a brief-
ing by Satender Gupta, Police Commissioner of
Faridabad. Too many cogs in the wheel preclud-
ed a central, focused, and coordinated
overwatch.

The second blast at Nowgam, Srinagar, was
also avoidable. Transporting 300 kg of highly sen-
sitive ammonium nitrate 50 km to Srinagar was
unnecessary. Forensic laboratory tests could have
been done in Faridabad by Haryana Police or by
Delhi Police nearby. So why was the dangerous
explosive shifted to Kashmir? Fifteen lives need
not have been lost and colossal collateral
damage could have been prevented. In 1994,
explosives captured from terrorists were being
examined in the Ordnance Depot in Srinagar,
resulting in the death of a dozen officers and
several soldiers. The policy in J&K to demolish
the homes of terrorists is probably unlawful. Just
as the pension of a government servant cannot
be stopped as it is meant for members of the
family, so too is a house a family entity. After
Pahalgam and Pulwama, homes of terrorists
were blown up. This collective punishmentis also

illegal. In addition, 650 Kashmiris
have been arrested following the

there have been no terrorist attacks since 2014 has SUICIDE consultation with national and state security
now been disproved. A wealth of writing on urban resources. The Pahalgam attack was a major
terrorist networks, radicalisation, and lone-wolf TECHNIQUES ARE security lapse, which the Governor acknowl-
attacks indicates that terrorism is here to stay. NOT IN THE edged, but no action was taken. Similarly, the
Serious attention to terrorism was given by the CULTURE OF Pulwama bombing was also an
United States following the 9/11 convulsions. MUSLIMS IN intelligence lapse. Clearly, human
Acronyms related to terrorism were born sequen- KASHMIR and intelligence voids exist in

tially and proliferated.

The Global War on Terrorism (GWOT) was the
first; since it sounded politically incorrect, it was
replaced by Overseas Contingency Operations
(OCO) by the Bush administration. Obama changed

it to Countering Violent Extremism (CVE). The Long
War made its debut, but Biden introduced Over-
the-Horizon Counter-Terrorism after vacating
Afghanistan. Integrated Counter-Terrorism and
Strengthening Resistance to Violent Extremism
(STRIVE) were accompanied by PREVENT and Far-
Right Extremism (FRET). During the ISIS era in the
Middle East, other terminology cropped up. Al-
Qaeda and ISIS now largely operate in Africa. The
Taliban has been tamed after capturing
Afghanistan not once but twice by military force.
The Department of Homeland Security, established
after 9/11in the US, is active and effective. No obit-
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uary can be written for terrorism.
In India, the establishment believed domestic

terror modules in Faridabad,

Red Fort blast. Of the eight doctors

According to the South Asia

Kashmir, which have linked the a’bc :pionetl’ arrested, seven are Kashmiris.

Lucknow, and Saharanpur to [ SINCE 1865 | Terrorism Portal, sixteen doctors

Kashmir and enabled abetment
by Jaish-e-Mohammad.

The Red Fort blast was avoidable. On 27
October, J&K Police detected terrorist posters in
Srinagar, which led to the arrest of Dr Muzammil
Gana in Faridabad on 30 October, ten days before
the blast. On November 5, Dr Adeel Rather from
Kashmir was apprehended in Saharanpur. The
police clearly failed to connect the dots and avert
the blast by nabbing Umar Nabi before he
reached the Red Fort on 10 November.
Interestingly, the CCS, which met on 11 November,
noted that it was a “terrorist incident” by “anti-
national elements.” The MHA had already
declared it a terrorist attack, rendering it liable
to be deemed an act of war as per the new-
normal counter-terrorism doctrine. All India

have been arrested and fifty-six

other doctors are being ques-
tioned. Chief Minister Omar Abdullah and
former Chief Minister Mehbooba Mufti have
urged the Government of India not to treat all
Kashmiris as terrorists. Mehbooba added that the
government must not stoke the deep-seated dis-
trust and alienation Kashmiris feel, butadopta
humane approach that does not invalidate
Kashmiri dignity or ruin their lives. Unfortunately,
itis likely that Kashmiri Muslims in India will once
again become pariahs. It would help if either PM
Modi or Home Minister Shah affirmed that all res-
idents of the Kashmir Valley are not terrorists.
Meanwhile, intelligence agencies must get their
act together, and it is high time the government
took punitive action to curb intelligence lapses.

Teachers carry the weight of constant decisions

SAKSHI
SETHI

2ND OPINION
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In a world obsessed with productivity, efficiency and opti-
misation, one profession has been quietly doing superhu-
man work long before corporate boardrooms invented
terms like “decision fatigue.” That profession is teaching.
The humble teacher, often mocked, often blamed and occa-
sionally praised, is expected to make thousands of deci-
sions every day with the accuracy of a neurosurgeon and
the patience of a saint. Yet people still say teachers get far
too many holidays, which remains one of the biggest myths.
Teachers are “off” about as often as the internet is off.
Every morning, long before sunrise, teachers are already
dealing with mental chaos: Should today’s warm-up
change? Why is this student silent today-worry or mischief?

Will some parent accuse me of ruining their child’s life
because I corrected a spelling mistake? Decisions crowd
a teacher like mosquitoes in monsoon season-annoying,
nonstop and unavoidable. Still, society pretends teaching
is simple. As if managing teenage behaviour, impossible
parental expectations, admin micromanagement, syllabus
deadlines, moral responsibility and ensuring no child blows
something up is a routine task. Teachers are expected to
float through all this with a calm smile while their mind
feels like a browser with 89 tabs open-half frozen, the rest
crashing. Decision fatigue may be a trendy term

for productivity experts, but teachers have lived

multiply like weeds, preparing remedial notes, attending
meetings that achieve nothing, worrying about mispro-
nouncing a student’s name-teachers are always switched
on. More than switched on, they are glowing like a tired
neon sign. Despite this, teachers have somehow become
villains in public debate. They are always too something-
too strict, too soft, too modern, too old-fashioned, too loud,
too quiet. Society expects them to create ideal citizens but
judges them like reality-show contestants watched by
people who haven’t entered a classroom in years. Decision
fatigue shapes a teacher’s day.
Every choice-correcting, calming,

it forever. They feel it before breakfast. While ordi-

pausing-demands emotional energy.
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white shirt, teachers decide whether the lesson
can work without the projector, whether seating
needs rearranging to prevent a mini-riot, and
whether Rahul is genuinely sick or simply avoiding long
division. This isn’t multitasking; it's battlefield planning.
And then there’s the myth that teaching ends with the
bell. The bell simply signals that the teacher is moving from
teaching duties to paperwork, counselling, planning
lessons for 40 different learners, and responding to
parent emails that sound like they come from a parallel
universe. After-hours work is not extra-it is normal. Lesson
plans, setting question papers, checking notebooks that

where one sentence can harm or heal,

making thousands of decisions daily. Yet

they are celebrated once a year and
ignored otherwise. Their burnout is dismissed while
society still expects endless patience and creativity.
Teachers are exhausted because the system is unreason-
able. Humans are not built for constant decision-making,
yet teachers live it daily. Anyone who thinks teaching is easy
should spend one day in a classroom and see how teach-
ers hold society together through every decision.

( The writer is and educator j
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Dharmendra’s legacy lives on eternally

Apropos the news report “Dharm Leaves Behind
Yaadon Ki Baaraat” (November 25): The passing of
Dharmendra marks the departure of one of Indian
cinema’s most enduring and beloved legends. Rising
from the fields of rural Punjab to the heights of
Bollywood stardom, he earned a permanent place in
the hearts of millions through sheer talent, charm, and
an unmistakable screen presence.

For over sixty years, across more than 300 films, he
portrayed characters that were powerful yet tender,
heroic yet deeply human. Whether battling villains,
evoking emotion in poignant dramas, or making audi-
ences laugh with effortless ease, he proved time and
again that versatility was his defining strength.

Films such as Sholay, Chupke Chupke, Mera Gaon Mera
Desh, Hageeqat, Bandini, Anupama, Mamta and Phool
Aur Pattharshowcased the many shades of his artistry.
Off screen, his simplicity, warmth, and generosity made
him admired far beyond the arc-lights. His dignified
conduct and grounded nature reflected the values he
carried from his Punjabi roots

Today, as the industry and countless admirers
grieve, we also celebrate a life that brought joy,
strength, and inspiration across generations.

SANJAY CHOPRA | MOHALI

Al's quiet rise reshaping economy

The growing use of artificial intelligence in everyday
transactions is subtly reshaping India’s economic
behaviour in ways most citizens scarcely recognise.
Routine actions such as ordering food, booking trans-
port, comparing insurance, or applying for small loans
are increasingly governed by algorithms that set
prices, assess risk, and predict demand within seconds.
This silent shift has created a market that reacts even
before people act, often without offering clarity about
how these decisions are formed or why certain out-
comes appear. Although these systems promise greater
convenience, speed, and efficiency, they also risk
reducing human experience to a series of data points.
When algorithms reflect biased historical patterns,
inequalities may deepen, leaving certain groups disad-
vantaged without ever understanding the reason.
Artificial intelligence should strengthen public trust,
not weaken it. Robust policies are needed to ensure fair
access, protect consumers, prevent algorithmic discrim-
ination, and make automated decisions explainable.
Only through such safeguards can technology enhance,
rather than distort, India’s economic landscape and
ensure that innovation remains aligned with people’s
rights and dignity.
MALATI DAS | KOLKATA

Dharma Dhwaj ceremony inspires nation

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Dharma Dhwaj flag-
hoisting ceremony at the Ayodhya Ram Temple was a
profoundly meaningful moment for people across the
country. Ayodhya, known as the birthplace of Lord Ram,
has long been regarded as a symbol of truth, courage,
duty and moral strength in Indian culture. The act of
hoisting the Dharma Dhwaj — a sacred flag represent-
ing righteousness and divine blessings — added a special
spiritual significance to the occasion.

Prime Minister Modi’s presence made the event even
more emotional for countless devotees who look to Lord
Ram as a guiding light for living with honesty, compas-
sion and discipline. The temple complex echoed with
peaceful chants, resonant bells and traditional rituals,
creating an atmosphere filled with harmony and deep
devotion. It felt like a moment in which India’s ancient
faith and the nation’s contemporary pride were beau-
tifully woven together.

The sight of the Dharma Dhwaij flying high above the
temple reminded people of the timeless belief that
dharma — doing what is right — must guide one’s life.
The ceremony also fostered unity and collective pride,
bringing people together irrespective of region or
background.

N SADHASIVA REDDY | BENGALURU
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Bihar’'s mandate signals a larger political shift

The decisive Bihar verdict, rooted in performance and public trust, is now beginning to influence political thinking far beyond Bihar — most notably in Tamil Nadu,
where shifting voter sentiment and growing dissatisfaction with the ruling establishment are setting the stage for a dramatic political reconfiguration

ASEERVATHAM
ACHARY

The declaration of the Bihar Assembly elec-
tion results on November 14, 2025 has for-
mally concluded the electoral cycle, and once
again the people of Bihar have delivered a
historic and extraordinary mandate in favour
of the National Democratic Alliance. This
mandate is a strong reaffirmation of decisive
governance, clean leadership, and develop-
ment-oriented politics that have been con-
sistently promoted by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and Chief Minister Nitish
Kumar. Bihar has spoken clearly and firmly.
The message from the people is now begin-
ning to echo beyond the State’s boundaries,
especially in places like Tamil Nadu, where
the political atmosphere is undergoing
rapid change.

In the recently concluded Bihar election,
the Bharatiya Janata Party contested 101 out
of the total 243 seats and secured 89 seats,
emerging as the single largest party with a
strike rate of 88 per cent. This is an unprece-
dented performance in the political history
of the State. The Janata Dal (United), which
contested an equal number of seats, won 85
seats and achieved a strike rate of 84 per cent,
becoming the second-largest party in Bihar.
The other partners of the National
Democratic Alliance, such as Lok Janshakti
Party (Ram Vilas), Hindustani Awam Morcha
(Secular), and Rashtriya Lok Morcha, also reg-
istered sweeping victories. These results
show that every section of society across
Bihar has placed its trust in the National
Democratic Alliance. The alliance secured a
much higher vote share compared to the pre-
vious assembly elections, reflecting deep
acceptance of its development-oriented
vision.

The people of Bihar have shown complete
clarity in their political preference. They know
thatif there is anyone who can transform the
State and guide it towards a fully developed
future, it is Prime Minister Narendra Modi and
the National Democratic Alliance. This con-
fidence comes from performance and deliv-
ery, not from empty promises or political
deception. Trust has been earned through
consistent, result-oriented governance that
has brought visible changes to the lives of
millions over the last decade.

During the past eleven years, the Modi gov-

THIS DECADE-LONG
COMMITMENT TO
THE DEVELOPMENT
OF BIHAR IS THE
BASIS ON WHICH
THIS HISTORIC
MANDATE STANDS.
PEOPLE HAVE
CLEARLY
ENDORSED
PERFORMANCE
OVER PROPAGANDA
AND DEVELOPMENT
OVER ATTEMPTS
AT DIVISION
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ernment at the Centre has taken multiple
steps to strengthen Bihar’s foundations.
Infrastructure has been upgraded, connec-
tivity has improved, welfare delivery has
become more efficient, and new avenues
of opportunity have been created for
youth across the State.

This decade-long commitment to Bihar’s
development is the basis on which this his-
toric mandate stands. People have clearly
endorsed performance over propaganda
and development over attempts at divi-
sion. The verdict in Bihar and the col-

relevance and have become disconnect-
ed from the aspirations of the people. In
Maharashtra, the same situation played out
when the INDI-Alliance was decisively
rejected by the people. Arvind Kejriwal was
rejected in Delhi. Rahul Gandhi faced
rejection in Maharashtra, Haryana, and
Delhi. Bihar has now repeated the same
outcome. The Left, too, has lost its politi-
cal space across the country. A similar sit-
uation is visible in Tamil Nadu. MK Stalin’s
political partners, with whom he once
shared the stage, are

lapse of the INDI-Alliance have senta
loud warning to states across India,
including Tamil Nadu. In Tamil Nadu,
the government run by the DMK, one
of the biggest partners in the INDI-Alliance,
is facing rising public frustration over
issues of law and order, corruption, and
appeasement-based politics. The message
from Bihar is straightforward: the era of
hollow promises and non-performing
governance is reaching its end in Tamil
Nadu as well. People now want govern-
ments that deliver results, not govern-
ments that distribute excuses to cover their
failures.

In Bihar, the Congress and the Left
parties proved to be the weakest compo-
nents of the R|D-led alliance. Their poor per-
formance became a major factor in the
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now facing collapse one
after another. The
cracks within the INDI-
Alliance are no longer
hidden; they have become visible and are
widening with every passing day.

The National Democratic Alliance is
strategically well-placed to perform strong-
ly in the upcoming Tamil Nadu Assembly
elections. Under the leadership of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi and the strategic
guidance of Union Home and Cooperation
Minister Amit Shah, widely regarded as the
modern-day Chanakya of Indian politics,
the NDA is gearing up for a major break-
through. The Bharatiya Janata Party’s lead-
ership is known for its sharp planning,
booth-level organisational strength, and
the ability to unite diverse alliance partners
while establishing direct contact with

people. This combination of strong lead-
ership, organisational depth, and clear
strategy gives the National Democratic
Alliance a crucial advantage in Tamil
Nadu.

The results of the 2024 Lok Sabha elec-
tions indicate the growing presence of the
National Democratic Alliance in Tamil
Nadu. The NDA partners improved their
overall position, and the vote share of the
Bharatiya Janata Party increased signifi-
cantly. The alliance has expanded its
influence across several regions of the
State. This steady rise in vote share reflects
the increasing confidence of Tamil Nadu
voters in Prime Minister Narendra Modi and
the development-focused approach of
the National Democratic Alliance. The
momentum is clearly shifting.

The vote share numbers from the 2024
Lok Sabha elections in Tamil Nadu provide
a clearer picture. The ruling DMK secured
26.93 per cent, the Congress secured 10.67
per cent, the Left secured 4.67 per cent, and
other INDI-Alliance partners secured 4.67
per cent. Together, the INDI-Alliance
received 46.97 per cent of the vote share.
In contrast, the National Democratic
Alliance partners secured 41.33 per cent, a
major improvement compared to their per-
formance in the 2021 Assembly elections.
The rise in the BJP vote share alone was
notable, going up to 11.24 per cent, almost

FIRST
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nine per cent higher than the previous
Assembly election. As seen in Bihar, even
a small shift in vote share towards the
National Democratic Alliance can bring a
major transformation in Tamil Nadu.

In the 2021 Tamil Nadu Assembly elec-
tions, there were 60 seats where the
INDI-Alliance and the National Democratic
Alliance were in close contests. More than
60 seats were won by the INDI-Alliance
with a margin of less than 15,000 votes. Out
of these, 39 seats were decided by margins
below 10,000 votes, 21 seats with margins
below 5,000 votes, and nine seats with
margins under 2,000 votes. If the National
Democratic Alliance focuses strongly on
these 60 seats in the upcoming Assembly
election, it becomes possible for the
alliance to win them comfortably. Even a
small shift of a few percentage points can
create a major change in the seat tally, just
asithappened in Bihar. Itis likely that the
DMK, along with Congress and the Left, will
lose ground in Tamil Nadu. The electoral
arithmetic is moving in favour of the
National Democratic Alliance.

There is a clear reason why the National
Democratic Alliance is strongly placed to
form the government in Tamil Nadu in
2026. The Congress and the Left have
become electoral burdens for the INDI-
Alliance. Their political relevance is contin-
uously declining, and voters are losing
interest in their agenda. For the DMK, car-
rying these parties acts like extra weight
pulling down its chances of crossing the
halfway mark. What happened in Bihar is
likely to be repeated in Tamil Nadu.
Congress and the Left secured around 15
per cent vote share in the 2024 Lok Sabha
elections from Tamil Nadu. If they contin-
ue performing poorly, the overall vote
share of the INDI-Alliance will take a
major hit. With the DMK already facing anti-
incumbency, the decline is expected to
grow stronger. The INDI-Alliance appears
to be heading towards a major electoral
setback.

Bihar has once again demonstrated
the strength of development-based poli-
tics. Tamil Nadu is now witnessing a
similar shift. Under the leadership of
Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Union
Home and Cooperation Minister Amit
Shah, the National Democratic Alliance pos-
sesses the vision, strategy, and organisa-
tional structure to unite the people and
bring about decisive political change in
2026. Tamil Nadu is prepared for a new
phase, one marked by development, sta-
bility, and effective governance.

L alliance’s collapse. These parties are losing

India’s carrier fleet at crossroads as
China accelerates naval expansion

DINAKAR
PERI

On 5 November, China commissioned its third
aircraft carrier, Fujian, at its home port in Sanya
on Hainan Island in the presence of President
Xi Jinping. Displacing 80,000 tonnes, the
carrier is capable of launching fifth-generation
J]-35 fighter jets and KJ-600 Airborne Early
Warning and Control aircraft using the
Electromagnetic Aircraft Launch System
(EMALS). This marks a significant moment in
global carrier aviation and shipbuilding.

At the same time, China is rapidly construct-
ing a fourth aircraft carrier-a nuclear-powered
supercarrier equipped with an EMALS system.
In contrast, India, despite its long

India’s Navy, which has decades of experi-
ence in carrier operations, currently operates
two mid-sized carriers-INS Vikramaditya and INS
Vikrant. However, both carriers face a shortage
of fighter jets. This has been a persistent
irony: earlier, India had jets but no carrier; now
it has two carriers but insufficient aircraft to
operate from both simultaneously. Unless
urgent decisions are taken, the cycle is likely
to continue. Work on the Indigenous Aircraft
Carrier (IAC-1) began with design efforts in 1999.
The keel was laid in 2009, and the ship was
launched in 2013 as Vikrant, named after
India’s first aircraft carrier, which was decom-
missioned in 1997. The project represented a
steep learning curve in carrier design and con-
struction.

Speaking aboard INS Vikrant on Diwali,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi said the ship rep-
resents Bharat’s military strength, noting that
even its name had caused concern in Pakistan
in recent months. Soon after Vikrant entered
service, the Navy proposed IAC-II, conceived as
a repeat of the current design with modest

upgrades, at an estimated cost of

history of carrier aviation, inducted
its first Indigenous Aircraft Carrier
(IAC-1), INS Vikrant, only in
September 2022, while the next
indigenous carrier is yet to take
shape. Until now, the United States was the only
country to have deployed EMALS, on the Gerald
R Ford-class carrier. However, it has faced major
issues with the reliability of both the catapults
and the weapons elevators. Commissioned in
2017, the Ford undertook its first combat
deployment only in 2023. Three more carriers
of this class, intended to replace the ageing
Nimitz-class, are under various stages of con-
struction. The Ford currently operates F-18s and
not the fifth-generation F-35s. Amid these
delays, in late October, US President Donald
Trump stated that he intended to sign an exec-
utive order requiring steam-powered catapults
and hydraulic elevators on future carriers. The
order has not been issued, but the remark high-
lights the continuing teething troubles. China,
meanwhile, appears to have resolved similar
challenges by directly adopting EMALS and
bypassing steam catapults.

China’s pace of shipbuilding is unmatched.
The People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) is
already the world’s largest fleet numerically,
with more than 370 platforms, and is project-
ed to field about 435 ships by 2030. China’s first
carrier, Liaoning, was commissioned in 2012; the
second, Shandong, was launched in 2017 and
commissioned in 2019; and Fujian was launched
in 2022. In January this year, China also unveiled
its first Type 076 amphibious assault ship, dis-
placing more than 40,000 tonnes-roughly the
size of a medium carrier — and capable of
launching fixed-wing aircraft.
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40,000 crore. The Defence
Procurement Board examined the
proposal in September 2023, but no
progress has been made since.
Cochin Shipyard Limited, which
built Vikrant, has stated that a similar carrier
would take 8-10 years to construct.

A critical misconception must be corrected:
IAC-1l will not serve as India’s third operational
carrier. By the time it is inducted, INS
Vikramaditya will be nearing the end of its
service life. Former Navy Chief Admiral R. Hari
Kumar acknowledged this during Aero India
2023, stressing that an aircraft carrier is central
to command and control of maritime opera-
tions and to projecting power on land, at sea,
and in the air. A carrier remains the ultimate
instrument of power projection. Sea control is
essential for India, as sea denial occurs only
during wartime. Earlier, the Navy envisioned
IAC-II as a larger 65,000-tonne carrier with a
steam catapult system and possibly electric
propulsion. However, such a design would
involve a long developmental timeline and
higher technological risks. This was one reason
the Navy shifted to the more practical option
of repeating the Vikrant design.

The Technology Perspective and Capability
Roadmap (TPCR) 2025, released recently, lists
several capabilities for future development and
procurement, including an aircraft carrier, an
Automatic Carrier Landing System, two EMALS
systems, restraining and arresting gear, nuclear
propulsion for future carriers and large war-
ships, among other technologies. However,
most of these systems will not be ready in time
for IAC-Il and are more appropriate for a
future IAC-III.

The Fighter Aircraft Crisis

Both Indian carriers currently operate MiG-29K
jets. Fewer than 40 of the 45 aircraft procured
from Russia remain in service. Because the refur-
bishment of Vikramaditya was delayed, the jets
operated from shore until 2013. Since induction,
the MiG-29K fleet has faced persistent techni-
calissues and low availability rates. Their phase-
out is scheduled to begin in 2034. Given these
limitations, the Navy issued a tender in 2017 for
54 carrier-borne fighter aircraft. This was later
reduced to 26 after DRDO proposed develop-
ing the indigenous Twin Engine Deck-Based
Fighter (TEDBF), building on experience from
the Naval Light Combat Aircraft programme. At
DefExpo 2022, officials announced an ambitious
schedule aiming for induction around 2035.
However, there is still no clarity on the pro-
gramme, as formal project approval remains
pending.

In April, India signed a nearly ¥64,000-crore
Inter-Governmental Agreement with France for
26 Rafale-M fighters: 22 single-seat carrier-
capable jets and four twin-seat trainers, which
cannot operate from carriers. Deliveries are
expected between mid-2028 and 2030.
However, by the early 2040s, the Navy may
again face a shortage of aircraft if the MiG-29K
phase-out proceeds on schedule. The alterna-
tive would be to retain some ageing jets in
service, similar to how the Indian Air Force
extended the life of the MiG-21 fleet.

he Navy has long maintained that a three-
carrier force is essential-one for each coast and
one in refit.

Given the current trajectory, this goal remains
distant. Further delays in decision-making
could risk India losing the hard-earned capa-
bility of designing, constructing, and operating
carriers, similar to the setback in submarine
building experienced in the 1980s. This situa-
tion calls for a three-fold plan. First, accelerate
the construction of IAC-1I without further
delays or procedural hurdles. Second, urgent-
ly advance the development of the TEDBF, given
the significant time required to design, test, and
operationalise a carrier-borne fighter. Third,
based on progress in the first two areas, plan
and synchronise the development of critical
technologies-such as nuclear or electric propul-
sion and EMALS-for a future larger carrier that
can operate indigenous fighters.

The Indo-Pacific region is expected to be
crowded with aircraft carriers within a decade.
For India to maintain its strategic relevance and
maritime edge well into the 2040s, the time to
plan, prioritise, and act is now.

Dinakar Peri is Fellow, @ dailypioneer
Security Studies at @ @dailypioneer
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Why dairy is India’s most
Inclusive economic revolution

MALIKA
PANDEY

The modern chapter of India’s dairy journey
begins not with a single scheme but with a quiet
shift in rural imagination, when millions of small
farmers started organising themselves in pursuit
of dignity, voice and fairer economic terms. What
followed through the 1970s was a national
mobilisation that transformed milk from a
household activity into a pathway for rural
renewal. It is fitting that National Milk Day
honours DrVerghese Kurien, whose conviction
placed farmers at the heart of this transforma-
tion and whose legacy continues to shape the
sector even as its challenges grow more
complex.

From producing barely 23 million tonnes of
milk in 1970, India today produces more than
239 million tonnes (2023-24). Per capita availabil-
ity has risen from 130 grams per person per day
in 1950-51 to 471 grams today. These achieve-
ments reflect patient institution-building and the
everyday labour of farmers who turned dairy-
ing into a stabilising force in rural life. For many
households, milk income is not just a livelihood;
it is liquidity, security and a steady

bined output of paddy and wheat. More than
48,000 women-led cooperatives attest to the
steady expansion of women’s economic partic-
ipation. Milk income sustains households when
crops fail, credit is scarce and employment is sea-
sonal. Few sectors distribute opportunity as
widely or as intimately as dairying.

To secure the future, India must move from
volume to value, from fragmented transactions
to integrated supply chains, and from depen-
dence on raw milk sales to a diversified basket
of high-value products. Investments in chilling
infrastructure, scientific processing, robust cold
chains and innovation in cheese, whey, nutri-
tion products and long-shelf-life items can
convert India’s milk wealth into real econom-
ic strength. Policy vision must now focus on insti-
tutional structures that protect farmers, encour-

age value addition and create clear

anchor in uncertain agricultural envi-
ronments.

Despite its scale, the sector is con-
strained by a cluster of structural
weaknesses that threaten its long-term viabil-
ity. Per-animal productivity remains low, making
dairying economically unviable for many small
farmers already burdened by rising feed costs
and shrinking fodder land. Cooperative pene-
tration is uneven, leaving millions of producers
dependent on informal buyers and vulnerable
to opaque pricing. India still lacks a national-level
support system for small dairy farmers, strength-
ening the case for an MSP for milk to ensure pre-
dictable incomes in a perishable commodity
economy. Quality concerns-including antibiot-
ic residues, inconsistent veterinary oversight and
the persistent challenge of Foot and Mouth
Disease-undermine both domestic safety and
export potential. These pressures have
already pushed many young farmers to recon-
sider dairying, revealing a sector in urgent need
ofreform ifitis to retain its social and econom-
ic centrality.

At the same time, the social depth of dairy
remains striking. The sector supports more than
eight crore farmers and contributes close to five
per cent of the national economy. Its value
exceeds %11.6 lakh crore-greater than the com-
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pathways for small producers to
climb up the value chain.

Environmental pressures
sharpen the need for reform. As
climate variability reshapes fodder availability
and disease patterns, India will have to invest
in climate-resilient breeds, sustainable feed
systems and integrated biogas models.
Productivity gains, ecological prudence and
animal health must advance together if the
sector is to remain viable.

National Milk Day is therefore not only a
tribute to past achievements; itis an invitation
to reimagine the future with clarity and courage.
The dairy sector has grown in scale. It must now
grow in fairness, sustainability and institution-
al depth. India carries the moral legacy of Dr
Kurien and the entrepreneurial energy of mil-
lions of farmers. The foundations are strong.
What remains is the collective resolve to ensure
that the world’s largest milk producer becomes
the world’s most inclusive and future-ready dairy
powerhouse.

The writer is a public policy

professional with years of

experience working across
key ministries of the
Government of India
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Andhra’s Moment

ndhra Pradesh is suddenly at the centre of India’s

investment map. Over the past several months, the

state has drawn in a flurry of large industrial

commitments, ranging from green energy to solar
manufacturing, from artificial intelligence infrastructure to
futuristic electric air taxis.

The numbers being quoted are staggering and the political
noise from neighbouring states is even louder. But beneath the
headline-grabbing announcements lies a deeper shift in India’s
competitive federalism.

At the heart of Andhra Pradesh’s pitch is a simple idea:
“Speed of Doing Business.” While many states invoke similar
slogans, Chief Minister N. Chandrababu Naidu has tried to turn
it into a measurable administrative ethos. Companies
relocating from other southern states have highlighted faster
approvals, direct engagement with policymakers and land
allotment timelines that are unusually short by Indian
standards. For firms that operate in rapidly evolving sectors,
time is quite literally money.

Cost is the second lever Andhra is pulling with a sense of
urgency. Industrial land in the state’s southern belt ~
particularly Anantapur, Nellore and Kuppam ~ is not only
cheaper but also strategically positioned near established tech
and manufacturing hubs like Bengaluru and Chennai. This
locational advantage means companies can stay close to supply
chains, skilled labour pools, and export gateways, without
bearing the real estate premiums that come with the
neighbouring metros.

Inevitably, this has sparked political friction. As projects shift
from Tamil Nadu, Telangana and Karnataka to Andhra,
opposition leaders in those states see an opportunity to paint
their governments as inefficient or complacent. Complaints
about “unsustainable incentives” are now part of the daily
rhetoric. The underlying anxiety is that a race for investment
could slip into a race to the bottom, with subsidies, tax breaks
and freebies overshadowing industrial fundamentals.

But a sharper critique comes from those who ask whether the
celebrated MoUs will translate into factories, jobs and durable
value. Indian economic history is littered with high-profile
commitments that evaporated before taking physical form.
Andhra, too, has seen such cycles in the past. The challenge for
Mr Naidu’s administration is to convert excitement into
execution and ensure that the fiscal burden of incentives does
not outweigh the long-term benefits.

Still, something important is happening. Investors are
responding not merely to subsidies but to confidence signals - a
government willing to hustle, bureaucrats aligned with a clear
mission, and a state that appears hungry to restore its economic
standing after the bruising post-bifurcation years. Andhra’s
resurgence is not guaranteed, but the intent is unmistakable.
And Mr Naidu’s track record as the builder of a modern
Hyderabad is an additional factor boosting confidence.

If the state succeeds in delivering on even a significant
portion of the promises now on the table, it could trigger a new
wave of growth across the region, forcing its neighbours to
innovate rather than complain. Andhra Pradesh has raised the
bar. The South’s competition has only just begun.

Gentle Giant

he death of Dharmendra at 89 brings with it a wave of

nostalgia strong enough to make an entire nation

pause. India has lost more than a film star ~ it has lost

a cultural companion who, for decades, made
audiences believe in courage, romance, friendship and the
goodness of the human spirit. His legacy lies not merely in the
300-plus films he acted in, but in the millions of hearts that
beat a little faster when he appeared on screen.

Unlike many stars who chased the idea of “number one”,
Dharmendra was content being the hero who smiled
generously from the sidelines of competition.

What made him extraordinary was precisely this lack of
pretence. His ascent from a humble background in Punjab to
the highest echelons of cinema never turned him into
an aloof symbol. He remained the accessible hero, the man next
door who just happened to possess superhero charm
and strength.

His appeal stretched beyond cinema halls, shaping how
generations viewed love, friendship, and masculinity ~ strong
yet tender, confident yet humble. He became the benchmark for
a relatable hero.

His timeless appeal was rooted in a rare combination: a
breathtaking physicality wrapped in a gentle vulnerability.
Films like Sholay and Chupke Chupke showcased extremes of
this range ~ the brave daredevil willing to risk everything for
friendship, and the mischievous charmer whose eyes did half
the acting, Long before method and flamboyance became
central to stardom, Dharmendra proved that sincerity itself
could fill cinema halls.

He was often called the “original He-Man” or compared to
Greek gods, but he met such adulation with endearing
embarrassment. In an industry that often thrives on vanity, he
disarmed his admirers with simplicity and warmth. When he
did stunts himself, it was not to boast of invincibility ~ it was to
protect the illusion that films create, the magic that first drew
him to the screen as a teenager.

His partnership with Hema Malini, both on and off the
screen, added a mythic dimension to his star persona. Their
love story fed tabloids, but it also fed a nation’s fascination with
romance. His towering on-screen presence continued through
decades, later as a proud patriarch watching his sons forge their
own paths in cinema.

Dharmendra also experimented with politics, albeit briefly
and uneasily. His own acknowledgment of being a “misfit” in
the field further demonstrated his honesty. He knew where he
truly belonged, among storytellers and audiences, exchanging
affection without artifice.

Today, tributes pour in from colleagues, politicians, and
generations of fans. But perhaps the most fitting farewell is to
simply watch him once again on screen ~ laughing, loving,
fighting, dancing, living,

Because Dharmendra never really acted like a hero; he just
lived like one. And as long as Indian cinema continues to thrive,
his presence ~ that hearty smile and unmistakable charm ~ will
remain impossible to forget.
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Transtormational moment

JusticeSuryaKant can consider
institutionalisinga25-year
visionforthelndianjudiciary
onthelinesofthe Viksit Bharat
vision. Awhitepaperentitled
Judiciary2047: A Planfor
Indiaat100” could
comprehensively developthe
visionforthefutureoftheruleof
lawinIndiaandwhatefforts
needtobetakentowards
addressingthesechallenges

esterday was an important and

historical moment when the

President of India swore in the 53rd

Chief Justice of India. As Hon’ble
Mr. Justice Surya Kant becomes the Chief
Justice of India, he will have the onerous
responsibility of reinvigorating the rule of
law on the edifice of constitutionalism and
democratic governance. The historical context
of the judiciary playing the most important
and influential role in establishing a rule-of-law
society traces its origins to the Constituent
Assembly.

Dr. Granville Austin, in his book The
Indian Constitution ~ Cornerstone of a
Nation, observed, “The members of the
Constituent Assembly brought to the framing
of the Judicial provision of the Constitution
an idealism equalled only by that shown
towards Fundamental Rights. Indeed, the
Judiciary was seen as an extension of the
Rights, for it was the courts that would give
the Rights force.. The courts were also
idealised because, as guardians of the
Constitution, they would be the expression
of the new law created by Indians for Indians...
The courts were, therefore, widely considered
one of the most tangible evidences of
independence.”

The new CJI may consider focusing on
fourimportant aspects that will reinvigorate
the rule of law with strong emphasis on
institutional capacity building within the
judiciary:

Timelines and predictability in adjudication:

No efforts to reinvigorate the rule of law
can ignore the urgency of addressing the
pendency in Indian courts. The backlog of
more than 5 crore cases pending across all
courts requires both reimagination and
technology-driven solutions. NITI Aayog
has provided a grim estimate that at the
current rate of case disposal, it will take
more than 300 years to clear pendency
without pathbreaking reforms. This is
obviously too long, and we simply cannot
accept this as a practicable solution.

India has succeeded in dealing with major
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challenges in other sectors, especially in
public health. For example, Indias polio-eradication
mission is considered one of the greatest
public health achievements in history.

these initiatives will have to be deliberated
at the highest levels of government, as they
require significant political
will and resources by the

The reason for this success was a
combination of factors, including but not
limited to scientific strategy, massive
community mobilisation and support,
political commitment and consensus,
and international collaboration. Justice
Surya Kant, along with other judges of
the Supreme Court of India, especially
including judges who will serve on the
Bench for the next decade, could launch

government at the state and
central levels.

These two initiatives have
a direct correlation to our
aspiration to become a US
$7trillion economy by 2035,
as rule of law is indeed a

C. RAJ central determinant of trust,
KUMAR investment, contract
The writer, a enforcement, dispute resolution,

a National Backlog Liquidation Drive Rhodes and institutional credibility.
2025-2035. Scholar, is the Enforcing equality before
Strengthening judicial independence  Founding Vice  the law through bail and
through institutional architecture: Chancellorof  criminal justice reforms:
The role of strong and independent O.P. Jindal The crisis of undertrial
institutions is central to the ideal of the Global prisoners ought to shake the
rule of law. The 2024 Nobel Laureatesin ~ University. He  foundations of India’s criminal
the Economic Sciences ~Daron Acemoglu,  has degreesin  justice system. More than
Simon Johnson and James Robinson ~  law from the 70 per cent of India’s prison
demonstrated the role and significance ~ Universityof ~ population are undertrials
of societal institutions for a country’s Delhi, (more than 85 per cent in
prosperity and development. Universityof ~ some states), and hence, it
Through their research, they have Oxford, is important to have
underscored that societies with a poor ~ Harvard Law  greater legal clarity and
rule of law and institutions that exploit ~ School and the jurisprudential consistency
the population do not generate growth ~ Universityof  in bail jurisprudence.
or change for the better. While the Hong Kong In a recent judgement in
Constitution of India has provided the and can be the case, Jagjeet Singh v.
necessary framework for ensuring reached at Ashish Mishra, Justice Surya
independence, thereisaneedforcreating VC@jgu.eduin  Kant held, “.that a Court,

an enabling institutional architecture
that will strengthen these mechanisms.
There is a case for establishing a CJI-led
National Judicial Financial Commission
and a Judicial Infrastructure Mission. Both

while deciding an application
for bail, should refrain from

evaluating or undertaking a detailed assessment
of evidence, as the same is not a relevant
consideration at the threshold stage... an

extensive consideration of merits which has
the potential to prejudice either the case of
the prosecution or the defence, isundesirable...
”. The arbitrariness and unpredictability in
bail jurisprudence begs a strong case for a
judiciary led National Bail & Bond Guidelines
framework that will provide valuable guidance
to the High Courts and the District and
Subordinate Courts.

Securing access tojustice for every citizen:

The National Legal Services Authority
needs significant empowerment and resources.
It has been doing a phenomenal job within
its limitations. However, the demands of
seeking justice and social expectations
generated through its contributions require
areimagination of access tojustice for every
citizen. Some of the important solutions
that could be led by Justice Surya Kant
relate tolaunching a National Legal Literacy
Mission in which Panchayat-level legal clinics
could be established through the contributions
of young lawyers and law schools.

The legal aid framework also requires
significant reform. Legal Aid 2.0 should
focus on quality metrics for legal aid lawyers,
with a stronger emphasis on specialised
legal aid mechanisms for women, children,
the elderly, and other vulnerable sections
of society.

Justice Surya Kant can consider
institutionalising a 25-year vision for the
Indian judiciary on the lines of the Viksit
Bharat vision. A white paper entitled “Judiciary
2047: A Plan for India at 100” could
comprehensively develop the vision for the
future of the rule of law in India and what
efforts need to be taken towards addressing
these challenges.

Viet Nam has made ‘structural progress’ in push to lift EU yellow card

incethe ECissued the yellow card

in October 2017, Viet Nam has

rolled out a series of measures,

from tightening the legal framework
to overhauling fleet management and
upgrading traceability systems. The yellow
card has not yet been lifted, but the
changes made in recent years are substantial
and, more importantly, structural.

Our legal system has been updated
with 11 new circulars and two decrees to
bring regulations in line with on-the-ground
realities. High-level political direction has
also been crucial. After earlier guidance
from the Secretariat, the Party issued
Directive 32 in April 2024 to reinforce
national leadership over IUU prevention
and sustainable fisheries.

The Government followed up with its
ownresolution, and the Supreme People’s
Courtissued guidance on applying criminal
penalties for illegal fishing and trading,
Together, they form a coherent legal
framework that supports enforcement
and compliance. One major shift is the

Prime Minister’s direct oversight, including
what he has called a ‘declaration of war’
against IUU violations.

Fleet management has tightened
significantly. Data from VNFishbase, the
police and the military are now fully
aligned, covering 79,360

violations in foreign waters. Localities
have also completed vessel registration,
licensing and inspections, effectively
ending the long-standing ‘three-no’ fleet.
Digitalisation, including electroniclogbooks,
VNelD vesselidentification and fleet data

synchronisation, is being expanded

registered vessels. Of these,
more than 7000 boats of 15
metres or more and over 4000
of 24 metres or more areunder
strict monitoring.

Of The

Local authorities have been A N N
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instructed to prevent unqualified
vessels from going to sea, with
weekly supervision reports sent to the
Government. The backlog of administrative
violations has been largely cleared, with
only 0.33 per cent yet to be finalised.
Nearly all vessels required touse vessel
monitoring systems (VMS) have now
installed them, except for those nolonger
operating or in transfer. VMS data tracks
boats from departure tolanding, improving
transparency and reducing the risk of

Letters To The Editor | >deditor@thestatesman.com

Foolish

Sir, The Additional Solicitor General SV.
Raju’s views expressed before the Supreme
Court that “when intellectuals become
terrorists, they become more dangerous
than those working on the ground” (Nov,
21) are unexceptional.An intellectual is one
whois well educated, capable of deep, logical
and critical thinking, with the courage to
express one’s views fearlessly.

But when intellectuals like doctors, engineers
and Ph.D scholars commit acts of terrorism,
asinthe case of the recent Red Fort bombing,
they radicalise impressionable minds that
such abhorrent acts are eminently justified.

No doubt, ‘Bail is the rule and jail an
exception’ under Indian criminal law. But it
does not apply to those accused of murder,
rape, or Kidnapping,

Nor can it apply to those holding violent
protests, making provocative speeches
against the nation and advocating secession.

For instance, the denial of bail to the JNU

Ph.D student Umar Khalid, languishing in
Tihar jail, since Sep 2020, is being legally
contested. Though unfortunate, he is a
known serial demonstrator, holding frequent
campus protests ~ against the capital
punishment awarded to the 2001 Indian
Parliament attack convicts Afzal Guru and
Magbool Bhat, the agitation against the US
President Donald Trump’s visit to India in
2020 and so on.

Similarly, Sharjeel Imam, during the
anti-CAA protests, advised all Indian Muslims
to unite and separate the North East from
the rest of India. Demanding bail for such
separatist intellectuals is not democratic
liberalism, but foolish naivet¢!

Yours etc., V. Jayaraman,
Chennai, 21 November.

Buying votes

Sir, The editorial ‘Cash politics’ published
today should sensitise all politicians to be
mindful of the difference between welfare

epaper.thestatesman.com

A Member

nationwide.

For traceability, electronic logbooks
and digital systems are in place at
designated ports and processing
plants. The entire chain, from catch
certificates at port to export certificates,
is tightly controlled. These steps
reflect a shift across all levels of
government and help demonstrate tothe
EC that Viet Nam s building a transparent,
accountable and sustainable fisheries
management system. We have submitted
additional reports to the Government
and prepared detailed working scenarios
for the EC inspection team. Based on the
results sofar, Viet Nam is ready ~ proactive,
transparent and fully prepared to engage.

Over the years, IUU prevention has

25

been a priority for the Government,
ministries and localities. Communication
campaigns, legal training and outreach
to fishermen and businesses have been
consistent. We also work closely with
international organisations to adopt
modern management practices thatalign
with EU standards.

The EC has acknowledged Viet Nam’s
efforts, especially improvements in
traceability and vessel control. But lifting
the yellow card requires maintaining
these results without backsliding, With
coordinated action and sustained political
will, we believe Viet Nam can achieve the
goal of removing the IUU warning within
a reasonable timeframe and build a
fisheries sector that is sustainable and
competitive internationally.

Local responsibility is decisive. The
Government aims to have the yellow card
lifted in 2025, but this depends heavily
on enforcement at the grassroots level ~
the places that directly manage vessels,
crews and day-to-day fishing activity.

measures and alluring voters with funds
from the government exchequer. The race
to capture power knows no ethics and
disregards all political, social and financial
decencies.

A trend that started with offering small
household materials has reached the level
of officially depositing a bulk amount like
Rs 10,000 to the targetted section.

The timing of such a scheme makes it a
visible allurement to trap the targeted voters.
The government that did not realise the
need for empowering women for two
decades and remembers it just before the
election is merely buying votes with government
funds.

If empowering women is the genuine
purpose, the same should have been
implemented after studying their needs and
the feasibility of investing in ventures that
could be viable and promise returns.

Yours, etc.,
A G Rajmohan,
Anantapur, 21 November.

Confused

Sir, We the common voters of West Bengal
are in a vortex of confusion. Though the
form appears to be simple, the columns
leave great scope for confusion. And most
ironically one clarification begets another.

In many instances BLOs are adopting a
stance different from what we learn from
print and electronic media. It was a clear
instruction that the BLOis the only authorized
person to collect the filled-up forms under
acknowledgement.

But we are told by our BLO that the
Election Commission has issued latest
instructions that in view of the stupendous
work load heaped on BLOs, the forms will
be collected by the BLA, who is purely a
party appointee and has no authority to
collect the forms under his signature. Bengal
is reeling.

Yours, etc.,
Subir Datta,
Kolkata, 20 November.
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Remembering a firebrand Socialis

RUP NARAYAN DAS

tis a coincidence that the birth

anniversary of the former Speaker

of Lok Sabha Rabi Ray, an

eminent parliamentarian, veteran
socialist leader and a valiant freedom
fighter falls on 26 November which
is the Constitution Day. Odisha has
produced many political figures who
held important positions but Ray
will be remembered as the first
Speaker of Lok Sabha from Odisha.
His simplicity and modesty were
awe-inspiring. He upheld values and
principles and fought for the
downtrodden and the poor. At a
time when materialism and
showmanship has taken a toll of
idealism and values, he held them
close to his heart.

Like a moth drawn to fire, Rabi
Ray plunged into the vortex of the
freedom movement during his
college days. A deep sense of love
for the motherland and abhorrence
for foreign rule were ingrained in
him. In early 1947, while in college,
he was arrested for unfurling the
National Flag in the college. This
brave act of Ray forced the British
Government to yield to the students’
demand for unfurling the Tricolour
in educational institutions even
though the country was still under
colonial rule.

Born on 26 November 1926 in
Bhanagarh village, Puri, he graduated
in history from the Ravenshaw
College and later studied Law at
the Madhusudan Law College. The
foundation of his political career
was laid when he was elected
President of the Students Union of
Ravenshaw College in 1948-49 and
then again as the first President of
the Madhusudan Law College
Students Union in 1949-50. An
avowed socialist, he joined the
Socialist Party as a member in 1948.

Along with a deep sense of

commitment to the socialist cause,
he possessed leadership qualities
which enabled him to remain in
the forefront of the socialist movement
for a long time. During 1953-54, he
held the post of Joint Secretary,
All India Samajwadi Yuvak Sabha.
In 1956, under the leadership of Dr.
Ram Manohar Lohia, Ray founded
the Socialist Party in Odisha. He
was also a member of the National
Executive of the party at that time.
Later,in 1960, he became the General
Secretary of the party for about a
year.

His debut in Parliament began
in 1967 when he was elected to the
Fourth Lok Sabha from the Puri
Parliamentary constituency. He
was the leader of the Parliamentary
Group of the Samyukta Socialist
Party (SSP). Later, he was elected
tothe Ninth and Tenth Lok Sabhas
from the Kendrapara constituency.
He was an outspoken parliamentarian
known for his forthright views on
several issues confronting the nation
at the time and for his constructive
opposition when he was in the
Opposition.

He was elected as a member of
the RajyaSabhain 1974 and served
the House for six years till 1980.
The Sixth General Elections brought
the Janata Party to power and he
found a place in the Union Cabinet
as Minister for Health and Family
Welfare till January 1980. During
this period, he was also the General
Secretary of the Janata Party.

The Ninth General Elections in
1989 saw his return to the Lok
Sabha from Kendrapara. He was
unanimously elected Speaker of
the Lok Sabha on 19 December
1989. During a short tenure of about
one-and-a-half years, he left an
indelible imprint. He regulated the
proceedings of Zero Hour for better
utilization of time which is appreciated
by one and all even today. He

allowed members with prior notice
to make brief statements on matters
of urgent public importance in the
House during ‘Zero Hour’, the
interregnum after the Question
Hour before the commencement
of routine business.

He will also be remembered for
having introduced three ‘subject
committees’ as the precursor of the
Departmentally Related Standing
Committees to examine the policies
and programmers of the Government
and to ensure executive accountability.
A landmark decision given by Ray
as the Speaker in 1991 disqualifying
some Members in the context of
the Anti-Defection Law demonstrated
his unbiased disposition, courage
and righteousness, following a split
in the Janata Dal on whose ticket
he himself was elected to the House.

Another significant decision was
about admitting the first ever notice
of amotion for presenting an Address
to the President of India for the
removal of a sitting judge from his
office. A Committee was set up to
investigate the grounds on which
the removal of the judge was sought.
The matter was, however, dealt by
the Tenth Lok Sabha subsequently.

He also took the initiative for the
direct telecast of Parliamentary
proceedings. During his Speakership
for the first time on 20 December
1989, the President’s Address to
Parliament in the Central Hall was
telecast live. Ray was elected the
President of the Commonwealth
Parliamentary Association in 1991.

He was keen that the future
generation should be made aware
of the valuable contributions made
by our national leaders. He wanted
to recall, remember, and place on
record the services of eminent
parliamentarians, who played a
notable role in the country’s freedom
struggle and contributed in building
modern Indian as well as for the

development of our parliamentary
system. Therefore, during his
tenure the Indian Parliamentary
Group decided to celebrate the
birth anniversaries of eminent
parliamentarians by holding
meetings, seminars, symposia etc.,
and bringing out monographs
under the “Eminent Parliamentarians
Series”.

Ray has many literary
accomplishments to his credit. He
edited Samata, an Odia monthly,
and Chaukhamba, a Hindi weekly

brought out by the erstwhile Socialist
Party. He breathed his last on 6
March 2017 at the age of 90 while
undergoing treatment at the SCB
Medical College and Hospital in
Cuttack. His mortal remains were
consigned to sacred flames in his
ancestral village in Puri. The nation
mourned his death.

(The writer who worked with Rabi Ray when he
was the Speaker of Lok Sabha, is the Consulting
Editor of The Journal of Parliamentary

Information (JPI) of the Lok Sabha Secretariat.)

Findin

t is not difficult to see that
online platforms have become
the primary spaces where our
youth gather, talk, argue, chase
trends and figure out how to live
with others. For students, social
media functions almost like a parallel
reality they cannot ignore. We often
say that libraries shape their habits
of mind, yetitis social media where
their sense of right and wrong is
tested, where they learn, sometimes
painfully, to read situations, protect
themselves and form a sense of
community and belonging, Digital
literacy, in this sense, is not just an
academic skill but a foundation for
navigating modern society.

Yet the same online spaces that
encourage connection can quickly
turn hostile. Research on dark
personality traits shows that
narcissism, Machiavellianism,
psychopathy and sadism - often
referred to as the dark tetrad - thrive
in environments marked by anonymity,
low accountability and the instant
gratification of provoking a reaction.
Social media provides ideal conditions
for malice and troubled minds.
Trolling, harassment, vanity, scams,
fake news and deepfake content
are predictable outcomes when
empathy thins and attention becomes
currency.

Teachers feel these effects acutely.
Studies in educational settings
describe a small but significant
group of children - sometimes as

early as kindergarten- who pressure
peers, exploit classmates’ goodwill,
refuse responsibility, or display
striking emotional bluntness. For
teachers, these behaviours stop
being clinical cases in a textbook
the moment they enter the classroomy;
they become emotional burdens
they can’t help but face every day.

Many enter the profession driven
by a passion for learning and
mentorship, only to find themselves
face-to-face with students (and
often parents as well) whose behaviour
resists trust and the very guidance
meant to help them. The result is
teacher burnout: an erosion of moral
confidence and professional identity
defined by the painful gap between
who teachers hope their students
can become and who they sometimes
reveal themselves to be.

My own sense of disillusionment
deepened recently while watching
an SBS documentary titled “Savage
Hours” about the serial killer Lee
Chun-jae. The programme aired
his voice and memories with an
oddly poetic tone, as if inviting
viewers to empathize with him. It
reflected a troublingly romantic
view of evil, the belief that darkness
is misunderstood trauma or that
we owe even the most sadistic
individuals sympathy and forgiveness.
But darkness is not always a wound;
sometimes it is simply darkness.
To sentimentalize cruelty is to
misread it and, more importantly,
to betray the victims whose lives
were irreparably harmed.

dignity

in an unkind world

Moments like these make cynicism
feel like the only rational stance. Yet
something unexpectedly hopeful
often rises in its place. Recently, my
graduate students led a seminar
discussion on the “Light Triad,” a
psychological frame work emphasizing
humanism, compassion and moral
clarity. Unlike the dark triad, associated
with exploitation, emotional coldness
and ruthless greed, the light triad
highlights the quieter but equally
real dimensions of kindness and
empathy that hold together authentic
human relationships.

At the end of their presentation,
my students shared something
more personal: a YouTube music
video titled “The Princess Code” -
you must watch it for yourself. At
first glance, the video appears
playful. Yet its lyrics offer a surprisingly
resilient worldview. They encourage
greeting each day with a smile,
finding small joys in the mirror,
staying composed amid chaos,
accepting hardship as part of one’s
story, and above all, not giving up.
What may initially sound like
self-centred positivity emerges as
a declaration of self-respect and
emotional maturity. It reflects the
belief that even in an unkind world,
one can still choose dignity.

For many teachers, this mindset
becomes Teflon against so-called
student “villains.” Those who endure
difficult students do not rely on
duty alone. They draw strength
from a quiet, persistent confidence
that their work matters, that kindness

is not naive and that spiteful
behaviour, online or in person, does
not define the limits of what humanity
can be. For them, the light triad is
not theory but lived experience.
This offers an important reminder:
Digital platforms expose us to some
of the worst sides of human behaviour,
and the same dynamics too easily
seep into classrooms, where that
darkness plays out with little restraint.
We cannot eliminate the internet’s
darker corners, nor can we fully
reform those who take pleasure in
cruelty. Yet we can cultivate what
is good in the overwhelming majority

of us: humility, compassion and
the courage to remain kind and to
refuse malice when it would be
easier to look away.

As long as we tend to the light
within ourselves and recognize that
same light in others (as found in
my students, who must find their
way through a world far more
complex and less forgiving than
the onelIinherited), darkness does
not prevail. It becomes only a brief
chapterin a much longer and more
hopeful story of teachers.

The Korea Herald/ANN.
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Crossword | No. 293303

NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters in the words required. (By arrangement with The Independent, London)

ACROSS 15 First lady back

home welcoming a Peter Crouch is) withdrawing some measure of
thousand people (6) complaints (4) control (5)

8 One lot (nameless) from Siberia 26 Shortly the 4 Crowhing 17 Perennial scheme
trained with RAF (6) setter’s retiring — achievement — which involves
fliers (8) 16 Possible one won't reveal emptied flipping cycling

9 Puzzle’'s meaning concessions — his identity (6) chamberpot (4) (3,5)
not essentially getting into pub 27 Alot of water in 5 Member initially 18 Periods | spent in
obscure grub (10,5) room upstairs — gets in two beers — fort (8)

(6) 19 Sad way of get daughter out barman here one 20 Put up again

10 Accents of Dutch working out what (8) of the best (5,5) outside hotel -
wearing dated hats container may 6 Lord's tenants anger misplaced
(6) hold? (6) DOWN having relations (6)

11 Plan raid after 22 Played tapes to evicted - that's 21 Though upset, call
serving of meal entertain little one 1 Flag up puzzle mean (6) for dismissal (6)
(8) in bed (5,3) feature on the 7 British ship has 24 Animal rescuer not

12 Disturbing 23 Hotel chain perimeter - snails space on board (6) finishing early —
conundrum delayed taking (8) 13 Beats arrangement that’'s good (4)

ultimately leaves
cabinet chasing its woman inside
tail (8) (8)

action over that

25 0Old scorer (as 3

2 Being obsequious
to American on the
way out (8)

we always

Schools doctor

from Wet Wet Wet 25 Mineral - type |

dismissed? (6,4) (4)

14 Are inside keeping

twice rejected

[ ]
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OCCASIONAL NOTE

THE Irish Boundary Commission, which was to
reconcile Ulster and the Free State, appears not
only to have failed but to have further embittered
the relations of these antagonistic neighbours The
attempt at asettlement in Ireland has been marked
by a succession of stupid blunders, and only a few
determined optimists could have felt assured of
the success of a commission which Ulster had
steadily repudiated and on which it was represented
against its will. The Commission’s function even
was not clearly defined, for the various utterances
of the British Government on the subject encouraged
different interpretations in the two States; briefly it
was charged with readjusting the frontier, but
whether that was to cover any re-allocation of
territory has been hotly disputed. The Free State
hoped to get Fermanagh and Tyrone, Derry City
and Newry, as well as other slices. To this Ulster
responded with a determined silence. The tangle
could only be unravelled by good-will on both
sides, but now comes the unwelcome news that
the Free State representative has resigned for
reasons which commend themselves to President
Cosgrave. The other two members are accused of
being swayed by threats and political influences,
and an anticipatory report of the findings published
in one London paper which has not yet reached
India has caused great disquiet. Evidently the Free
Stateis to be given little of what it has claimed, and
the anger of disappointment is natural; if President
Cosgrave’s words are to be taken at their face value
circumstances are not propitious for an early
renewal of the search for a settlement.

News Items

COMMONS HOMAGE

STRIKING TRIBUTES
BY PARTY LEADERS

(BRITISH OFFICIAL WIRELESS.)
LEAFIELD, (OXFORD), NOV.

IN the House of Commons to-day the Prime
Minister moved the following resolution of
condolence on the death of Queen Alexandra:
“That a humble address be presented to His
Majesty to express the heartfelt sympathy of this
House in the great affliction and loss which His
Majesty has sustained by the death of Her Majesty
Queen Alexandra, and to assure His Majesty that
we shall ever remember with grateful affection
thelove which the late Queen inspired in all classes
of the people, and that we shall participate to the
utmost in the universal feeling of sympathy with
His Majesty in his grievous loss.”

Mr. Baldwin said: “I think that perhaps in looking
back upon the life of Queen Alexandra nothing is
more striking than the way in which, from the
moment that she landed on these shores, she
identified herself with the country in which, and
with the people among whom, she had come tolive.

“Students of history will realise that what we
took for granted in her life is in reality a rare
thing; and looking back over the years, were
there any of us who did not regard her from the
first as one of our very selves?”

ABBEY SERVICE PLANS

LAST TRIBUTES TO
QUEEN MOTHER

LONDON, NOV.

Arrangements are now complete for the
ceremonies to be held in London on Friday, when
the funeral service for the Queen Mother will be
held in Westminster Abbey.

The coffin will be conveyed from Saint James’s
Palace to the Abbey on the naval gun carriage
which was used at the funerals of Queen Victoria
and King Edward, drawn by 150 bluejackets.
Royal mourners will be present from Belgium,
Norway, Sweden, Denmark, and Spain.

The service will be conducted by the Archbishop
of Canterbury, and the public will afterwards be
admitted to file past the coffin.

Instructions regarding the observance of the
funeral in India have been issued to the military
authorities.

AIR CASUALTIES

PARACHUTES FOR
BRITISH MACHINES

LONDON, NOV.

IN the House of Commons, replying to questions,
Sir Samuel Hoare stated that during the year ended
September 30 there had been 42 accidents in the
Air Force owing to machines crashing, involving 57
deaths. None of the machines was equipped with
parachutes.

Provision was now being made so to equip as
speedily as possible the whole Air-Force. —Reuter
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Flawed forecasts

Poor quality of data hampers policymakers in
their decision-making. This hurts outcomes

ORMER RESERVE BANK of India (RBI) Governor YV Reddy is

believed to have remarked thatwhile the futureis uncertain every-

where, in India even the past is uncertain. That quip captures the

dilemma of RBI governors who must frame monetary policy using
datathat,asanotherformer Governor Duvvuri Subbarao noted,can be“ana-
lytically bewildering”. Poor data quality and long reporting lags have long
undermined efforts to forecast inflation or GDP. The frequent and signifi-
cant revisions to India’s economic data also make its historical figures as
uncertainasthe future projections.The RBI’srecent overestimation of infla-
tion has once again spotlighted the limitations of its models. The variance
for the March quarter was a sizeable 0.7 percentage points—possibly the
largestinyears—though the deviations for the next two quarterswere much
smallerat 0.2 and 0.1 points.Even so,the December quarter projection could
also overshoot the actual print, forcing a rethink of the 2.6% inflation fore-
castfor FY26.Suchrevisionsare unwelcome,given that corporates useinfla-
tion projections to set pricing strategies.

This time, the RBI was not alone. Other forecasters, too, were caught off
guard by the sharper-than-expected correction in food prices aftera strong
harvest. Economists note that most models rely heavily on historical pat-
ternsto predict howkeyvariables might behave. But food inflation hasbeen
unusuallyvolatile,and the traditional relationship between output and price
hasbroken down. Base effects have further complicated calculations.Adding
to the complexity is the impact of the mid-August goods and services tax
(GST)rate cuts:while prices of some goods have fallen in linewith lower rates,
others have been revised upward, making inflation estimation harder. GDP
forecastingis no easier. Data foralarge segment of companies—and for the
informal economy, which is significantly larger than the formal one—
becomes available onlywith long delays.As a result, high-frequency indica-
tors often appear disconnected from headline GDP numbers.

Recently,economists have tended tounderestimate real GDPasinflation
collapsed. In the June quarter, real GDP growth came in at 7.8% year-on-
year, flattered in part by deflator dynamics.Anotheremerging concernisthe
sharp decline in exports to the US after the imposition of a 50% tariff on a
range of goods,which will inevitably hit corporate revenues and household
incomes. To strengthen forecasting reliability, India urgently needs better-
quality,more timelydata. Employment measurement,in particular,remains
aweak spot; more accurate labour market data would help assess incomes
and consumption. Many existing surveys suffer from small sample sizesand
insufficient geographic coverage.The government is reportedlyworking to
strengthen around 200 critical data sources and overhaul several indices—
including more frequent base-year revisions—to better reflect the contem-
porary economy.

But improved data collection alone will not suffice. Forecasting models,
too, must evolve. Greater use of real-time indicators, satellite and transac-
tional data, artificial intelligence-based nowcasting, and dynamic model-
ling could help reduce lags and improve predictive accuracy. Equally impor-
tant is transparency: the RBI and government statistical agencies should
publish model assumptions more openly to enable informed debate and
external scrutiny. Ultimately, robust monetary and fiscal policy cannot rest
on guesswork.Reliable statisticsarea publicgood—critical notjust formacro-
economic management but also for business decisions and democratic
accountability.India has the capacity to build aworld-class statistical archi-
tecture; the imperative now is to act with urgency. Without such reforms,
policywill continue to lag reality,and outcomes will remain suboptimal.

What India can do about
its low inflation problem

INDIA'S ECONOMY, SO often touted for potential to supplant China as a global
engine,is having a hard time getting its arms around inflation. Not that it’s too high,
butbecause the pace of price increasesisworryingly low.Fixing thiswill require more
than the standard prescription—simply cutting interest rates. The promise of an
aggressiveand sustained easingis needed,one that brings its own share of challenges.

Thiswill be tough for Reserve Bank of India Governor Sanjay Malhotra to get right.
Marketsalreadyappreciate the need fora change.The rupee is theworst-performing
Asian currencythisyearagainst the dollarand,on Friday, it fell toarecord low.Traders
attributed atleast part of the slide to the RBI’s reluctance to intervene, breaking with
the practice of recent monthsas the currencyweakened largely because of an elusive
trade deal with the US.The bank’s absence maybe a strong signal that a policy shift is
in the wings; lower borrowing costs tend to weigh on a currency. (The central bank
returned to the market on Monday.)

For Malhotra, this could be a Janet Yellen moment. For years after the end of the
Global Financial Crisis,inflation failed to pickup in the USand was,in the view of the-
then Federal Reserve chair,alittle toolow for comfort.Asked why inflation remained
stubbornlylow,she concededin 2017 thatitwasa“mystery”. Twoyearslater,her suc-
cessor, Jerome Powell, called the phenomenon “one of the major challenges of our
time”. It took Covid, massive fiscal stimulus,and the supply chain pressures the pan-
demic uncorked for inflation to awaken.

Humilityregarding India’s projectionsis in order.The central bank’s forecasts have
consistently overestimated inflation. A surprisingly low reading for October means
forecasts of 2.6% for the year to March are already looking out of date. And that call
wasmadeasrecentlyaslast month.Considering thebank’s
target is 4%, policy is nowway too tight.

The moment calls for boldness. The RBI should
embrace the low-inflation environment when its com-
mittee meets in two weeks. At the prior gathering in early
October, the bank emphasised prudence and a neutral
stance,onethat neitherholds the economybacknor stim-
ulatesit.It’snowtime to shift toan“accommodative”pos-
ture, according to Bloomberg Economics.This would tell
investors and consumers that Malhotra’s strong prefer-
enceistokeep cutting.Aftera period of excessive caution,
the RBI should let its hair down a bit. It would also help
growth,which has been faltering.

Recognising that inflation isn’t the threat it was comes
withitsowndangers.Therupeeislikely to come under further pressure.Sure,the RBI
could pairits changein rate outlookwith moreintervention.This should berestricted
towhat central banks and finance ministries like to call “smoothing”—not standing
totallyagainst the market,but watching that things don’t get out of hand.Tobe more
aggressivewould risklookinglike authorities are conflicted,recognising the need for
easier money,but unwilling to embrace the full implications.

Andthere’smoreailing the rupee than the rate picture. Malhotrarecentlysaid that
securing a good trade deal with the US would bring money back to India’s currency.
The US currently levies 50% tariffs on Indian exports, the harshest among Asian
nations.Assuminganaccord isreached sooner orlater, the definition of “good”will be
intheeye of thebeholder.Southeast Asian nations, forexample,gotareduced levy,but
agreed to certain American priorities, some aimed at constraining China. Whatever
agreement Prime Minister Narendra Modi hatcheswith US President Donald Trump
has to be sold domestically. It could be messy.

The RBI can’t control this. It can, however, attend to matters on its own patch.
Acknowledging theinflation missis part of that. Doing somethingabout the problem,
and adjusting mindsets to avoid repeating it, is critical. December’s meeting is shap-
ing up as eventful.In that, there should be little mystery.

DANIEL
MOSS

Bloomberg

Opinion

N 1774, A Dutch merchant and

broker established what is widely

regarded as the first mutual fund

(MF) by inviting investors to form

a trust named Eendragt Maalkt
Magt (Unity creates strength). Over time,
the MF structure has evolved acrossjuris-
dictions.Continuing this process,on Octo-
ber 28,the Securitiesand Exchange Board
of India (Sebi) released a Consultation
Paper on Comprehensive Review of Sebi
(Mutual Funds) Regulations, 1996, pro-
posingamendmentstoalign the distribu-
tion of returns between asset manage-
ment companies (AMCs) and investors. A
few of the major changes, which are the
source of heated discussionsin theindus-
try,are discussed below.

Thefirstsuch changeisthe proposal to
revise the total expense ratio (TER) limits
so that statutory levies (such as securities
transactiontaxand goodsand services tax
[GST]) are excluded while computing TER.
It is proposed that such levies are passed
directly to investors. While this shift en-
hancestransparencyand aligns cost pass-
throughwithregulatoryintent,italso trig-
gers a consequential downward revision
of the existing TER limits. Specifically, the
consultation paperrecommendsareduc-
tion of 20 basis points (bps) for close-
ended schemes,and 15 and 10bpsforcer-
tain categories of open-ended schemes.
The magnitude of the proposed down-
ward revision lacksany clearbasisand po-
ses concerns for the growth of the MF in-
dustry.Thedownward revision of the TER
exceeds GST and other statutory compo-
nentsthatare currentlya partofit,and the
consequenceisanadditional,unintended
reduction that directly compresses the op-
erating margins of AMCs.In effect, AMCs
are compelled to absorb a cost cut that
goes beyond the statutory levy adjust-
ment,with no proportionate benefitaccr-
uing to investors. Moreover,when AMC
revenuesare squeezed theimpactisoften
passed on to MF distributors (MFDs),
weakening the distribution network that
underpins financial inclusion. A large sh-
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MARKET REFORMS
SEBI TIGHTROPE ON RATIONALISING COSTS & INVESTOR-FRIENDLY STEPS; PROPOSALS WARRANT DEEPER PROBE

Aligning protit and protection
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areof first-time and retail investors,espec-
iallyin small towns and underserved reg-
ions, enter the MF market through these
last-mile channels. Any reduction in the
economic viability of this network risks
undermining the infrastructure thatena-
bleswide investor participation. MFsind-
eed competewith otherassetslikeinsura-
nceand real assetslike propertyand gold.

Fees should be entirely determined by
market competition,and pr-

viewed asawelcome move,its unintended
impact would be an increase in the over-
all costs borne by regular plan investors
who choosetoaccess MFsviadistributors.
This, too, needs to be carefully studied as
those investing in the market though
MFDs are often first-time investors who
maynow be subject to higheroverall costs.
Another significant proposal is the st-
eepreduction of the maximum permissi-
blebrokerage expense from

icecontrolsareincreasingly — T——— ] to0 2 bps for cash market

viewed notonlyasoutdated
butalso counterproductive.
Their second-order effects
are routinely underestima-
tedin policy debates.Forcing
fees artificially downward
inevitablyerodes service qu-
ality, curtails investment in

The only reason to
impose price
controls would be
when the normal
competitive forces
are ineffective

transactions,and 5 to 1 bps
for derivatives. The stated
rationale is that brokerage
costs in some instances
include not only trade exe-
cution but also research
services, and since AMCs
already possess in-house

researchand investorsupp- "  research capabilities, such

ort, and strips smaller or
newerfunds of the economic runway nee-
ded to grow.The result is predictable, en-
trenched dominance by a few big players
andashrinking,lessdiverseindustry.Over
time, such distortions choke innovation,
reduce meaningful choice for investors,
andweaken theresilience of theasset ma-
nagement sectorthatregulationis meant
to strengthen. The only reason to impose
price controls would be when the normal
competitive forces are ineffective,as in a
monopolistic industry with network eff-
ects.MFis highly competitivean industry.
The consultation paper also proposes
to permit AMC to charge its schemes in-
vestmentand advisory feesthatareiden-
tical, in percentage terms, for both direct
and regular plans. While this could be

additional costs may dilute
investorreturns.While the objective of en-
hancing transparencyand avoiding dupli-
cation of expensesiswell-intentioned, the
practical realities are more nuanced. In
many market segments—particularly
mid-cap, small-cap,and emerging sect-
ors—broker-provided research offers tim-
ely,security-specific,sectoral insights that
maynotbereadilyavailable throughinte-
rnal or publicsources.Such research com-
plements in-house analysis and supports
informed price discovery,ultimatelyben-
efitting investors.Brokerage commissions
therefore often reflect an integrated ser-
viceratherthananavoidableadd-on cost.
Asharp cutin permissible brokerage lim-
its may constrain AMCs’ access to critical
external research inputs and inadverten-

@ ELECTORAL POLITICS

West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee

If your name gets deleted, the central government
should also be deleted. Why conducting SIR
(special intensive revision) in such a hurry?

tlyimpairinvestment decision-making to
the detriment of unitholders.

The consultation paper also proposes
amendments to Regulation 24(b) of the
MFRegulations,which govern the permi-
ssible business activities of AMCs. One
such proposal—that an AMC may under-
take activities regulated by a domestic or
foreign regulator only through a subsidi-
aryandwith prior Sebiapproval—warran-
ts reconsideration. Where an AMC alrea-
dy maintains adequate structural and
operational segregation,and theactivities
concerned are carried out by a distinct
businessunitwith appropriate oversight,
compliance frameworks, and ring-fenc-
ing of resources, it may not be necessary
tomandate a subsidiary structure.Allow-
ing AMCs to undertake such activities
directly,throughadistinctbusiness unit—
subject tonods orno-objection certificates
from the regulators they are registered
with—would provide greater operational
flexibilitywithout compromising regula-
tory safeguards. This would also prevent
unnecessaryduplication of infrastructure
and compliance costs while ensuring
investor interests are fully protected.

The consultation paper walks a tight-
ropebetweenrationalising costsand adv-
ancinginvestor-friendlyreforms.But sev-
eralaspectswarrant deeperexamination.
The proposed reductions in expenseratios
and related regulatory changes compo-
und the pressures confronting AMCs and
risk further eroding margins that are, in
caseof manysmaller players,already thin.
What is often underappreciated in policy
debates is the inherently long gestation
period of the AMC business model. Most
AMCs operate at a loss for years before
achievingthe scale necessaryto turn prof-
itable. The contemplated amendments
riskintensifying thisstructural challenge
and mayrequire deeperanalysis of opera-
tional feasibility before implementation.

Co-authored with Aniket Singh
Charan and Varun Matlani,
associates, Finsec Law Advisors

Ayni exit may limit regional outreach

INDIA QUIETLY ENDED its only overseas
military presencebyrelinquishing the str-
ategic Ayni airbase in Tajikistan upon the
expiryof thebilateralagreement.Ayniair-
base, also known as Gissar Military Aero-
drome,was a former Soviet military facil-
ity that fell into disrepair after the Soviet
Union’s dissolution. After 1991, Russia
faced economicdifficultiesand struggled
to pay soldiers’ salaries. Meanwhile, New
Delhi,considered atrusted friend of Mos-
cow, was permitted to develop the Ayni
airbase. Moscow supports India’s role in
the security framework of Central Asia,
particularlyin Tajikistan,due toitsvulne-
rableborderswith Afghanistanand China
aswell as the influx of drugs and extrem-
istsintotheregion.Additionally,the 1999
KargilWarheightened New Delhi’s strate-
gicand securityinterests,making Ayniair-
base critical for boosting India’s deterr-
enceand strategicdepth against Pakistan.

India began developing the airbase,
located 20 km from the Wakhan Corridor
and bordering Pakistan-occupied Kash-
mir and China’s Xinjiang province, in the
late 1990s.With an investment of $70
million, the Indian Air Force and Border
Roads Organisation upgraded its 3,200-
metre runway, air traffic control systems,
and fuel depots. At one point, India also
deployed Su-30MKI fighterjets and heli-
coptersforstrategicdeterrence.Indiaalso
established amilitaryhospitalin Farkhor,
Tajikistan, not only to treat members of
the Northern Alliance,a coalition of grou-
psthatfoughtagainst the Taliban,butalso
to project its soft power in Central Asia’s
poorestregion.Indiaalsoused theairbase
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in 2021 to evacuate Indian citizens and
officials from Afghanistan after the Tal-
iban regained control of Kabul.

India’s decision to relinquish the stra-
tegic airbase appears to be influenced by
Russiaand China’sincreasing geopolitical
pressure on Tajikistan. Additionally, Ayni
airbase’s logistical and intelligence sup-
portagainst the Taliban, mainly due toits
connection with the Northern Alliance,
diminished for India after the Taliban’s
return to power. Moreover, relinquishing
theairbase supportsIndia’s

As geopolitical competition intensifies in Central
Asia, India will have to prioritise transparent and

erciseswith the Central Asian republicsat
bilateral and trilateral levels, building a
solid base for “Pax Sinica” across Eurasia.
Beijing also trains their armies and sup-
plies military technology assistance.

In recent years, Central Asia has been
increasinglyattracting globalactors seek-
ing dependable sources of critical miner-
als and energy, primarily to reduce its de-
pendence on China. Since 2022, Russia’s
focus on Ukraine and Western sanctions
have prompted Central Asian nations to

adopt a multi-vector diplo-

expanding relationship eEEEEEE—————————— maticapproachaimedatre-

with the Taliban.

But, Russia isn’t oppos-
ed to India’s growing pres-
ence in Central Asia. It has
consistentlysupported Ind-
ia’sprominentregionalrole
in countering China and
endorsed India’s member-
ship in the Shanghai Coop-

India's decision to
relinquish strategic
airbase seems to be
influenced by Russia

and China's rising

geopolitical press-
ure on Tajikistan

gional stability, territorial
integrity, and sovereignty,
strengthening their ties
with the European Union
(EU),the US, Tiirkiye, China,
and the Gulf states to deve-
lopnew connectivityroutes,
such asthe Middle Corridor
and the Eastern Route of

eration Organisation(SCO).  p———— International North-South

Moscow also maintains its
201st Russian Ground Forces military
base in Tajikistan near the Afghan border
to counterterrorismand drug smuggling
underthe Collective Security Treaty Orga-
nisation,aimedat enhancing securityand
military cooperation with Central Asia.
On the other hand, Beijing, through
theBeltand Road Initiative,has cemented
its economic relations with Central Asia
with mega investments in infrastructure
and energy.China hasused the SCO to ex-
pand its security footprint by settingupa
militarybasein Tajikistan’s Murghob dis-
trict and conducting regular military ex-

THE EDITOR

COP30 failure

Apropos of "The real failure on climate
did not happen in Brazil" (FE,
November 25), the US boycott of G20
summit and COP30 was expected as it
has been showing least interest in
climate talks, leave alone taking an
active part in mitigation. A planned
$125-billion fund for forest protection
ended up with a commitment of $6

billion, betraying the disinterest of
developed nations in climate
financing. The reluctance of big
polluters to commit to cut down
emissions, in their nationally
determined contributions, is worrying
climate experts and activists.

But everyone has a responsibility
in leaving a clean legacy to our
future generations.

—RV Baskaran, Pune

Transport Corridor. Even
the EU hasincreased its engagementwith
the fiveresource-rich Central Asian natio-
nsinregional connectivity, trade,and en-
ergy.In 2024, it announced investments
of roughly $10.6 billion in the Middle Cor-
ridor, followed by another $13.2 billionin
2025 in critical minerals and energy sec-
tors. Tiirkiye is leveraging the Organisa-
tion of Turkic States and Pan-Turkism to
build strategic partnerships,signinginfra-
structure projects to expand its influence
inthe Caucasus and Central Asia.

The recent White House summit mar-
king the tenth anniversary of the C5+1

Arresting rupee slide

"Whither the rupee?" (FE, November
25) is right in suggesting that the
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) should take
steps to appreciate the rupee's value.
The RBI has no power over external
factors causing the rupee slide, such
as tariffs and decrease in exports,
rising oil import bill, and import of rare
earths, electronic chips, and solar

reliable connectivity strategies

initiative brought together leaders from
Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan,
Kyrgyzstan,and Kazakhstanamid China’s
export curbs on key mineralsand techno-
logies.While the US policy on Central Asia
has shifted from non-intervention to
pragmatic engagement, it lacks strategic
clarity, often limiting regional initiatives
by like-minded nations including India.
Forinstance,the USrevocation of sanction
waiver on India’s development of Iran’s
Chabahar Port disrupted India’s connec-
tivity projectswith Central Asia.Although
Washington later restored a six-month
waiver,investor confidence hasweakened.

Over three decades, India has deepe-
ned ties with Central Asia across military
technology, defence, counterterrorism,
and economic cooperation, supported by
long-standing cultural links. Since 2010,
Central Asian countries have also sought
stronger ties with India to diversify their
strategic alliances. Granting India access
to the Ashgabat Agreement enabled it to
enhance Eurasian connectivityand access
toresources.Central Asian nationsalso see
the Chabahar port as an opportunity to
diversify export markets and counterbal-
ance China’s influence.

Though India’s withdrawal from the
Ayni airbase may limit its regional out-
reach, it reinforces its traditional reliance
on cultural and civilisational diplomacy.
As geopolitical competition intensifiesin
Central Asia, India will have to prioritise
transparent and reliable connectivity
strategies while leveraging its diplomatic
and intellectual capital to strengthen its
roleasatrusted regional partner.

panels from China. But it could arrest
the slide with steps like purchasing
dollars, increasing the stock of forex
reserves, and encouraging non-
resident Indians to deposit in foreign
currency non-resident dollar deposit
accounts. Increasing gold reserves
will also ensure rupee stability.

—NR Nagarajan, Sivakasi
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Weighty matters for cars

CAFE controversy overlooks public-policy objectives

The government’s draft norms for the third edition of Corporate Average Fuel Effi-
ciency (CAFE-III), applicable between FY28 and FY32, have raised afresh the debate
in the Indian automobile industry on incentivising small cars over big cars. The
contours of the current controversy involve implications that go beyond the ques-
tion of affordability to often conflicting questions of structural changes in automo-
bile markets, urban pollution, public health as well as safety standards.

CAFE norms, in force since FY18, have set out fleet-wide carbon-dioxide emission
targets for all manufacturers of passenger vehicles. They entail cutting fuel consump-
tion on each car. CAFE-II stiffens these targets and will involve higher investment
for manufacturers in better-designed parts and components. Since electric vehicles
(EVs) will count as “super credits”, the Bureau of Energy Efficiency, which has
designed the standards, has offered an incentive for carmakers to transition to zero-
or low-emission (eg hybrid) vehicles. The controversy has arisen over the dispropor-
tionate cost these norms impose on small cars vis-a-vis larger cars and sport utility
vehicles (SUVs). The emission-norm reduction for both types of cars is the same in
absolute terms, but in percentage terms, lighter cars (of 900 kg) must reduce emission
by 27 per cent against 22 per cent for a 1,500-kg car. As a result, a relaxation has been
proposed for small cars — which weigh less than 909 kg, with an engine of up to1,200
cc, and a maximum length of 4,000 mm. No surprise, this exemption has split the
industry, with makers of SUVs and larger cars unhappy at this discrimination.

From the point of view of optimal urban-traffic management and, indirectly,
urban pollution and public-health objectives, this exemption could, however, be seen
asunexceptionable. In the past few years, narrow tax differentials and growing con-
sumer prosperity saw first-time car buyers opting for compact SUVs, which were
priced close to small cars. This upscaling may indicate an evolving consumer base
but SUVs are generally considered more inefficient in terms of space utilisation on
theroad. The growing crowds of SUVs, with their limited manoeuvrability and often
occupied by just one or two people, on Indian roads, has been a key reason for the
acute traffic congestion, which characterises almost every Indian city, large and
small. The resultingemission from idling engines of cars stuck forlong hoursin traffic
snarls has contributed significantly to the dangerously toxic urban air quality. The
pre-Diwali cut in goods and services tax on small cars from 29-31 per cent to a flat 18
per cent saw a moderate surge in small-car sales after years, suggesting that con-
sumers perceive a favourable price-value equation in hatchbacks and sedans. Upping
their price on account of tighter fuel norms may drive consumers back to SUVs.

On the other hand, there are apprehensions that allowing weight-based
emission exemption may encourage manufacturers to compromise on the addi-
tional safety components that add weight to a vehicle. Indeed, it is no coincidence
that cars that meet Indian and global safety standards are mostly SUVs and their
compact counterparts. This is, undoubtedly, a valid point for industry regulators
to consider, given India’s poor road-safety record. Rather than offering a weight-
based carve-out under CAFE III, recalibrating the incentives to encourage manu-
facturers to focus on electric or hybrid hatchbacks and sedans may be a better
alternative in achieving multiple public-policy outcomes.

An Al compact
The world needs operational standards

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s call at the G20 summit in Johannesburg for a
“global compact on artificial intelligence (AI)” comes at a time when nations are
trying to keep pace with the rapid expansion of Al and the risks that accompany it.
Mr Modi highlighted the need for strong human oversight, safety-by-design sys-
tems, transparency, and firm bans on the usage of Al in deepfakes, and criminal
and terrorist activities. These concerns are not abstract: There are warnings that by
nextyear, nearly 90 per cent of online content may be Al-generated, vastly increas-
ingtherisk of misinformation and makingitincreasingly difficult for people todis-
tinguish fact from manipulation.

Itis, therefore, encouraging that some movement towards multilateral coordi-
nation hasbegun. The United Nations (UN) recently launched a universal platform
fora “Global Dialogue on Al Governance” to promote safe, secure, and trustworthy
Alsystems, strengthen cooperation between fragmented governance frameworks,
and encourage open, inclusive innovation. India, too, has released detailed Al gov-
ernance guidelines this month, emphasising safety, accountability, transparency,
and responsible innovation.

Yet the world faces steep hurdles in establishing effective and fair Al rules.
Hundreds of guides, frameworks, and principles have been published by govern-
ments, corporations, and international organisations, but none is truly global or
comprehensive. The UN reports that while seven countries participate in all major
Al governance initiatives, over 100 countries, mostly in the Global South, are part
of none, leaving much of the world without a voice in decisions that directly affect
them. Meanwhile, only a handful of nations control the computing power required
to build advanced Al models, deepening inequalities and limiting the ability of
developing countries to participate meaningfully in global rule-making.

This scattered landscape creates three core governance challenges: Poor repre-
sentation, weak coordination, and limited implementation. Many countries and
organisations continue todesign their own rules, often overlappingor contradicting
one another. Without better coordination, the world risks fragmented regulatory
regimes or, worse, a “race to the bottom” where safety and rights are compromised
for competitiveness. And representation and coordination alone are not enough: Real
accountability depends on implementation covering capacity-building, technical
support, and systems that help small and medium enterprises adapt responsibly.

To address these gaps, the world needs shared safety standards, coordinated
independent audits for high-risk Al systems, transparent data practices, and firm
bans on harmful uses. Developing countries must have access to open-source
models, affordable computing, and strong digital public infrastructure so that they
are not left behind. As India prepares to host the Al Impact Summit in February
nextyear, ithasan opportunity to shape an inclusive global approach and translate
its national leadership into international influence. India stands to benefit signifi-
cantly from global standards: Its large pool of engineers, researchers, and technol-
ogy professionals can contribute solutions not just for India but for the world. But
ameaningful compact will materialise only if major powers set aside narrow stra-
tegic interests and commit themselves to shared responsibilities. In aworld where
Alcanbeweaponised aseasily as it can be used for the public good, the cost of inac-
tion could be heavy.

A new phase of policymaking

A committee-based approach has helped the government

usher in many reforms

Economic policymakers in the Union government
appear to be on a high. The recent notification of the
four Labour Codes, passed by Parliament more than
five years ago, is perhaps the most immediate reason
for comingtosuch a conclusion. Of course, the gazet-
ting of the much-awaited Labour Codes, subsuming
29 existing labour laws after their simplification and
rationalisation, is a reasonablejustification for believ-
ing that the Narendra Modi government has become
alittle more reform-friendly than in the past.

But the change in the government’s engagement
with the economy’s need for reforms is more nuanced
than how analysts have so far perceived it. What hap-
pened with the Labour Codes last week is
also a reflection of a changed equation r
between India’s political economy and
the pace of its economic reforms. This
shift has been gradual, beginning soon
after the Modi government was formed
for its third five-year term in June 2024.
Its contours and character were not
immediately noticeable. But they are
becomingobvious when you look backaat
the many decisions that the government
took over the past 17 months.
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could upset the civil servants.

Things changed somewhat later in the same
month. The Union Cabinet approved a proposal to
launch the Unified Pension Scheme (UPS) to pro-
vide government employees an alternative to the
National Pension System, which had come under
attack in many states for not offering a guaranteed
pension, and the demand for junking it grew roots.
UPS, in contrast, offered a guaranteed pension
equivalent to 50 per cent of the average monthly
salary drawn in the last year of service, but modified
many other eligibility terms to reduce itsimpact on
the exchequer.

It was initially feared that the UPS
would also face political resistance and
would not be able to address the con-
cerns of government employees. But
those fears proved to be unfounded.
There were many factors at play. The
decision on UPS was welcomed by the
Congress president and other senior
party functionaries. Mr Modi met with a
delegation from the Joint Consultative
Machinery for Central government
employees soon after the Cabinet meet-

About two months after its forma-
tion, the Narendra Modi government took a big step
tofill several senior positions in different Union min-
istries with candidates from outside the government
system. A notice inviting applications for 45 posts
under the government’s lateral-entry scheme was
issued on August 17 in 2024. But two days later, the
notice was withdrawn after political opposition tothe
idea gained momentum both within and outside the
government. That notice was notjust withdrawn, but
the entire idea of strengthening the civil service by
inducting private sector talent was buried. It was aset-
back for reforms, sending the message that the gov-
ernment did not wish to undertake any reforms that

ing approving the UPS. That delegation
welcomed the move to provide an assured pension for
employees. National trade unions kept quiet, and its
rollout from April 2025 has so far been smooth.

The option to switch from NPS to UPS was initially
available to employees only for three months till the
end of June 2025. It hassince been extended twice and
the last date for exercising that option is now the end
of this month. But most central government
employees have stayed under the NPS, with only
about 100,000 of the 2.3 million employees opting for
the UPS as of the end of September 2025. Only Maha-
rashtra as a state opted for the UPS, while most other
states on NPS have not made any change. The last

date by when employees could switch over from NPS
to UPS may be extended again, but what appeared to
be a major political issue has been handled with little
political resistance and limited fiscal cost.

Thelast 17 months have also seen agradual defer-
ment of and pushback against schemes that are pro-
tectionist by nature. This is in addition to the finance
ministry-led rationalisation of many import duties
that has been undertaken as part of what seems to be
an ongoing exercise. In August 2023, the government
had announced licensing curbs on the import of lap-
tops, personal computers, tablets and computer
servers. However, much to the relief of users and
industry, the enforcement of these curbs has been
deferred at least four times, with the latest extension
till the end of December 2025. Given the current mood
inthe government, it is unlikely that the import man-
agement system will be enforced in the coming
months. But the fact that such a scheme still exists,
even though on papet, is a cause for concern.

The government’s approach to the idea of
quality control orders (QCO) was a little more
reassuring. Till recently, it had issued about 720
QCOsbetween 2016 and 2025. QCOs were originally
conceived as a tool for ensuring quality standards
in products that entered the country through
imports. However, these became an easy tool for
creating non-tariff barriers. Such a move also
undermined the competitiveness of the domestic
industry when QCOs were enforced on raw
materials and intermediate products. Reflecting
how the Modi government’s approach has changed
inthe last few months, a high-level official commit-
tee has recommended rolling back as many as 208
QCOs, all of which had been enforced on raw
materials and intermediate products. Action on the
QCO front has been quick. Already 69 QCOs have
been suspended, raising the strong possibility that
most such QCOs on raw materials and intermediate
products would soon be withdrawn.

Allthese changes are taking place in an environ-
ment where the government has also made the tax-
ation system a little more friendly. With annual
income up to12 lakh already becoming effectively
tax-free and a large-scale rationalisation of the
goods and services tax (GST), along with easier reg-
istration of taxpayers, the new system has reduced
the burden on people and businesses. The govern-
ment has also succeeded in conveying a message
that it is sharply focused on reforms that improve
the ease of doing business.

What’s more important is that committees are
now at work to simplify rules and regulations to make
them less cumbersome. This has allowed more con-
sultation before a policy action is announced. If the
government has managed to introduce reforms in so
many areas and roll back or defer the problematic
schemes, it islargely because it has decided toengage
with stakeholders through a committee-based
approach. Itisthisaspect of the government’s political
economy management that has given rise to a series
of recent reform measures and raised expectations for
more reforms in the coming months.

Global climate action, minus the US

The United States’ (US’) abstention from the 30th Con-
ference of the Parties (COP 30) was only a follow-up to
itswithdrawal from the Paris Agreement. A few months
ago, the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
decided toundertake a formal review ofits “endanger-
ment findings,” thereby even questioning the scientific
basis of climate change. The EPA action has serious
implications for the US government-supported
research programmes and will have an adverse impact
on the development of corresponding action plans.
Among the major contributors to
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, the
European Union (EU) adopted the
“Green Deal” and the “Fit for 55” pack-
age in 2019 and 2021, respectively. It
plans to reduce its emissions by 55 per
cent by 2030 to meet its Paris commit-
ments, eventually achieving net-zero
emissions by 2050. However, Donald
Trump’s second term in the White

House has put the EU’s plans under RAJEEV KHER &
ANSHUMAN GUPTA

severe strain.
Accordingtothe “new deal” forced

Germany hasjust relaxed its statutory-mandated
limit of structural fiscal deficit of 0.35 per cent of GDP
to make this defence expenditure possible. Greece,
Italy, and France were having unsustainable debt-to-
GDP ratios in 2024, indicating severe fiscal stress.
Given the volatile geopolitical situation in Europe
and the US showing indifference to its NATO com-
mitment with respect to the Ukraine conflict and
demanding NATO members share an equal burden
of security arrangements, the EU’s chances of meet-
ingitsclimate targets seem uncertain.

China, (highest GHG emitter), has
notgiven any absolute reduction com-
mitment under the Paris Agreement.
China’s updated nationally-deter-
mined contribution (NDC) targets for
2030 include cutting CO2 emissions
per unit of GDP by 65 per cent from
2005 levels, increasing the share of
non-fossil-fuel energy to around 25 per
cent, raising forest stock volumes by 6
billion cubic metres, and bringing the
installed capacity of wind and solar

uponit, the EU must take charge of its security, ensure
better political integration in the face of new chal-
lenges within, and build strong economic and stra-
tegic relationships outside to ensure its own
sustainability. The severance from cheap Russian gas
and oil has already burdened it with seeking costlier
energy resources from elsewhere while it transitions
to greater use of renewable resources.

The US’demand that North Atlantic Treaty Organ-
ization (NATO) members increase their defence
budgets to 3 per cent of their gross domestic product
(GDP) will make the EU’s task of meeting its climate
targets tougher. Increasing its defence expenditure
from 1.9 per cent (2024) to 3 per cent of GDP would put
asignificant burden on the EU members’ budgets.

power to more than 1,200 Gw.

It pledges to peak around 2030 and reach net-zero
by 2060. By not taking any absolute reduction tar-
gets, China canstill increase emissions by increasing
coal-based power plants while meeting its quanti-
tative pledges. China’s leadership in green techno-
logies, enabled by its industrial policy, is helping the
world transition to a green economy at a lower cost.
The Chinese economy has, however, been under
extreme internal stress and will be further impacted
externally ifa mutually acceptable settlement on the
tariff issues raised by Mr Trump’s trade policy is not
arrived at sooner rather than later. These develop-
ments will impact the global economy in a signifi-
cant way. They will also slow down green transition

in the medium term, as major emitters would face
financial constraints. Emboldened by the American
stance, China might also feel less obliged to phase
down coal plants. Assuming the Chinese economy
continues to grow at 5to 6 per cent (with a concomi-
tant increase in energy demand), it can rely both on
fossil and non-fossil fuels. The emission levels will
continue torise.

India, being adistant third emitter, has been pro-
gressing well in meeting its climate commitments. It
is ranked 10th in the Climate Change Performance
Index in2025 (against China’s 55th rank). India is well
ahead of schedule on all its commitments and is pro-
gressing strongly in deploying renewable projects,
both grid-based and off-grid. However, it remains
heavily dependent on coal for electricity generation.

Insucha fluid scenario, the EU, China, and India
will have to do the heavy lifting if global targets are to
be pursued. The EU must reassert its position as a
champion of the climate cause by accommodating
the concerns of poor countries in its trade-related cli-
mate regulations and increasing financial and tech-
nical assistance. China must help the Global South
by offering access to green technologies at affordable
prices, and India should assist by supporting the
development of green projects in these economies
while doubling down on efforts within its own econ-
omy. It will also make good diplomatic and business
sense. They can also continue and bolster evidence-
based climate-related research programme on all cli-
mate solutions, including carbon capture, utilisation
and storage (CCUS) technologies, till the US makes a
course correction once again, (this time for the good
of all). Whether they will be able to do so in the face
of rising global headwinds is the big question.

The authors are, respectively, distinguished fellow
and consultant, at RIS. The views are personal
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Big power in niche markets
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“Small is Beautiful” is a phrase attributed
to the German-born British economist E
F Schumacher. He advocated human-
centred, decentralised and appropriate
technologies in economics.

Can small be beautiful in business
aswell? In the book The Niche Code:
Building Big Businesses in Small Mar-
kets, author Rajeev Roy tells us, in this
mad pursuit of “unicorn” status, bigger
may not always be better. There is busi-
ness success possible through deep
specialisation, not just mass appeal.

Iwas reminded of my friend Ganesh
Subramanian and Shashi Bhat’s com-
pany, Dynatech Furnaces Pvt Ltd. The

company was set up in 1985 and special-
ised in making world-class vacuum fur-
naces. They even had a manufacturing
outfit in the US. Their specialised fur-
naces were tailor-made for just two
industries: Automotive and aerospace.
The company was acquired by a German
company in 2011 and now goes by the
name ALD-Dynatech Furnaces Pvt Ltd.
Right through its 20-plus-year journey
under its Indian promoters, the com-
pany stayed focused on its chosen niche,
vacuum furnaces. The promoters found
aniche they could stay in and did not try
to chase the mass market for furnaces.
Germany has a breed of companies
known globally as “Mittelstand com-
panies”. They are Germany’s small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), form-
ing the backbone of the economy,
known for their global market leader-
ship in niche industries, long-term stra-
tegic focus, innovation, and high-quality
products. They are often family-owned
or privately held and thrive through a
combination of technical expertise,

commitment to long-term customer
and employee relationships, and sig-
nificant investment in research and
development.

In The Niche Code, Mr Roy has pres-
ented us with an array of Indian startups
that focus on niche markets. The author
isa management veteran who is now
focussed on entrepreneurship educa-
tion. He has trained over 1,000 entrepre-
neurs and has played a mentor’s role in
numerous companies.

The book is presented in four sec-
tions. Why? Who? How? What Next?
What is a niche? A niche is not just a
market subset; it is a focussed inten-
tional space built around specific unmet
needs and deep customer understand-
ing. The author takes the pain to warn
that, often, entrepreneurs get into a flux
because they start believing bigger is
better and chasing the illusion of scale
(several examples are quoted). The com-
plexity of trying to create a big business
kills agility and presents the danger of
doing everything moderately well,

else, the power of restraint is
needed. What are these
niches? Where do you find
them? Niches could be unmet

jectsIused to come across
Zostel. A hostel for budget
students travelling across
India. Ilearnt that the com-

needs, underserved commu- pany is focussed on one
nities, emerging trends, niche: The independent
specialised sKills, geographic female traveller.
niches, value-based niches, Capapie was a new brand
price extreme niches and thatIdiscovered. What do
hybrid niches. L RN they make? They make

But don’t all companies The Niche Code: specially designed jackets

start small, addressing a
niche? Yes, but companies

Building Big Businesses
in Small Markets

that are worn in shooting
competitions. I learnt that

become bigbecauseaniche by Rajeev Roy they have a global footprint
itself explodes, or the com- Published by and, in fact, 70 per cent of
pany branches into multiple ~ Macmillan Business Olympic medal winners wear
niches, or they go main- 288 pages 3399 a Capapiejacket.

stream, and finally there are
companies that don’t leave
their niche at all.

What was fascinating to this reviewer
was the number of Indian companies
that are presented in the book — over 75.
While there were a large number of per-
sonal care, beauty, fashion, coffee, shoe,
travel accessories brands presented, I
spotted some interesting niche busi-
nesses that have thrived staying in their

Adinath is focussed on
supplying high-quality
spares for pharmaceutical manufactur-
ing equipment. Remember there are
over a few thousand pharma plants in
India but the market for spares is defi-
nitely aniche.

Makaibari is today a globally recogni-
sed brand for single-garden Darjeeling
teas. I heard the brand story from Rudra
Chatterjee, managing director of Luxmi
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Jackfruit 365 makes special flour
from raw jackfruit that has proven to be
highly beneficial for Type 2 diabetes. So
before you sign up for that expensive
injection to reduce your HbA1C, check
out Jackfruit 365.

Stage is a Haryanvi OTT platform
that has built a vibrant viable business
model. They have a million-plus paid
subscribers and are now taking it to
other states.

Have you heard of Stag? They are a
company focussed on table tennis. If you
have played TT in your club, chances are
you played on a Stag TT Table, with Stag
nets and Stag rackets.

Icould go on, but let me stop and say
that this book is a fascinating read that
can give a prospective entrepreneur new
ideas. Also if Tam a venture capitalist
looking for an opportunity to invest in a
smart company, this book may be a
useful place to hunt.

The reviewer is a bestselling author. His
latest book, Marketing Mixology,
presents four essential ingredients for
marketing success















































