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EDITORIAL

India, EU review strategic
partnership roadmap

I ndia and the European Union (EU) reviewed the full spectrum of their

political, economic and security partnership during two high-level meetings

held in Brussels on November 18 and 19, as both sides prepare to move
beyond the India-EU Strategic Partnership Roadmap 2025.According to a joint
statement released by the Ministry of External Affairs, the 11th India-EU
Foreign Policy and Security Consultations and the 6th Strategic Partnership
Review Meeting examined the "full spectrum of the bilateral relationship”.
They reviewed the implementation of the 'India-EU Strategic Partnership: A
Roadmap to 2025', which is reaching completion this year. Both sides
"welcomed the very positive momentum in EU-India relations," noting the EU
College of Commissioners' visit to India in February, the first EU-India
Strategic Dialogue in Brussels in June, and the EU's adoption of the Joint
Communication on the Strategic Agenda on India in September.The joint
statement further noted that the discussions also covered a broad range of
topics, including economic security, resilient supply chains, trade and
investment, the Global Gateway, the India-EU Connectivity Partnership and
India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC), as well as cooperation
in the fields of innovation, science and technology, and opportunities to
deepen people-to-people contacts in education and research.The statement
said New Delhi and Brussels "reaffirmed the shared ambition to conclude
negotiations on the Free Trade Agreement by the end of this year," while also
accelerating talks on the Investment Protection Agreement and the
Agreement on Geographical Indications.The two sides underlined the need for
continued dialogue on supply chain diversification and noted progress under
the India-EU Trade and Technology Council."They underlined the importance
of cooperation at the multilateral level and of continued dialogue on economic
issues, including on supply chain diversification. Both sides also noted the
progress in the India-EU Trade and Technology Council (TTC) and looked
forward to the next TTC Ministerial Meeting in Brussels in 2026, " the
statement said. Discussions covered economic security, resilient supply
chains, the Global Gateway, the India-EU Connectivity Partnership and the
India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC). Both sides also
explored deeper cooperation in innovation, science and technology, education
and research.India and the EU "unequivocally condemned terrorism and
violent extremism in all its forms and manifestations, including cross-border
terrorism." " They took note of India's upcoming BRICS Chairship in 2026 and
noted substantial points of convergence on global issues to be further
explored. Both sides unequivocally condemned terrorism and violent
extremism in all its forms and manifestations, including cross-border terrorism.
They also looked forward to the next edition of the India-EU Human Rights
Dialogue, MEA said. Both sides reiterated their commitment to a "free, open,
inclusive, peaceful and prosperous Indo-Pacific," highlighting respect for
sovereignty, territorial integrity and the rules-based international order.They
underscored the need for a "comprehensive, just and lasting peace in Ukraine
in accordance with international law and the principles of the UN charter" and
reiterated support for the Peace Plan for Gaza, calling for early restoration of
stability. The consultations acknowledged shared security challenges and
reaffirmed the mutual interest in strengthening dialogue in maritime security,
counterterrorism, cyber issues, space, and defence industry cooperation.India
and the EU said they "look forward to constructive negotiations aiming at the
timely and successful conclusion of a Security and Defence Partnership and a
Security of Information Agreement.
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Nothing in life is to be feared, it is only to be
understood. Now is the time to understand more,

s0 that we may fear less.
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A National Resolve: Whole of government
and society driving bal vivah mukt bharat
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form the foundation of over a billion

lives, their empowerment is not just a

policy choice—it is the path to
Bharat’s destiny. Under Hon’ble Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s visionary
governance, Bharat is experiencing a
historic transformation that combines
global ambition with human-centric
progress. The story of New India is
being shaped not only through economic
milestones and global presence, but in
the classrooms where young minds
grow, the Anganwadi centres that
nurture our children, and the homes
where aspirations take root.

The Prime Minister’'s unwavering
commitment to ‘Beti Bachao Beti
Padhao’ has become a guiding force for
the Ministry of Women and Child
Development anchoring our collective
mission for Viksit Bharat@2047.A
significant step in this journey has been
the launch of the Bal Vivah Mukt Bharat
campaign at Vigyan Bhawan, New Delhi,
on 27th November last year.

With our bold and unwavering
vision, we have reaffirmed our national
commitment to end child marriage by
2030, so that every girl and boy can

I n a nation where women and children

grow up safe, continue their education,
and shape their future with pride and
confidence. From the very beginning, we
embraced a ‘Whole of Government and
Whole of Society’ approach, recognizing
that this challenge cannot be overcome
through policy alone. It requires a
collective strength - families,
communities, frontline workers,
institutions and the government standing
shoulder to shoulder to break a
centuries-old practice and protect the
aspirations of every child. As a powerful
reflection of our shared resolve, crores
of people in villages and towns have
come forward to take pledge to end
child marriage.
‘Whole of Government’ Comes
Together for a Bal Vivah Mukt Bharat
Child marriage is one of the most deeply
embedded challenges our nation has
inherited over generations. It often takes
hold in communities facing limited
access to education, resources, and
awareness. These gaps—created by
scarcity and unequal opportunity—have
enabled the practice to persist,
restricting countless children from
realising the futures they deserve.

Today, that reality is
transforming—decisively and for the
better. Under the Modi Government, we
are addressing the very roots that once
nurtured this practice. With clear policy
direction, well-designed schemes, and
the renewed trust of communities in
governance, the Ministry of Women and
Child Development is at the forefront,
dismantling the conditions that had
enabled child marriage to persist. The
progress we are witnessing is deliberate
and determined, shaped by a
governance model that places women
and children at the heart of national
development.

Our initiatives are designed to
address root causes of vulnerability. We

are committed to ensuring that every
entitlement reaches the last
mile—touching the life of the most
vulnerable child in the remotest village
and hamlet of our nation. Each
intervention is crafted to handhold women
and children through every stage of risk,
ensuring that from the unborn child to the
adolescent girl, every stage of life is
safeguarded, prioritised, and empowered.

From Poshan Tracker and Poshan
Bhi Padhai Bhi to Samagra Shiksha
Abhiyan, and from the National Means-
cum-Merit Scholarship Programme to
the PM Vidyalaxmi Scheme, every
initiative serves asa protective shield
and a pathway towards a safe, dignified
and equitable future for every child.

Leveraging technology as a catalyst
for inclusion,The Poshan Tracker -
Ministry’s flagship digital platform
seamlessly connects 14 lakh Anganwadi
centres with lactating mothers, children
under six and adolescent girls. It has
already created a robust safety net for
more than 10.14 crore beneficiaries across
the country. Complementing this digital
enablement, Poshan Bhi Padhai Bhi
stands as a transformative early childhood
care and education initiative, ensuring that
every pre-primary child receives holistic,
high-quality early stimulation that builds
the foundation for lifelong learning.

Our policies reflect not only intent
but action. By anchoring reforms in real,
sustained budgetary commitments and
targeted investments, the Modi
Government has made it unequivocally
clear that protecting our
children—particularly from
vulnerabilities like child
marriage—remains a national
priority. The National Means-cum-Merit
Scholarship Programme, with an
allocation of []1,827 crore for 2025-26
alone, ensures that no child drops out of
school due to poverty, one of the most

persistent drivers of child marriage.
Meanwhile, the PM Vidyalaxmi Scheme
provides crucial financial support to
young women pursuing higher
education.

The Pradhan Mantri Kaushal Vikas
Yojana has further strengthened this
safety net by equipping young people
with industry-relevant skills and
providing them financial incentives and
recognised government certification.
Similarly, PM-DAKSH scheme
empowers marginalised communities,
especially SC, OBC and EWS youth
who remain most vulnerable to child
marriage. By equipping them with skills
and opportunities, we are creating
pathways for enriched, independent
lives and setting a new precedent for
generations to come.

The Impact: Closer to Bal Vivah Mukt
Bharat

A few years ago, the idea of ending
child marriage would have seemed
distant, even unrealistic. But India has
proved otherwise. Through clear
policies, sustained action, focused
grassroots efforts and measurable
progress, we have challenged that belief
and shown that change is not only
possible but already underway.

This unprecedented shift is the
outcome of thousands of small and big
determined efforts. Our Child Marriage
Prohibition Officers (CMPOs) have
emerged as the backbone of this
mission. In the past year alone, we have
strengthened our frontline by appointing
more than 37,000 CMPOs across the
country. By equipping Anganwadi
workers, empowering panchayats and
strengthening district administrations
with knowledge of child protection laws,
we are ensuring that even the most
marginalised families are linked to
government schemes, children are
brought back to school, and

communities are made aware of the
grave violation that child marriage
represents.

So far, we have identified over
6,30,000 out-of-school girls and re-
enrolled them in classrooms.

From silence to reporting, from
stigma to support—India is choosing
Change. Today, we are leveraging the
latest technological advancements to
address this with greater precision,
transparency, and impact.The Bal Vivah
Mukt Bharat portal embodies this
progress—a publicly accessible,
centralised platform that brings together
information on Child Marriage
Prohibition Officers across the nation,
provides an effective mechanism for
reporting cases, and strengthens
awareness among stakeholders and
citizens.

For the first time, the dream of a
child-marriage-free India has evolved
into a unified national mission. Every
arm of the Government of India and
every segment of society is moving
together with shared purpose and
determination. Guided by the visionary
leadership of Prime Minister Shri
Narendra Modi, we are not only
protecting our children today but also
laying the strong, confident and
empowered foundations of Viksit Bharat.

As India approaches a decisive
tipping point in its collective fight against
child marriage, we offer the world a new
model of how governance and
community can work together to protect
every child and end the global menace
of child marriage with urgency and
certainty. After all, these children are the
torchbearers and the true ‘Sarathi’ of
Viksit Bharat we all aspire to build.

(The author is the Union Minister
of Women and Child Development,
Government of India).

Nepal's Janakpurdham gets fille
with festive splendor

musical groups playing dhol-pipahi,
shehnai, band music and panche
baja."Lord Ram is coming to
Janakpur from Ayodhya. We have all
been waiting to welcome him," a
Nepali devotee told .Both
processions converged at the Barha
Bigha ground, where priests
performed the ceremonial
swayambar. Ram and Janaki
exchanged garlands as per Vedic
rituals, marking the central moment of
the festival. Flowers were also
showered from a helicopter as
crowds cheered. A saint travelling
with the Barat from Ayodhya said the
celebrations reflect the deep cultural
ties shared between the birthplaces
of Ram and Sita."We are Sanatani,
this ritual has been continued to be

epal's historic city of

Janakpurdham came alive as

thousands of devotees
gathered for the main day of the
week-long Bibah Panchami festival,
which reenacts the divine wedding of
Lord Ram and Goddess Sita.The
ancient city, mentioned in the
Ramayana, hosted the symbolic
"swayambar" ceremony at the Barha
Bigha Rangabhoomi ground, where
the marriage of Ram and Janaki is
believed to have taken place during
the Treta Yuga.In the afternoon, two
grand processions, known as "dolas",
set out from the Ram Temple and the
Janaki Temple with idols of Ram and
Sita. Led by sadhus, saints and
devotees, the processions featured
traditional tableaux, hymns and

0

followed for ages, this also relates to
Roti-beti relations, the relation of
Kishori Jee's birth place with the birth
place of Ram Ji's birth place in
Ayodhya. This is of high religious
significance. This Bibah Mahotsav
not only gives joy, but it is a bliss," a
saint, who came along with the Barat
of Lord Ram, told ANI.A massive
crowd of devotees lined the route
from Janaki Temple to Barha Bigha to
witness the procession and the
"swayambar". During the ceremony,
flowers were also showered from a
helicopter.After the "swayambar",
both "dolas" are carried around the
city for a circumambulation. Once
they return to Janaki Temple, Vedic
wedding rituals will continue
throughout the night.

besity and related chronic diseases account for
a growing share of India's health burden,
costing the economy an estimated $28.9 billion

annually, said a report by Tony Blair Institute for Global
Change (TBI).The report titled 'Building on Success to
Secure India's Future Health' said that with nearly one in
four Indian adults now obese and rising childhood
obesity rates, without action, this could become one of

the defining health and economic challenges in the

d Obesity, related chronic diseases costing
Indian economy $28.9 billion annually

coming decades.Further, the report asserted that India

has the foundations to lead globally on prevention. With

strong digital infrastructure, a

system.

growing network of primary
care centres, and world-class
pharmaceutical manufacturing
capacity, the country can
move faster than others to
build a prevention-first health

By creating a distinct Indian
prevention model, India can
avert millions of preventable
illnesses, boost productivity,
and extend healthy life
expectancy, the report
noted.The report also called
for four key actions to tackle
the menace. These include
strengthening food
environment regulation to
reduce the consumption of
high-fat, sugar, and salt
products. It suggested scaling
digital risk identification
through platforms such as
Ayushman Arogya Mandirs
and e-Sanjeevani and
incentivising healthy living

using digital rewards linked to

the Ayushman Bharat Digital Mission.lt also suggested

planning for affordable anti-obesity medicines as India's
pharmaceutical industry prepares for the rollout of

generics.

My Father Gave Me a Gift

When I was young
my father brought me a gift,

ayellow bird

with orange spots, a little bird that sang

right by my mouth

and taught me the names of things.

We, we, we
ore, ore, ore

wik, wik, wik.

When I was young,
ayellow bird taught me to sing in Zoque,
opened up the world to me,
showed me the universe’s language.
If you give your word, you must honor it.
If you lie, you dishonor yourself.
That is why we are called Orepit, Oreyomo.
We are men and women of our word.
There in the mountains the wewe grows,

ayellow flower with orange spots,

a bird that sings

and teaches the Zoques to sing

we, we, we ore, ore, ore

wik, wik, wik.

By Mikeas Sanchez

India's GDP growth numbers for first half of FY26 expected to touch 7.6%

he domestic GDP
growth in the
first half of the

current financial year,
FY26, is expected to
come in at 7.6 per cent,
higher than the 6.1 per
cent recorded during
the same period last
year, as highlighted in
a report by ICICI.
The report noted that
economic activity has
remained strong
through the first two
quarters of the year,
supported by robust
manufacturing,
services and continued
government spending.
It stated "India's
GDP growth in H1FY26
is now estimated at 7.6
per cent YoY compared
with 6.1 per cent YoY
in H1IFY25".1t added
that while growth
momentum in the

second half of FY26 may
moderate to 6.4 per cent
year-on-year due to
lower exports and a
slowing pace of
government capital
expenditure, overall
consumption is likely
to remain resilient.The
report also said that the
Centre has fiscal room
to maintain spending if
it is able to undertake
.. some divestments and

_ « raise additional
"i:""' c{g’ﬂl resources. On this
oy ) basis, ICICI expects
GDP growth to be 7.0
@ﬁ per cent in FY26 and 6.5
‘E?"-— per cent in FY27.
. For the July-

e

=" September quarter, the
report stated that
India's real GDP is
expected to grow at 7.5
per cent year-on-year,
while Gross Value
Added (GVA) growth is

estimated at 7.3 per
cent.This expansion is
expected to be driven
mainly by the
manufacturing and
services sectors. Front-
loaded government
expenditure and buoyant
goods exports are also
likely to support growth
in the second quarter.The
report observed that after
a strong GDP performance
in Q1, the economy
appears to have
maintained its momentum
in Q2. This can be seen in
seasonally adjusted
indicators across
consumption, industry
and services. On a year-
on-year basis, industry
and services continue to
show positive momentum,
followed by
consumption.ICICI
pointed out that the GST
rate reduction announced

during the middle of the
second quarter, and
implemented toward the
end of the quarter, had a
temporary impact on
consumption demand.
Part of the consumer
spending appears to have
been deferred to the next
quarter, as reflected in
improved retail sales
across several segments
in Q3.

The report outlined
that India's growth
outlook remains strong,
supported by broad-based
economic activity and
resilient domestic
demand, even as external
headwinds and a slower
pace of government capex
may weigh slightly on
growth in the coming
months.
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Requiem for Russian oil

US sanctions will definitely force
a diversification of supplies

NDIA WILL FIND it difficult to continue buying cheaper Russian oil

after US sanctions on Moscow’s two biggest oil producers,Rosneftand

Lukoil, kicked in this month. Such supplies met 36% of its require-

ments of five million barrelsadaysince 2023 and eased pressure onits
external accounts. Fresh loadings headed to India from Russia have fallen
sharply by 47% to 982,000 barrels per day this month from 1.86 million
barrels in October, indicating that such flows are set to significantly decline
especially from December-January 2026. India’s state-owned refiners and
private ones like Reliance may have paused direct purchases of Russian oil but
itisunrealisticto expect that ourdependencewould go down tonear-zeroas
discounts for Russian Urals crude against dated Brent for December load-
ingsand Januaryarrivals have doubled to $ 7 abarrel from $ 3 abarrel before
the sanctions took effect. Discounts against the Oman/Dubai benchmark,
too,havewidenedto over $6 abarrel.This maylead to near-term demand for
limited quantities of oil from non-sanctioned Russian entities as supplies
other than from Rosneft and Lukoil remain legal. That apart, sanctions are
bound toresult in diversification.

Looking ahead, all of this implies greater reliance on alternative supplies
of crude from West Asia, Latin America, West Africa,and the US and Canada.
On the face of it,a favourable conjuncture exists for accessing non-Russian
energyoptionsas the global oil market isawash with supplies and pricesare
heading tolowerlevels. Brent crude spot prices have been falling from $79 a
barrel in January to $64 a barrel in October and stabilising at these levels
since then. Forecasts are of a further drop to $62.5 a barrel in the October-
December quarter and §54 in the first three months of 2026,according to
the US Energy Information Administration (EIA). But the outlook on prices
is also clouded by the sharply conflicting estimates on global oil demand
from the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries, EIA,and the
International EnergyAgency.US President Donald Trump,for his part, is con-
vinced that a lower price of oil will bring Russia’s war in Ukraine to an end
and has initiated a fresh peace proposal. But if that effort fails and the war
continues, there will be more sanctions on Moscow that can tighten the
global oil market and raise prices.

Forsuchreasons,adegree of cautioniswarranted on India’s part asitlooks
beyond Russia for its energy requirements, and geopolitics influences oil
prices.These are indeed challenging times for India’s energy security due to
its massive import dependence which is as high as 88%.0n a prioritybasis,
thesteadyslide in domesticoutput thathasbeen happening forvariousrea-
sons—lowinvestment due to obstructive regulations, high taxation,declin-
ing output from mature fields—must be reversed. We also lack the technol-
ogy for deep water exploration. These are interesting times for deep-sea
drilling as the global oil major, Chevron,is using new technologies and equip-
mentthat canoperateatultra-high pressures,aboutathird higherthan pre-
viously deployed, in the Gulf of Mexico to access previously unobtainable
resources, according to the Financial Times.Improving relative self-suffi-
ciencymustbe taken upinamission mode byincentivising global oil majors
to prospect for oil with the latest technologies in our offshore basins and
boost domestic output over the medium term.

Google puts a crack
in fortress Nvidia

JENSEN HUANG DIDN'T earn the nickname “Godfather of AI”for nothing.

With demand for chips made by Nvidia greatly outstripping supply, the com-
pany’s chief executive officer has been able to name his price for them.Through a
web of investments, Al companies big and small are firmly in his pocket. Even to
the world’s wealthiest men, Huang’s the don.“I would describe the dinner as me
and Elon begging Jensen for GPUs,” Oracle Founder Larry Ellison said of one meet-
ingin 2024.

That’s why news of Google’s discussions to sell “billions of dollars” of its own Al
chipsto Meta Platforms had the feel of a plot; not toambush Huang at the grocer but
to demonstrate his grip on the Al hardware sector could be under threat.

Adealwith Meta could lead Mark Zuckerberg’s company to install Google’s chips
initsowndata centresby 2027, The Information reported on Monday,and rent them
from Google Cloud as soon as nextyear. Google’s coupwould followa similar move to
provide up toonemillion of its chips—known as Tensor Processing Units—toleading
Al start-up Anthropic, creator of the Claude chatbot.

The following day’s stock reaction—a pullback of 2.6% for Nvidiaand a 1.6% gain
for Google parent Alphabet,which is already up almost 70% this year—was recogni-
tion of Al builders’eagerness to find an alternative to Nvidia’s chips and the sky-high
prices that allowed it to post gross margins of 76% in the last quarter.

The central shift in sentiment is this: Last week, Nvidia investors worried most
that demand for Al hardware might fall. Now they also worry some of that could
be poached.

Meta may be only one of Nvidia’s customers, but any shift in client behaviourisa
significantwarning sign for the company’s growth. Just four hyperscalers (Googleand
Metalikelyamong them, though this isn’t confirmed) make up 61% of Nvidia’s total
revenue,according to its most recent quarterly earnings report.

Several of Nvidia’s biggest clients are trying toreduce
their reliance on its chips by designing their own. After
Google, Amazon.com is the next furthest along: It’s
Trainium and Inferentia chips are vying for business on
the same terms as a cheaper and more readily available
alternative.

Where Google has the upper hand on Amazon, how-
ever, is that it is walking the walk: Its Gemini 3 model,
whichwas trained and runs on Google’s own chips,topped
most industry benchmarks when it was released this
month.“The reason why everyone believes Google’s chips
are comparable to Nvidia,” Bloomberg Intelligence’s Man-
deep Singh explained to me,“is because they have an LLM
(largelanguage model) that’s comparable to OpenAland Anthropicin performance.”

Amazonlacksaflagship Almodel of its own,though Anthropicisalreadybuilding
some of its models on Amazon-designed chips. Amazon’s re:Invent conference, the
showcase forits AWS cloud unit, is being held in Las Vegas next week. Any announce-
ments with more big names could place even more pressure on Nvidia stock as we
head toward the end of a dizzying year.

In 2026, Huang will be forced to do something he hasn’t had to worry so much
about for a while: jockey for business. He’s been preparing. Much has been written
about the“circular”investments Nvidia has made to lock down future demand, such
asa $100-billion investment in OpenAl After Google announced its Anthropic deal,
Nvidia followed upwith its own to have Anthropicdevelop on Nvidia chips.The cutand
thrust underlines that no one expects this to be a winner-takes-all scenario. Every
piece of hardware sold will count.

As its stock price took a tumble on Tueday, Nvidia was moved to post on X that it
was “delighted by Google’s success” but called its own chips “a generation ahead of
theindustry”.Itargued thatits hardwarewas moreversatile than TPUsand othersim-
ilar chips designed only for specific tasks.

But at risk of declaring it prematurely, the power dynamic has shifted in the Al
trade.The Al builders have clamoured for Nvidia chips.They still do and will for some
time. But the Google-Meta talks speak to the battles to come for chipmakers, which
must fight to make sure the top models are made on their infrastructure. For Nvidia,
that’s nolongera given.

DAVE LEE

Bloomberg
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RAZILIAN  PRESIDENT

LUIZ Indcio Lula da Silva

had declared the 30th Con-

ference of Parties (COP30)

to the UN Framework Con-
vention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) as
the “COP of truth”. And truth, indeed,was
unmistakable in Belém. The meeting
madeit clearhowfragmented and fragile
theglobal consensus on climateaction has
become. Decisions that countries had
once celebrated as historic achievements
were rejected outright. Commitments
that were hailed as breakthroughs only a
fewyears ago suddenly appeared to have
evaporated.

The most prominent examplewas the
decision to “transition away from fossil
fuels”whichhadbeenagreed at the Dubai
COPin 2023.That phrase—hailed thenas
a diplomatic triumph—did not even
appearinthe final textat Belém.Countries
that had supported it earlier refused to
acceptitnow.Asimilarretreat occurred on
deforestation.At COP26 in Glasgow, over
130 nations pledged to halt and reverse
deforestation by 2030.At COP30,a road
map to achieve this was quietly dropped.
The symbolism was striking: a climate
summit held at the edge of the Amazon
was unwilling toreaffirm theworld’s most
widely supported forest pledge.

The question, then,iswhat COP30 ac-
tuallyachieved.The honestansweris: very
little.Tenyears after the Paris Agreement,
instead of accelerating climateaction, the
world found itself postponing decisions
and shifting difficult conversations away
from the UN climate process. The most
contentiousissueswere notresolved; they
were simply moved elsewhere.

Confronted with the deadlock, the
Brazilian COP presidency took a signifi-
cant step. It removed the two most sensi-
tive matters—the phase-out of fossil fuels
and the road map to halt deforestation—
from the formal negotiation track. Brazil
now intends to craft road maps for both
issues outside the COP process and pres-
ent them at the next summit. This marks
a profound acknowledgement: the wor-
1d’s central climate negotiation forum no

COP'S RELEVANCE
THE WORLD NEEDS A NEW MULTILATERALARCHITECTURE FOR ANEW PHASE OF CLIMATE ACTION

One step forward, two backward

)

CHANDRA BHUSHAN

CEO, iFOREST

longerhasthe capacitytobroker consens-
us on the most important questions. The
UNFCCCissignalling that some of the ha-
rdest decisions must be made elsewhere.

This pattern extended to other unre-
solved issues. Climate-related unilateral
trade measures, such as the European
Union’s Carbon BorderAdjustment Mech-
anism (CBAM),wereamong the most divi-
sive. CBAM will apply a carbon price on
imports of carbon-intensive goods like
steel, cement, and alu-

sea-levelrise,moneyarrivingmorethana

decade from nowwill offer little relief.
One of the few bright spots at COP30
wastheagreementtocreateaJustTransi-
tion Mechanism.Its purposeis to provide
support toregions undergoing transitions
away from fossil fuels and other carbon-
intensive sectors.If the mechanismbeco-
mesoperationaland well-funded, it could
provide substantial benefits to coal regi-
ons of India.Yet a mechanism on paperis
only the first step. Making

minium starting January me——————————————— it effective—designing its

2026. Many developing
countries see it as protec-
tionist, inequitable, and
imposed without genuine

The COP should
evolve into a high-
level political

functions, ensuring
financing, defining eligi-
bility, and delivering real
outcomes—isthe truetest.

consultation. But at Belém, stocktake held COP30 has created a con-
countries.couldn(.)t.agree on  Jnce every two to tainer, but its contents
a collective position or a remain undefined.

negotiating route. Instead, three years to The broader truth eme-
the final decision merely assess progress, rging from COP30 is that
launched three dialogues  jdentify gaps, and  the UNFCCCis struggling

involving governmentsand
institutions such as the
WTO, stretching until mid-
2028—longafter CBAM has
begun affecting global trade flows.
Adaptation—theissue of greatest urg-
ency for the developing world—was no
exception. Developing countries had de-
manded a trebling of adaptation finance
from rich nations.The headline outcome
seemed tomeet thisdemand,but the sub-
stance fell far short. The additional funds
are not new; they will be drawn from the
$300-billion pledge announced last year.
Worse, the financingwill onlybeavailable
after2035,even though developing coun-
tries had sought support by 2030. For
nations already enduring increasingly
destructivefloods,cyclones,droughts,and

provide direction

to adapt to the current
phaseof climateaction.The
UNFCCC is fundamentally
a treaty negotiation body.
For 33 years it has done what it was built
to do: deliver international agreements
such as the Kyoto Protocol, the Cancun
Agreement, the Paris Agreement, and
hundreds of smaller decisions.

But the global climate challenge has
shifted from negotiation toimplementa-
tion.Theworldisnolongerdebatingbroad
goals; it now faces the far harder task of
transforming energy systems,restructur-
ingindustries,reformingtraderules,mo-
bilising finance, and conserving ecosys-
tems at scale. These are deeply political,
economic, and sector-specific tasks. Yet
the COP still operates as though stronger
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The strong arguments given in the Constituent
Assembly in favour of adopting the parliamentary
system are relevant even today

wording in a negotiation text will some-
how cut emissions or save forests. It can-
not. This is not a failure of ambition or
diplomacy; it is a structural reality. The
UNFCCClacksboth theauthorityand the
tools to make decisions on critical issues
like fossil fuels, trade, finance, forests, or
industrial transitions. Nor can it enforce
orimplement the decisions it does take.

To move forward, the world must
recognise that the next phase of climate
action requires specialised implementa-
tion platforms that focus on real-world
levers of change. For instance,a fossil fuel
phase-outroad map should be negotiated
among the largest producers and con-
sumers who regulate fossil energy. Trade
and carbon border measures should be
handled by institutions such as the WTO
and national trade ministries, which
already negotiate tariffs, subsidies,and
regulatoryalignment.

Halting deforestation should be dis-
cussed at a platform of major forest- and
biodiversity-rich countries, along with
indigenous groups and forest alliances.
Industrial decarbonisation should simi-
larly be pursued at platforms driven by
major producing countries. For example,
15 countries produce more than 90% of
the world’s steel and cement; a road map
developed and agreed at this platformwill
yield quickerand more substantiveresults
than negotiations among nearly 200
countries at a COP.This doesn’t mean we
are jettisoning multilateralism; we will
instead strengthen it.

In this new architecture, the COP
should evolve into a high-level political
stocktake held once every two to three
yearstoassess progress,identify gaps,and
provide direction. It should remain the
moral anchor for global climate action.

Thetruthrevealedat COP30isuncom-
fortable but unavoidable: the climate cri-
sis has outgrown the UNFCCC system. It
nowdemandsrapid implementationand
hard political choices. For this, multiple
specialised and implementation-driven
platforms are essential. The sooner we
build and activate them, the fasterwe can
move fromwords toaction.

When tax meets technology

BEFORE ALGORITHMS TOOK over and
artificial intelligence (AI) began todecode
tax, tax professionals mastered their craft
through files,forms,and notes.Therewas
atime when tax meant towers of files, of -
ten dusty, ink-blotted notes in margins,
paper challans obtained after standing in
long queues at banks,and an indexed pa-
perbook.Those who lived them still rem-
embertherustle of paper,the smell of ink,
and the possession of physical order with
asense of nostalgia.

Tax as a profession generally rests on
three aspects: (i) compliance/reporting—
routinebut critical; (ii) technical expertise
andjudgementimpactinginterpretation,
risk assessment, and decision-making;
and (iii) tax assessment and litigation—
everything around preparation and pre-
sentation has changed.

The pace of digital transformation,
amplified by the effects of Al/machine
learning (ML), has rewritten how tax is
administered and more importantly how
professionals prepare todeliversolutions.
Staying relevant today means keeping
pace with not just the law, but also the
manner in which the tax is being imple-
mentedbothatthelevel of theincometax
department and taxpayers.

India has moved rapidly towards a
tech-driven tax system.Its digital taxjour-
neybegan overtwo decadesagowith elec-
tronicfiling of tax returns.What began as
a modest approach to digitisation has
evolved intoa fullyintegrated data ecosys-
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tem—in the nature ofincome datareport-
ingintheannualinformation statement,
cash deposits in bank accounts and rep-
orting other financial transactions, face-
less assessments, etc.

Thus far, tax professionals and their
teamused to spend asubstantial timeand
resources on tax compliances and filings
that were done manually, albeit with the
help of technology. Today, they are emb-
racing technology (and reducing human
involvement) to prepare, compile, and
undertake tax reporting

automation support research,summarise
content,monitortax notices,and speed up
drafting—but judgement remains hum-
an.However effective Al tools may be, they
arenot 100% accurate.Therole of profes-
sionalsbecomes crucialin criticallyevalu-
ating factual/legal aspects alongwith pra-
ctical experiences of potential challenges.
AT’s current capabilities are limited here.
Further, tax professionals are operat-
ing in an environment where data trails
arereal-time,scrutiny selectionsarealgo-
rithm-driven, and taxpayer

functions—suchasautom- EEEEEEEES—————— behaviour is analysed at

aticextraction of data from
accounting software, pro-
cessing, reduced manual
effortsonfillingand review.
The focus should be more
on value-added and prod-
uctive aspects to improve
efficiency.Forinstance,bet-
ter income estimation for
discharging advance tax,
real-time reconciliation of income mis-
match between accounts and tax records
to avoid discrepancies and mitigate
potential addition/litigation,consistency
inundertaking reporting under different
legislations (related-party disclosures in
accounts, tax,company law, etc.).

Today, technology, especially with the
use of Al/ML,playsa crucial partin sharp-
eningthetechnical expertise that tax pro-
fessionals imbibe while dealingwith rou-
tine and complex matters. Al and

THE EDITOR

Invest in data collection

Apropos of "Flawed forecasts" (FE,
November 26), it is troubling to read
how poor data quality is hindering the
decisions of policymakers, particularly
the Reserve Bank of India. The editorial
rightly points out that when foundat-
ional data—like inflation and GDP
numbers—is flawed, the resulting
forecasts and policy moves are bound
to miss the mark. This isn't an acad-

emic problem; it directly impacts
citizens through incorrect monetary
policy that might affect everything
from interest rates to employment.
For a democracy like India, reliable
statistics are a public good, essential
for informed debate and economic
stability. The government should
urgently invest heavily in improving
data collection methods, expanding
the scope of surveys, and adopting
modern tools like artificial intelligence

A concerning area
in litigation is too
much dependency
on the results
thrown by Al tools ncial Intelligence Unit

during tax

assessments
]

scale with sophisticated
technologies. Platforms or
tools like GSTN, Project In-
sight,statement of financial
transactionreporting,Fina-

2.0/Suspicious Transaction
Report and the Advanced
Analytics in Indirect Taxes
analyse behaviour at scale,
track patterns, and identify mismatches
almost instantly. Tax administration has
shifted from periodic checks to real-time
monitoring. It is thus imperative for tax
professionals to be cognisant of these as-
pects for better risk assessment and deci-
sion-making.Infact,taxisoneareawhere
the government has moved far ahead in
adopting technologyand digitisation,and
it is now for the professionals to catch up
with the digital architecture in place.

Tax controversy has transformed as

and satellite imagery to build a
statistical architecture that reflects
economic reality, ensuring better
outcomes for all.

—K Sakunthala, Coimbatore

Lack of credibility

The lack of data or distorted data
hinders planning. Aspiring to grow
without reliable data is like navigating
a ship without a compass. It may take
the ship somewhere, but not to the

Tax is one area where the govt has moved far ahead in
adopting technology and digitisation. Professionals
must catch up with the digital architecture in place

well.In-personrepresentationand court-
room presence once played a large role.
Now, in a faceless environment, clarity of
thoughtand precisioninwritten submis-
sions assume more importance. Digital
submissions must be accurate, self-exp-
lanatory,well-supported,and watertight.

However,the concerningareain taxlit-
igationistoomuch dependencyonthere-
sultsthrownbyAlItools—that remain un-
verified—during tax assessments. It is
widelyseen that AT hallucinates (throwing
up results/judicial precedents that are
non-existing)and thusits conclusion can
be misleadingand detrimental which ma-
kes human oversight indispensable. Rec-
ently, the Bombay High Court criticised
the reliance placed by a tax officer on res-
ultsthrown byAl—based on non-existing
cases—during assessments against the
taxpayer. So, unverified AI output has no
placeinjudicial/quasi-judicial reasoning.

The opportunity is significant, but so
are the challenges. The future belongs to
professionals who combine smart tech-
nologywith strongethics,sound training,
and unwavering professionaljudgement.
Farfrom replacing, technology empowers
professionalsbyautomating routine tasks
and freeing up experts to focus on comp-
lex, value-added services. What defines a
true tax professional is unchanged—clar-
ity,technical depth,and theabilitytonav-
igate complexity. What has changed are
the toolsat hand: sharper,faster,and infi-
nitely more connected.

planned destination. The lack of
quality and timely data speaks of the
sorry state of affairs. Doing away with
planning in a bid to enforce a market
economy could result in the survival of
the mighty. The absence of credible
data may be a conscious attempt to
misguide the public. But in the long
run its consequences will be harsh.
—AG Rajmohan, Anantapur
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Policy expectations
Food prices will be critical in MPC’s decision

Market expectations for a policy interest-rate cut have increased, and several
entities are reported to have postponed their fundraising plans in anticipation.
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) Governor Sanjay Malhotra, in his remarks this week,
hasnoted that the possibility of rate cuts, asindicated in the October meeting of the
Monetary Policy Committee (MPC), remains intact. However, he also underlined
thatwhether the committee decides toactin the upcoming meeting would depend
on its assessment at that time. The next MPC meeting is scheduled for December
3-5. Inflation outcomes are also fuelling market expectations. The consumer price
index-based inflation rate declined to 0.25 per cent in October, as against 1.4 per
cent in the previous month, and is running significantly below the central bank’s
target of 4 per cent.

The MPC reduced the policy repo rate by 100 basis points this year, and its deci-
sion in the December meeting will depend largely on how it expects the inflation
ratetoevolve in the coming quarters. It isworth noting that the decline in the infla-
tion rate has been driven largely by food prices. The core inflation rate (non-food,
non-oil) is running around 4 per cent. The food-price inflation rate declined to (-)
5.02 per cent and has been falling consistently over the past year. The food-price
inflation rate in October last year was over 10 per cent. Thus, essentially, it’s the
expectation of food prices that would play a major role in the MPC’s decision. Given
the favourable monsoon and reservoir levels, it is reasonable to assume that food
priceswill remain supportive in the coming months, though towhat extent this will
change the headline inflation projection will be worth watching. In the October
policy, the MPC expected the inflation rate to average 4 per cent in the last quarter
this financial year and 4.5 per cent in the first quarter next financial year. These pro-
jections will have to change favourably, which is a possibility, to enable the MPC to
further reduce the policy repo rate.

However, to what extent a 25 basis-point rate cut will help boost growth would
be difficult to determine. The second-quarter gross domestic product (GDP)
numbersare due later thisweek. In the first quarter, growth at 7.8 per cent surprised
most forecasters, including the RBI. A similar outcome in the second quarter could
reduce the marginal impact of a potential rate cut. It is being reported that the
reduction in goods and services tax rates has given a big boost to consumption.
However, it will be worth watching if the momentum sustains for a reasonable
period. From the growth perspective, the conclusion of the trade deal with the
United States will be more crucial than a policy rate cut. Trade negotiations with
Canada have also been resumed. Its early conclusion will support growth.

Apossible rate cut could affect foreign debt-capital flows. There are concerns
about the rupee’s depreciation. However, given the near-term comfort on the
inflation front, this should not worry policymakers, and the rupee should be
allowed to depreciate. Although it cannot fully offset the American tariff disad-
vantage, a favourable currency will help exporters in other markets and, to some
extent, compensate for the loss of the US market. In sum, the recent inflation
outcomes will provide strong reasons for the MPC to reduce the policy repo rate.
But monetary policy needs to be forward-looking. Thus, the key will be how the
projections change.

Securing India’s children

Stronger systems can build the future

The report “State of the World’s Children (SWOC) 2025” — by the United Nations
Children’s Fund (Unicef) — states that while global extreme child poverty is declin-
ing, India still carries one of the largest burdens of multidimensionally deprived
children. About 206 million Indian children experience at least one deprivation,
and one third of them (62 million) face two or more, reflecting gaps in education,
health, housing, nutrition, sanitation, and water. Climate change now exposes four
of five of the world’s children to at least one extreme climate hazard annually. Con-
flict, too, affects childhood more than ever: About 19 per cent of the world’s children
lived in conflict-affected areasin 2024, double the share in the mid-1990s. Further,
development-aid cuts could lead to 4.5 million additional under-five deaths by 2030
and push six million children out of school by next year.

Given this context, it is important to embed child rights in policies. In India,
although the 2025-26 Union Budget allocates 326,890 crore for the Ministry of
Women & Child Development, including 21,960 crore for Saksham Anganwadi &
POSHAN 2.0, and 1,500 crore for Mission Vatsalya —the ministry’s share in central
expenditure has fallen from 0.96 per cent in 2015-16 to just 0.5 per cent in 2025-26,
indicating that children’s welfare has not gained greater priority in the overall
framework. The level of programme implementation also affects outcomes such
as delays in upgrading anganwadi infrastructure and shortages of trained staff.
These systemic shortfalls dilute the impact of even higher budgetary allocations.
Structural inequities further complicate the picture. Digital exclusion continuesto
leave millions of children without access to online learning, information, or skill-
building opportunities.

Urban slums face the toughest combination of malnutrition, unsafe housing,
pollution, and interrupted schooling. Climate vulnerability disproportionately dis-
rupts services and displaces the poorest families. In this regard, states can play a
crucial role in translating central policies into tangible outcomes. For example,
Kerala, leveraging its panchayati raj institutions and strong decentralisation efforts,
hasbeen a frontrunner in establishing community-based organisation (CBO) at the
level of anganwadis. Over time, these committees actively engaged ward members
and local communities. Kerala’s model demonstrates how community-owned and
-led committees can foster a supportive social environment, strengthen child
rights, and enhance child welfare outcomes across the state.

To align with Unicef’s five-point framework, India must treat child poverty as
anational mission. This requires universal digital access, stronger social protection,
and public services that can cover the last mile. It also calls for closer coordination
across ministries and states. Strengthening frontline workers, ensuring timely fund
disbursement, maintaining fully functional anganwadis, and conducting regular
on-the-spot inspections are essential. Technology-driven intervention and real-
time monitoring systems can improve accountability and service delivery. India’s
demographic dividend can materialise only if today’s children are healthy, edu-
cated, and safe. Without deeper reforms, millions of children will remain outside
thearc of opportunity in the country’s progress — unseen, unheard, and unserved.

Recent US trade deals: A flavour

The risk of renegotiation and reset haunts US trade deals

P i

Even as the United States Supreme Court began hear-
ingthe case on the validity of the President’s powers to
impose tariffs under the International Emergency
Economic Powers Act (IEEPA), there hasbeen a flurry
of trade announcements by the White House trade
team. Apartfromareversal of reciprocal tariffs on agri-
cultural itemsranging from tomatoes and avocados to
beef'and some fertilisers — announced soon after the
Democrats’ victory in key US states and cities in the
first major election in Trump 2.0 — negotiations
towards several trade deals were also stated to have
been concluded.

Prominent among these are two final
trade deals on reciprocal trade with
Malaysia and Cambodia and two frame-
work trade deals with Thailand and Viet-
nam, which were finalised at the end of
October by President Trump during his
trip to Association of Southeast Asian
Nations and East Asia. This has been fol-
lowed in November with framework
agreements with Switzerland and four
Latin American countries — Argentina,
Ecuador, Guatemala and El Salvador.
While two trade and investment agree-
ments with Japan and Korea were
announced in July, the details of the US-

TALK

-#""‘

STRAIGHT

AMITA BATRA

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

>

-'-."

- -
- -

EPOStbitd ey L B

--‘---H.-__-"--"'
the trade deal finalised in August, initiated dis-
cussions on renegotiating the trade deal.

So, while the inherent uncertainty cannot be dis-
counted, thetrade deals do not necessarily appeartobe
entirely one-sided, particularly for the export-oriented
Southeast and East Asian countries. As is well-known,
all trade deals involve a reduction of reciprocal tariffs
asannounced by the USon April2and acorresponding
concession by the partner country to import all or a
majority of US goods duty-free. However, given that the
average applied most-favoured nation (MFN) tariffs are
intherange of 5-10 per cent in the Southeast Asian and
East Asian economies, the preferential

margin granted to the US by these econ-
omies may not be really significant.
Also, across these economies, a sub-
stantial range of tariff lines is already in
the duty-free category. Malaysia, for
example, allows almost 83 per cent (by
importvalue; 65.6 per cent tarifflines) and
65 per cent (by import value; 74.5 per cent
tarifflines) in the duty-free categoryinthe
manufacturing and agriculture sectors,
respectively. Japan, a major export
market forthe US, hasan average applied
MFN tariff of only 2.4 per cent in manu-
factured goods, while even in agriculture,

Korea trade deal were finalised and
released only last week. Prominent features of the
major trade deals may be worthy of note.

The final trade deals have been concluded aftera
substantial time lag since the initial announcement
of the deal, while framework trade deals remain
open for further negotiations. However, both frame-
work and final trade deals have been concluded
through executive orders and, unlike free trade
agreements (FTA), are not legally binding. There-
fore, renegotiation or resetting the constituent provi-
sions remains a potential possibility even for final
trade deals. This has, in fact, been evident most
recently when the US, not satisfied with the slow
implementation progress by the European Union on

where its average applied MFN tariff
stands at around 12 per cent, over 50 per cent import
value is in the 0-5 per cent tariff category. The much-
highlighted concession granted for import of rice from
the US, under the recent deal, remains within the pre-
existing duty-free cap for Japan.

In comparison, the inclusion of the provision on
keeping the reduced reciprocal tariff as a tariff cap for
goods currently being investigated by the US under
Section 232 in trade deals with Korea and Japan is
quite partner-country friendly, given their export
composition. Korea, for example, has been granted a
cap of 15 per cent and hence parity with its revised
reciprocal tariffs on some of its major exports to the
US currently under Section 232 investigation, such as

wood, auto, pharma, and semiconductors. The provi-
sion is also significant in view of the likely substitu-
tion, however imperfect, of the reciprocal tariffs by
tariffs under Section 232 in the case of an adverse
Supreme Court decision on the President’s IEEPA
powers to impose tariffs.

Interestingly, Korea has alsobeen able to negotiate
competitive parity in the semiconductor sector by
pre-empting any tariff disadvantage in a potential
trade deal by the US with its main competitor —
Taiwan. In return, Korea has committed to eliminate
the 50,000-unit import cap for US-originating and
safety standards-compliant automobiles. This, how-
ever, may not mean much as Korean car imports from
the US have been around 30,000 and so well below the
erstwhile limit. Similarly, Malaysia has secured tariff
exemptionson over 1,700 tarifflines covering some of
its major exports to the US.

In the case of Vietnam, the provision of imposing
ahigher 40 per cent tariff on transshipments to the US
may have had a significant impact on its exports.
However, the situation remains fluid in the absence
of a clear specification of rules of origin by the US in
this context. As for Cambodia, its expanded market
access for the US is irrelevant, given its paltry $200
million imports. Importantly, its commitments on
compliance with global environment and social gov-
ernance norms, particularly those related to labour
conditions, included ostensibly to prevent rerouting
of Chinese goods, are rendered ineffective asthe trade
deal remains wanting on the specification of an
appropriate enforcement mechanism.

There has been much commentary on the invest-
ment commitments by Japan and Korea. Korea has
signed a memorandum of understanding (MoU) on
investment commitments with the US. The MoU
includes clearly specified annual capital outflow and
timeline of total investment. Notably, though, there
are also some carve-outs in the investment provi-
sions. There is scope for reconsideration of both the
amount and timing of the outflow under certain con-
ditions, such as economic emergencies, in the MoU.
However, the absence of selection criteria for invest-
ment projects implies continued uncertainty and a
potential return to the negotiating table.

The investment deal with Japan appears far less
fleshed out. Unlike the Korean case, where ajoint fact-
sheet with details of the trade deals has been issued,
in the case of Japan, separate factsheets have been
released by the US and Japan. A more cautious Japa-
nese interpretation of the likely increase in US state
influence on business decisions and partaking of
profitsin thejoint investment projects may lead to its
undoing in the longer term.

So, even while much negotiating capital is being
expended by several nations in extracting a not-so-
imbalanced trade deal with the US, the inherent scope
for renegotiation and reset in these bilateral trade
deals prevents any semblance of stability in trade rela-
tions with the US.

The author is professor, School of International
Studies, JNU. Her book India’s Trade Policy in the
21st Century, was published by Routledge, London,
in2022. The views are personal

The economics and politics of cash transfers

The Mukhyamantri Mahila Rojgar Yojana was widely
seen as a key factor behind the National Democratic
Alliance’s (NDA’s) thumping victory in Bihar this
month. Under the scheme, eligible women were given
310,000 to start a business, with the possibility of
another3200,000 worth of assistance. Chief Minister
Nitish Kumar deserves credit for taking several steps
to empower women over the years, and it would be
unfair to conclude that a single scheme, announced
at the last minute, tilted the balance in
NDA’s favour. In fact, according to one
analysis, three of the five Assembly
seats with the highest women voter
turnout were won by the All India
Majlis-e-Ittehadul Muslimeen, which
was not part of either of the two major
competing alliances. There is often a
combination of factors that determines
election outcomes, and it is difficult to

gauge the extent to which each one REAL TERMS

RAJESH KUMAR

influences voter choice, particularly in
alarge state like Bihar.

unconditionally. In fact, one state has moved from
being revenue-surplus to revenue-deficit. Given the
broader context, itis only a matter of time before simi-
larschemesare introduced in other states aswell. This
raises some economic and political questions.

Let’s first look at the economic aspect. At the
aggregate level, state government debt stock is worth
over 27 per cent of GDP, which is on the higher side.
The Fiscal Responsibility and Budget Management
Review Committee (2017) had recom-
mended a debt ceiling of 20 per cent of
GDP for states. Besides, some states are
borrowing to meet their revenue expen-
diture. Given the overall fiscal position, it
can be argued that states should refrain
from such schemes. However, this may
not be practically possible now. Cash
transfer schemes are popular among
both the political class and the electorate.
Consideringthe increasing appeal of this
instrument, the debate perhaps needs to
be framed differently. Is cash transfer the

Nevertheless, the idea of cash
transfers to women is gaining wider
acceptance, and the last-minute scheme in Bihar
reflected this trend. According to a recent report by
PRS Legislative Research, the number of states pro-
vidinglargely unconditional cash transfers towomen
hasgone up from two in 2022-23t012in 2025-26. It esti-
mates that states have allocated about I1.68 trillion,
oro.5per cent of gross domestic product (GDP), inthe
current financial year for such schemes. Some states
have substantially increased allocation this year.
Notably, out of the 12 states, six are expected to run a
revenue deficit in the ongoing year. Differently put,
states thatare unable toraise enough revenue to meet
their recurring expenditure are also distributing cash

best way toempower women in India? Do
theirlives change meaningfully after get-
tingenrolled in such ascheme? Answers tosuch ques-
tions can determine if cash transfer schemes can be
leveraged to attain wider socio-economic objectives.

A recent National Bureau of Economic Research
paper, “Maternal Cash Transfers for Gender Equity and
Child Development: Experimental Evidence from
India”, studied the impact of cash transfer to new
mothersthrough alarge-scale randomised evaluation.
It found that treated households witnessed 9.6-15.5 per
cent increase in calorie intake for mothers and
children. Gains were also noticed in terms of the diver-
sity of diet. Further, gender disparity in food consump-
tion declined. India needs many such studies.

Intuitively, additional cash flow to poor households is
most likely to improve the quality of life. Once there is
ampleevidence, some ofthe subsidies can alsobe con-
verted into cash transfers, enablinglarger consolidated
amounts to be transferred to women in eligible house-
holds. Atsome stage, the central and state transferscan
also be consolidated. There are various possibilities.

However, it will be important that fiscal disci-
plineis not compromised. Given the developmental
needs and the fiscal position of states, part of the
budget that can be spent on subsidies and cash
transfers can be determined. Ways will need to be
devised to implement strict fiscal rules. States
should not be borrowing additionally to finance
cash transfers, irrespective of the merits, because
such a path is simply unsustainable. As things
stand, 19 states are carrying debt above 30 per cent
of their GDP, while Punjab and Himachal Pradesh
have outstanding liabilities above 40 per cent. A
special dispensation might be needed for these
states. There are also states where the growth in
interest payments is higher than the growth in rev-
enue collection.

Now, the political aspect. It has been noted that
state governments often announce such schemes
onthe eve of elections and ensure that the transfers
begin before polling. Clearly, theideais toinfluence
voters. Whether the scheme makes a difference is a
different matter. But even if it makes only a minor
difference, it can disrupt the level playing field in
tight contests. Addressing this will be tricky because
the government of the day is free to announce and
implement any scheme till the model code of con-
duct comes into force. Thus, overall, addressing the
economic aspects of cash transfer schemes for
women or other target groups would be much easier
than dealing with the political facet.

How to spend it, wisely

BOOK
REVIEW

SANJAY KUMAR SINGH

Personal finance literature typically
focuses on topics like saving, debt reduc-
tion, investing, and wealth accumulation.
Morgan Housel, whose first two books
collectively sold more than 11 million
copies, haschosen a topic for his third that
is highly relevant amid growing pros-
perity: How to spend money wisely.

People, says Mr Housel, rarely make
grave spending mistakes when trying to
meet basic needs. Misjudgments arise
once they graduate to the realm of dis-
cretionary spending,.

Even after leaving deprivation far

behind, many engage in a mindless,
unending scramble to accumulate and
consume more, assuming this will trans-
late into greater happiness. The author
warns that such an approach risks leav-
ing people in their later years with regret
at having neglected the pursuits that
might have nourished their souls and
brought lasting fulfilment. The panacea,
he suggests, is to make well-thought-out
choices that minimise regret at the end.

A central theme of the book is that
most people do not use money as a tool
to acquire a happy, contented, and com-
fortable life. Instead, some turnitintoa
yardstick to measure how successful
they are vis-a-vis others.

Many spend in a manner they believe
isin keeping with society’s expectations.
Asayoungvalet at a luxury hotel in Los
Angeles, Mr Housel watched someone
pay $21,000 in an auction for a chair.
Seeing the disbelief on the faces of the
valets, the man responded, “That’s what

you are supposed to do when you are
rich.” Mr Housel warns against falling
into such conformity traps.

Using money to elicit admiration is
another futile pursuit. A newly pur-
chased luxury car may attract attention
— more likely envy — from colleagues
on the first day a person drives it to
office. But within a month, the vehicle
evokes a yawn. Inevitably, after a while,
someone else drives in with a swankier
model that becomes the cynosure of all
eyes. The pursuit of validation through
possessions is, thus, a game that can
never be won. Moreover, those closest to
us — our parents, spouse, children and
close friends — are hardly likely to hold
usin higher esteem for possessing a
more expensive car. The author advo-
cates spending on goods for their utility
and thejoy they bring us, instead of
trying to acquire status through them.

Early-life experiences shape spend-
ing behaviour. The author cites the

example of a businessman
who grew up poor. Once he
had made it, he encouraged
hisdaughtertoselectthemost & =
expensive college among the

ones to which she had gained
admission. To him, the high
fee felt like a social trophy that
he could display and wash
away any shame he felt about
his earlier impecunity.

Another case the author
cites is of a former teacher
turned financial educator
who suffered from what she
called “post-traumatic broke
syndrome”. She had suffered
grinding poverty for so long,
and that experience had been
so painful, that she lived in
constant fear of reverting to
the same status. This made it difficult for
her to spend despite her affluence.

The two stories illustrate how deeply
embedded emotional scripts dictate
financial decisions long after circum-
stances have changed. One needs to be
conscious of them and try to overcome
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The Art of Spending
Money: Simple choices
for aricher life

by Morgan Housel
Published by Harriman

254 pages 318

e their subliminal influence
"7 withlogicand objectivity.

lf The bookdiscusses the
concept of the “hedonic
treadmill”. People overesti-
mate how much happiness a

1(.1] “g new possession will bring.

After an initial bump, pleas-
ure wanes and attention shifts
to acquiring the next big
material prize. Happiness,
* accordingto the author, is the
gap between current reality
and expectations. Instead of
relentlessly striving for more,
he advocates that people
learn to dial down expecta-
tionsif they are to ever experi-
ence contentment. They must
train themselves to enjoy
their current possessions and
stop pegging happiness to the next
grand purchase.

Mr Housel reminds readers that
beyond a certain threshold, income
ceases to be the primary determinant
of well-being. Good health, restful
sleep, aloving spouse, well-behaved

children, meaningful friendships, and
a sense of belonging and purpose con-
tribute far more to lasting happiness.
But these cannot be bought off the
shelf. They must be earned by invest-
ing time and effort. Alas, the relentless
pursuit of financial success often
crowds out these goals.

Another significant insight the
author offers is the need to reframe
saving and investing. Rather than view-
ing them as deferral of consumption,
he suggests treating them as deposits
towards earning financial indepen-
dence, which he defines as the freedom
to spend one’s time on work that is
meaningful and in the company of
people one cherishes.

As India turns more prosperous,
many of the spending pitfalls Mr
Housel highlights are becoming
increasingly visible. His book, which
advocates moderation, balance, and
the need to focus on internal bench-
marks rather than external compari-
sons, comes as a timely reminder that
money must work for us instead of dic-
tating our life choices.
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In the guise
of anonymity

Big Tech bears a duty of care to the societies it
shapes. X’s record is a failure of that responsibility

en Elon Musk acquired Twitter in

October 2022, he promised to eliminate

bots and restore trust. Within weeks, he

fired half the workforce, slashed the trust
and safety team that monitored hate speech and
foreign influence operations, and dissolved the
advisory council of civil rights organisations. By
December, a single staffer was handling all child sexual
abuse material for Asia-Pacific. The 150-person
curation team that added context to trending news
vanished. Then came paid verification. Previously free
and reserved for confirmed identities, the blue check
became available to anyone paying $7.99 monthly. The
dismantled trust and safety team had warned in
internal documents about impersonation risks. Their
advice went unheeded. Within 48 hours of launch, fake
accounts impersonating Eli Lilly, Tesla, and major
brands flooded the platform. The chaos forced Musk to
suspend the programme after just three days, but the
damage was done — verification, once a mark of
authenticity, became legitimacy for sale.

But the programme returned, and in 2023, X
launched a creator monetisation model. It began
paying users based on engagement from other paid
subscribers — typically $10 minimum every two weeks.
For many, the math was compelling: A Nigerian
creator earning $800 monthly via outrage content
made a hefty income; a Bangladeshi farm earning $400
could fund an entire team. What had operated in the
shadows — Russian troll farms, influence operations
documented since the 2016 US polls —now had three
advantages: Depleted oversight, purchased credibility
through blue checks, and direct financial incentive.
The Internet Research Agency’s playbook from 2016,
where operatives posed as Americans to organise
rallies and spread disinformation, found fertile
ground. Accounts that once struggled for reach could
now buy verification, earn revenue from divisive
content, and operate with minimal platform scrutiny.

Lastweek, X rolled out an “About this account”
feature showing where users operate from. Within
hours, accounts with hundreds of thousands of
followers claiming to represent American patriots or
anti-India influencers were revealed to be operating
from Turkey, Nigeria, Bangladesh, and Pakistan. The
backlash was immediate as users and journalists
began checking prominent accounts across the
political spectrum, discovering how thoroughly X had
been compromised by coordinated deception.

Big tech platforms wield immense influence over
public discourse. They bear a duty of care to the
societies they shape. X’s trajectory represents a failure
of that responsibility — dismantling protections,
monetising division, allowing foreign influence
operations to thrive behind purchased legitimacy. The
location feature wasn’t about transparency
triumphing; it was a platform accidentally exposing
the rotits own decisions had cultivated.

Why India failed the
South Africa Test

The late great Peter Drucker once said that the

purpose of an organisation is to enable ordinary

people to do extraordinary things. Given the
Indian Test cricket team’s recent track record of
ordinariness, including its worst ever loss on Indian
soil on Wednesday, despite possessing some
individuals with extraordinary abilities, this may be
the right time to look at organisational issues —
including the abilities of the current coach Gautam
Gambhir, and the decisions of the selectors.

When a team has allrounders who aren’t treated as
such (perhaps because they are not good enough), it
stands to reason that the selectors would have done
better by picking specialists (batters or bowlers).
Playing a specialist wicketkeeper as a batsman despite
the presence and availability of enough specialist
batters betrays a lack of imagination (even common
sense). And what of the spinners? An Indian team
being outbatted in India is bad enough, but this team
also managed the unique feat of being outspun by the
South African spinners who did far better.

A team in transition such as this one needs a
coach who is inspirational, strategically sound, and
who possesses excellent communication and inter-
personnel skills. The wise men who run Indian
cricket should ask themselves whether Gambhir
does — simply because two home series
whitewashes in consecutive years and numbers
that show the team has lost half the Tests it played
under him suggest otherwise.

West Asia in the making

For India, the era of
viewing the Gulf solely
through the prism of
energy and diaspora
isover, itisnowa
high-stakes theatre

of national security

he recent visit of Saudi
crown prince Mohammed
bin Salman (MBS) to Wash-
ington marks a definitive
turning point in both the
regional and global order.
Coming at a period of intense geopoliti-
cal flux, the visit did more than restore
the de facto Saudi leader’s diplomatic
standing in the West, dented by the 2018
Jamal Khashoggi affair; it fundamen-
tally redefined the US-Saudi alliance.
Hosted with full ceremonial honours
by President Donald J Trump, includ-
ing a South Lawn arrival, a State dinner,
and Oval Office bilateral, this was
MBS’s first White House engagement
since 2018. It signals a sharp return to
transactional realism in US foreign pol-
icy, prioritising shared security impera-
tives and economic interdependence
over ideological constraints. In an era of
great-power competition and Middle
Eastern volatility, the visit underscores
Riyadh’s enduring centrality to Wash-
ington’s regional architecture. Geopoli-
tically, the summit represents a robust
reaffirmation of the US-Saudi axis as
the lynchpin for containing Iranian
revisionism and countering Beijing’s
inroads in the Gulf. Under the Biden
administration, ties had deteriorated to

a “managed estrangement,” pushing
Riyadh toward alternatives like the
2023 China-brokered détente with Teh-
ran and deeper Brics engagement.
The Trump-led reset dispels any
notion of US retrenchment. By desig-
nating Saudi Arabia a Major Non-Nato
Ally (MNNA) and signing the Strategic
Defence Agreement (SDA), Washing-
ton has elevated Riyadh’s status with-
out the encumbrances of a formal
treaty. This framework embodies a
pragmatic evolution of the 1945 Quincy
Pact: It facilitates US defence industry
operations in the Kingdom,
while securing Saudi finan-
cial contributions to offset
basing and training expenses,
ensuring flexibility amid US
congressional scepticism.
The Washington summit
delivered multifaceted out-
comes, blending hard secu-
rity with transformative eco-
nomic pacts. On defence,
approvals for the sale of F-35 stealth
fighters (with limitations to preserve
Israel’s Qualitative Military Edge) and
nearly 300 Abrams tanks mark a quan-
tum leap in Saudi capabilities. These
transfers address vulnerabilities
exposed by the Houthi drone attacks
and emphasise interoperability with US
systems, reducing Riyadh’s reliance on
European or Russian suppliers.
Economically, Saudi Arabia esca-
lated its US investment pledge to nearly
$1 trillion over a decade. At the US-Sa-
udi Investment Forum, attended by
tech titans like Elon Musk and Jensen
Huang, agreements were struck to
channel funds into Al, semiconductors,
health care, and infrastructure. Cru-
cially, Memoranda of Understanding

Ausaf
Sayeed

(MoUs) on civil nuclear cooperation —
focusing on firms like Westinghouse —
advance Saudi Arabia’s plan for 16 reac-
tors under strict non-proliferation safe-
guards. The Al agreement provides
controlled access to US systems, while
frameworks for critical minerals diver-
sify supply chains away from China.
These deals support Vision 2030 by
localising high-tech industries, creating
USjobs, and fostering interdependence
beyond oil volatility.

The implications for peace in West
Asia are profound. Enhanced Saudi
deterrence reduces the asym-
metry exploited by Iran and its
proxies, potentially curtailing
disruptions in the Red Sea. A
militarily confident Riyadh is
less likely to resort to unilat-
eral adventurism. Further-
more, the SDA positions Saudi
Arabia as the fulcrum for
expanding the Abraham
Accords. However, this comes
with caveats. While the new security
guarantees incentivise normalisation,
MBS signalled that relations with Israel
remain contingent on a clear pathway
to Palestinian statehood. Consequently,
the Trump administration’s push for
immediate normalisation was not fully
achieved, leaving a rare chance for a
sweeping détente in the Levant on hold.

For Tehran, this pact is an “act of
encirclement”, likely to fuel an arms
build-up and strengthen calls for con-
ventional and nuclear countermeas-
ures. Yet, the visit's emphasis on stabil-
ity over democratisation aligns with the
post-Arab Spring reality, where author-
itarian resilience has proven more
durable than fragile transitions.

For India, the Washington summit

i

P

The Washington summit delivered multifaceted outcomes, blending hard
security with transformative economic pacts. AFP

presents a complex mix of strategic
opportunity and acute security anxiety.
The solidification of US-Saudi ties
breathes new life into the India-Middle
East-Europe Economic Corridor
(IMEC), a project vital to India’s connec-
tivity ambitions but paralysed by
regional instability.

Explicitly prioritised by both leaders,
the revival of this project positions New
Delhi as the eastern anchor of a
US-backed connectivity axis rivalling
China’s Beltand Road Initiative. Addi-
tionally, Saudi capital may now flow
more freely into Indian infrastructure
and renewable energy, while new tech
partnerships could open avenues for
Indo-Saudi collaboration.

The immediate cause of concern for
India’s defence establishment is the
potential porosity of the new US-Saudi
security architecture. With Riyadh hav-
ing signed a “Strategic Mutual Defence
Agreement” with Pakistan just months
prior, the influx of F-35s and advanced
USradar systems into Saudi Arabia cre-
ates a nightmare scenario: The transfer
of operational know-how or sensitive
technology to Pakistani forces, who fre-
quently train the Saudi military.

To mitigate this risk, New Delhi must
now leverage its strategic partnership
with Washington to insist on specific
End-Use Monitoring (EUM) protocols.

India will likely demand ironclad guar-
antees that Pakistani personnel are
legally and technically barred from
accessing sensitive F-35 avionics or
encrypted data links during joint exer-
cises in the Kingdom.

With the US also moving to mend
ties with Pakistan, India faces a delicate
balancing act: Navigating its longstand-
ing US partnership while adjusting to
these shifting strategic realities in West
Asia. Concurrently, this heightens the
urgency for India to modernise its air
defence grid, fast-tracking the deploy-
ment of multi-layered air defence
shields to counter the qualitative edge
Pakistan might indirectly gain.

Ultimately, the summit forces New
Delhi to play a sophisticated dual game:
Deepening economic embraces with
Riyadh to secure its western flank,
while simultaneously working with
Washington and Tel Aviv to erect
guardrails against the unintended mili-
tarisation of Pakistan. The era of view-
ing the Gulf solely through the prism of
energy and diaspora is over; for India, it
is now a high-stakes theatre of national
security.

Ausaf Sayeed is a former ambassador of
India to Saudi Arabia, Yemen, and high
commissioner to Seychelles.

Theviews expressed are personal

MAGA vs America First
threatens Trump’s agenda

early 10 months after returning him to
the White House, Donald Trump’s
MAGA coalition is beginning to show
signs of strain. For the first time, the
President, who kept his movement unified
through four years out of power, is struggling to
constrain divisions within his own ranks. A
growing and diverse group of right-wing pun-
dits, activists, and lawmakers is now challeng-
ing key elements of his agenda, emphasising
America First. Trump’s MAGA movement was
born in June 2015, when he rode down the
golden escalator of Trump Tower to announce
his presidential run. The core themes of his
movementare economic nationalism, anti-im-
migration sentiment, cultural conservatism,
and hostility toward political elites.
Until recently, MAGA and America
First were largely interchangeable.
But in recent months, the two have
begun to diverge, evolving into dis-
tinct factions within the movement.

The America First faction com-
prises different groups breaking from
Trump on three key issues: His
administration’s initial refusal to
release the Epstein files, his support
for Israel, and — more quietly but no less signifi-
cantly — his shifting stance on H-1B visas and
deportation of undocumented immigrants.

In the past few months, this vocal but not
unified faction of the conservative movement
and the so-called alt-Right has openly defied the
President, advancing counter-narratives that
directly challenge his authority. Leading this
separation from MAGA are figures as varied as
27-year-old white nationalist Nick Fuentes,
former Fox News and CNN anchor Tucker Carl-
son, and two Republican members of Congress,
Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia and Thomas
Massie of Kentucky. Trump first encountered
this breakin his base over the failure to release
the Epstein files, a trove of previously sealed
court documents, flight logs, depositions, and
investigative records tied to Jeffrey Epstein, the
disgraced New York financier who died by sui-
cide in federal custody in 2019 while awaiting
trial on sex-trafficking charges.

Epstein’s extensive ties to powerful figures in
politics, business, academia, and entertainment
— including Donald Trump who once had a
close relationship with Epstein — have long
fuelled speculation on the right that the docu-
ments contain explosive revelations. On the
campaign trail in 2024, Trump stated he was
open to releasing the files. Once in office, how-
ever, his attorney general Pam Bondi, declined
torelease them. For months, Trump dismissed
the controversy over their release as a “Demo-
cratic hoax”. This deepened distrust within his
base, and pressure for their release mounted.

The charge to force the release of the files
was led by Kentucky Republican representative
Thomas Massie and Democratic representative
Ro Khanna of California who were joined by
representative Marjorie Taylor Greene in public
protests with Epstein-related sexual abuse sur-
vivors. The bill to release the files passed with
near-unanimous support, driven by a ground-
swell so strong that even Trump ultimately
asked Republicans to backit.

If the Epstein files controversy shook
Trump’s credibility among some loyalists, his
unwavering support for Israel exposed other
fissures within his base. Israel’s war in Gaza,
which has resulted in tens of thousands of Pal-
estinian deaths, has ignited a national debate
over how far the US should go in backing its
closest West Asian ally.

The conflict has prompted many influential

Frank F.
Islam full-throated defence of H-1B workers.

commentators on the right to question, often
loudly, whether US aid to Israel should con-
tinue. Carlson, once a darling of the Trump
world, has given his platform to several anti-Is-
rael voices on his podcast, including some con-
sidered openly anti-semitic. Among them is
Fuentes, who has positioned himself as a lead-
ing figure in the America First movement
through livestreaming and social media.

The third issue is Trump’s backtracking on
two immigration issues, especially on H-1B
visas. As this column detailed earlier, the pro-
gramme has become a lightning rod for the
right. Trump’s position has shifted notably from
September, when he announced a $100,000 fee
for all new H-1B petitions, much to the disap-
pointment of both the tech industry
and Indian IT professionals, the pro-
gramme’s primary beneficiaries.

Since then, he has softened his
stance, most visibly in a surprisingly
contentious interview with Fox News
host Laura Ingraham, a critic of the
visa programme, in which he offered a

The reversal has infuriated many
MAGA activists, who have now gone
into open war mode against the programme.

Similarly, his administration has softened its
stance on deporting undocumented immi-
grants employed in certain sectors such as agri-
culture and hospitality. The America First fac-
tion believes Trump’s reversal on both fronts
was driven by industry pressure (tech compa-
nies and agriculture and hospitality businesses,
respectively).

What enabled Trump to hold a vice-like grip
on the Republican Party from the beginning
was his mastery of social media, which ampli-
fied his influence far beyond traditional party
structures and kept his supporters constantly
mobilised. He routinely targeted, or “prima-
ried”, any candidate who failed to show absolute
loyalty. For years, Trump-endorsed candidates
almost never losta primary.

That grip, however, is loosening. True to
form, Trump has endorsed a challenger to Mas-
sie in nextyear’s midterms and has taken aim at
Greene, once one of his most loyal allies, dub-
bing her Marjorie “Traitor” Greene. He also
withdrew his endorsement of Greene for
re-election. Massie is staying in the race. Greene
announced she will be resigning from Congress
effective January 5, 2026. Among her reasons
for leaving office are Trump attacking her for
disagreeing with him and threats on her life she
has received from some MAGA supporters.

For now, Trump still maintains control over
the Republican Party. But the cracks are defi-
nitely showing. A poll this week put his approval
rating at just 35%, and the economy he prom-
ised to revive remains mired in inflation. In
recent elections, including the Virginia and New
Jersey gubernatorial races and the New York
mayoral contest, voters overwhelmingly
rejected the Republican Party and candidates he
had endorsed.

The challenge ahead for Trump is not just
defeating the Democrats, but reconciling a base
increasingly divided between loyalty and ideol-
ogy, grievance and governance. Whether the
MAGA coalition can survive —or whether the
America Firstresistance coalesces and becomes
its successor — may determine not only
Trump'’s political fate, but the future direction of
the Republican Party itself.

Frank F Islam is an entrepreneur, civic leader, and
thought leader based in Washington DC. The views
expressed here are personal
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Maoists need to answer
Bastar’s betrayed tribals

he Maoist insurgency is unravelling in
its last bastion — the tribal heartland of
the Dandakaranya region (DKR). A
large section of the divided Maoist lead-
ership, through recently released press notes,
has apologised to people saying that, in the
process of revolution, the leadership made sev-
eral tactical mistakes. The report card of the
nearly half a century of Maoist action in DKR
vis-a-vis tribal welfare is rather grim. This has
all been about the exploitation of tribal aspira-
tions for the ulterior motives of the Maoists.
The Maoist cadres entered DKR in the early
1980s, after suffering setbacks in Andhra Pra-
desh (AP). Their aim was to secure a safe
haven and not to involve the local tribal popu-
lation in the political struggle. Since the situa-
tion in AP did not become favourable again for
the Maoists, they were compelled to stay on in
DKR. The Maoists then started tak-
ing up tribal issues as they vied for
the support of the local tribal popula-
tion for sustenance. i
The first issue taken up centred on
the wages paid by contractors for the

ments. Although the government’s record on
empowering the GS is no better, the rebels
weren’t transparent in their conduct here.
Rather, they preferred to govern the areas
under their control through arbitrary kangaroo
courts.

The tribals form the backbone of the Maoist
organisation in terms of the rank and file
under a non-inclusive leadership. The non-tri-
bals from AP, till today, have occupied the out-
fit's policy-making positions, with foot-soldier-
ing left to the tribal cadres. It is this exclusive
class of leaders that is in news these days, be it
Basavraju, Venugopal Rao, Rupesh, Bhaskar,
Devuji, and Chandranna, among others. (The
recently slain Madvi Hidma, an adivasi leader,
is more of an exception.) These leaders had a
vast pool of tribal people at their disposal and
were determined to ensure that the fight
against the government continued
down to the last tribal.

The conflict gave impetus to the
weaponisation of tribal society. The
tribal, as part of District Reserve
Guard (DRG) or the Bastariya battal-

collection of tendu patta (leafof tendu ~ gh g h ank  ion,isnow killing the Maoist tribal.
tree), which is used to make beedis. Rani In all this, no one is engaging the
They started to negotiate better rates anjan tribal to ascertain his mind. The mid-

for the collection of tendu patta —

tribal livelihood in the area depended

on this. Along with that, they also started
extorting from the tendu contractors, with a
cascading effect that diminished the earnings
of the tribals. The Maoists also began extorting
from mining corporations operating in the
area. In the process, they started spending most
of their time running their organisation,
launching attacks, and preserving cadres —
thereby deviating from their promise to fight
for the tribal cause.

The Maoists used to generate a sizeable
amount of revenue from their industry of pro-
tection, extortion, kidnapping and indirect tax-
ation. It is reported that more than 50% of the
income generated was allocated for military
capability building, obviously at the cost of
other developmental agendas — establishing
the priorities in the name of revolution.

The overthrow of the democratic polity in
India forms the roots of Maoist ideology. They
undermine and reject the enabling function of
democracy, irrespective of fault-lines, which
empowers the marginalised. By exhorting the
tribal population to boycott elections, the Mao-
ists deny people their only instrument of exer-
cising and expressing power. Similarly, the
Maoists often indulged in controlling the elec-
tions and functioning of the village body, the
gram sabha (GS), to suit their own require-

dle ground for the tribals has contin-

uously shrunk, confining them to the
binary of being either with the Maoists or with
the State. The tribals have no stakes in the
Maoist ideology; they were lured to participate
in the insurgency to protect their jal-jangal-
zameen (water, forests and land) and ended up
with suffering, displacement, and a lack of
development.

As per media reports, over the past 25 years,
Chhattisgarh has seen 3,404 armed encounters,
in which 1,541 Maoists, 1,315 security personnel
and 1,817 civilians (mainly tribals) were killed.
The data underlines the stories of uprooted
families and scorched villages. Although the
culpability of the State behind the sordid saga of
destruction cannot be overlooked, it is the
unreasonable ideology of Maoism in a demo-
cratic setup that cannot escape scrutiny. The
Maoists have to be held accountable to the
tribal society for the lives and the years lost—all
to maintain an illusion of revolution. How his-
tory remembers the Maoists is too early to say;
however, itis also a fact that, had it not been for
them, the much-needed focus on the hinterland
of DKR would never have manifested.

Shashank Ranjan, a retired colonel with
experience in counter-insurgency operations,
teaches at OP Jindal Global University,
Haryana. The views expressed are personal
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India must reduce dependence on oil

imports to stabilise the rupee
B etween late November 2024 and now, the

rupee has depreciated about 7%, sliding

from roughly %83.4 a dollar to about
¥89.2. This is not unprecedented as in 2018, it slid
11%-12% against the dollar. The comparison is in-
structive because the political and trade back-
drops have echoes of that earlier period. In 2018,
during the first term of U.S. President Donald
Trump, global dollar strength, rising U.S. interest
rates and trade tensions pressured emerging
market currencies, including the rupee. The RBI
used its first longer-term currency-swap as a sys-
temic liquidity check. In 2019, it completed a $5
billion three-year dollar/rupee swap. And in Fe-
bruary 2025, it carried out a $10 billion dollar/ru-
pee buy-sell swap auction to infuse long-term ru-
pee liquidity into the banking system under
global stress. Such swaps are a standard tool by
central banks to supply liquidity, shore up forex
reserves and prevent disorderly currency depre-
ciation when the dollar surges or capital flows re-
verse. The steep rupee slide in November arises
in a context of external pressures — a widening
current-account deficit, driven partly by higher
imports of bullion, as a hedge in uncertain times,
and exporters scrambling to maintain competi-
tiveness amid high U.S. trade tariffs. In such a
hostile global macro-environment, the RBI’s
mandate is limited: under the floating-but-man-
aged regime, it can only ‘smoothen volatility’
rather than fix the exchange rate.

Between November last year and now, the RBI
sold a net of roughly $50 billion in forex to stabil-
ise the rupee. Even so, the slide has proceeded,
highlighting the external pressures. That said,
there is room for cautious optimism. India’s fo-
reign exchange reserves are comfortable — close
to $693 billion. On the domestic front, retail infla-
tion has slumped: headline CPI inflation came in
at just 0.25% in October 2025, well below the
RBI’s target-band of 2%-6%. This gives the RBI
space to tolerate modest currency depreciation
without triggering aggressive rate hikes especial-
ly as India transitions from cheaper Russian
crude to relatively costlier U.S. oil imports. With
crude accounting for over a fifth of total imports
in FY25, rupee depreciation combined with cos-
tlier oil imports could exert upward pressure on
inflation. Given this environment, monetary sta-
bilisation alone cannot suffice. The Centre must
address India’s long-standing vulnerability: hea-
vy dependence on oil. Steps such as faster tran-
sport electrification must be treated as strategic
imperatives and pursued with urgency. These
must be done with a well thought-out trade poli-
cy, as opposed to a raft of bilateral trade deals
that India has focused on , in the hope that these
would diversify trade routes. If anything, trade
agreements with Japan, the UAE and ASEAN have
tilted the trade balance against India.

Fighting the fire
COP30 sought to change the narrative
by focusing on ‘implementation’
T he 30th edition of the Conference of Par-

ties (COP) concluded in Belem, Brazil, a

city chosen for its proximity to the Ama-
zon rainforest. The symbolism was high this year.
It is 10 years since the Paris Agreement was
signed by 195 countries — a pact to ensure that
the globe did not heat up beyond 2°C of pre-in-
dustrial times and, as far as possible, contain it to
1.5°C. That was a goal easier stated than done;
2024 ended up being the first time that tempera-
tures breached the 1.5°C territory though it will
require several more such transgressions for
1.5°C to be the ‘new normal’. In all the years
since, COPs have been about systematically get-
ting all countries to move on the path of restruc-
turing their economies away from their fossil-fuel
hardwiring; apportioning responsibility — and fi-
nance — in ways to actualise these goals, and fi-
nally work towards addressing the damage that
climate change had already done to societies, li-
velihoods and ecologies. While there has been
success, in that most countries — even the United
States — recognise that renewables are the future
of energy, it has been challenging for countries to
execute the transformation while also growing
their economies and keeping their competitive
edges sharp. This has led to the formation of the
two broad blocs — one led by developed coun-
tries and affiliated allies that has pushed for hard
targets and road maps to phase out fossil fuels,
and the other by developing countries or petro
states who reject such prescription and demand
more money and action from the developed
countries.

The Brazil COP sought to bring a change in the
narrative by stressing ‘implementation’, and re-
minding the world that multilateralism and ‘mu-
tirdo’ (coming together) were indispensable to
the Paris Agreement. While the absence of the
U.S. weakened the developed country blocs, this
year saw greater thrust on topics such as ‘adapta-
tion” and ‘just transition’ — concepts that acknow-
ledge the everyday effects of climate change and
stress practical preparatory steps and finance
pledges to help countries burnish climate defenc-
es. India, which has been one of the prominent
voices for developing country coalitions, was
welcoming of the Brazil Presidency’s acknowled-
gement of concerns but did not declare its updat-
ed Nationally Determined Contributions (actions
on adopting clean energy). The COP’s negotiation
process often leaves one wondering about the
net gains made, given that pollution, deforesta-
tion and climate denialism seem more voluble
and visible but, as it is often said, this is humani-
ty’s only opportunity to mitigate a cataclysm of
its making.
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Presidential opinion versus the federal structure

n the journey of every nation, there comes
a moment where institutions must stand
up as solid guardrails to defend what is
intrinsic to the foundational values of the
nation-state. Because, if the foundational
principles are allowed to crumble, the remaining
structure will wither away. Further, the
institutions which sanction such an obliteration
of core ideas, almost always meet the same end.
Once the tree falls, the branches cannot survive.
The Supreme Court of India has done just that,
while answering the 16th Presidential reference
on the powers of Governors and the President of
India. The core philosophy of federalism,
ingrained in India’s Constitution, lies eroded and
buried. The States will gradually become shadow
Union Territories with Legislatures but
dependent on the dictates of those in power in
the central government. Federalism is a vital
safeguard in addition to being part of the basic
structure of the Constitution. Sounding the death
knell for federalism would precipitate the
absolute dominion of the Government of India
over the remaining institutions that seek to
control, regulate and quash arbitrariness and the
autocracy of those in power at the Centre.

Equal partners

Under the constitutional scheme, the Union and
States are equal partners, with the Government
of India being only ‘first among equals’. States are
not subservient to the Union Government, nor
are they secondary appendages, bound by the
diktats of the Government of India. In fact, in all
areas in the State list (such as land laws and law
and order), they enjoy complete autonomy. Any
other understanding of federalism in the Indian
context would disrupt and violate the
constitutional scheme envisaged by the framers
of the Constitution.

If Bills/laws passed by the State Legislature are
going to be kept pending by the Governor for
months and then returned to the Legislature for
‘reconsideration’, and on reaffirmation by the
Legislature then reserved for the assent of the
President, it would effectively mow down an
‘elected Legislature’ before the whims of an
‘unelected Governor’. This is the very anti-thesis
of democracy.

Governors are appointees of the ruling party at
the Centre, who, more often than not, act on the
whims of those in power in the Government of
India and even actively accommodate their
political agendas. This is a reality that cannot be
ignored or wished away.

Therefore, the scales of federalism and
democracy must be weighed between what the
Supreme Court calls the “unwritten and
undefined powers” of an unelected Governor,
acting to serve the political agenda of the
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Government of India vis-a-vis the mandate of an
elected State Government and Assembly
reflecting the will of the people of that State. How
then can Governors be permitted to overrule the
will of the people of the State?

Once the Legislature has passed a law, a
timeline on the exercise of the powers by the
Governor, under Article 200 of the Constitution
of India, has to be read therein to bring it in
conformity with the principle of federalism,
which is part of the basic structure. This is not
just harmonious but also imperative in the
current climate of unprecedented administrative
excesses. The two-judge Bench in the Tamil Nadu
Governor’s case (the decision which led the
President to seek an opinion) understood this and
prescribed finite and reasonable timelines
accordingly.

What the touchstone is

The power of the Governor has to be tested on
the touchstone of reasonableness, i.e., a
reasonable time to think through and decide on
the Legislation. If this timeline is not read, the
Governor will become an unelected despot over
an elected Government.

Let us not forget that fairness, reasonableness
and non-arbitrariness are the threads that run
through the veins of our Constitution, and
especially Part III which protects citizens against
a wayward state. If you anoint unelected
Governors or even the President of India as
unbridled monarchs over elected governments,
the entire edifice of the Constitution will start to
crumble.

“Judicial Review” is also a part of the basic
structure of the Constitution. No authority,
howsoever high it may be, including Parliament,
can ever say that its actions will not be tested by
judicial review.

The exercise of powers by the Governor or the
President of India cannot remain alien to the
principle of judicial review. The office of
Governor or the President of India is not bigger
than Parliament. Even Parliament cannot escape
judicial review for its actions. So how can the
Governor or the President of India claim
immunity from judicial review, especially when
they are creations of the same Constitution?

The theory of ‘limited direction’ propounded
by the Court goes against the grain of the
constitutional scheme, the doctrine of federalism,
the doctrine of reasonableness enshrined in
Article 14, the doctrine of judicial review and the
principles of fairness and justice.

To give such unbridled power to the Governor
and the President to keep important pieces of
legislation pending for long periods of time, so as
to defeat the very purpose thereof, cannot be
accepted. This is tantamount to giving Governors

a pocket veto and holding States captive to the
whims of Governors (and the President) and also
keeping States perpetually embroiled in litigation
before the courts in order to get a direction for
giving assent to every legislation. Ultimately, such
an arrangement is constitutionally unsustainable
and democratically indefensible.

A weakening of the federal structure

The other problem with the opinion is that it
does not take into account the broader context of
the series of designed attacks by the Centre on
the federal structure in recent times. Here are
some examples. First, ,the refusal by the central
government to provide compensation to
producing States for loss of Goods and Services
Tax, thereby effectively disincentivising
efficiencies, revenue generation and good
governance.

Second, cess collected exclusively by the
central government being used as an excuse to
deny sharing of its revenue with the States.

Third, refusal by the central government to
fully implement the devolutions recommended
by the Finance Commission.

Fourth, forcing States to adhere to a
‘one-size-fits-all’ conditions to central schemes
and making them conditionally applicable to
States only on States agreeing to contribute up to
50% of the schemes budgeted expenditure. This
puts unprecedented pressure on their already
stressed finances.

Fifth, weaponisation of money in the central
kitty by providing financial support as a quid pro
quo for advancing the political agenda of the
party at the Centre. The recent transfer of
10,000 to 1.21 crore women in Bihar very close
to the Bihar Assembly election 2025 or the grant
of a special financial package for Andhra Pradesh
in the last Budget are two recent examples.

Sixth, misuse of the Central Bureau of
Investigation/Enforcement
Directorate/Income-Tax Department to raid,
browbeat, arrest Chief Ministers and Ministers
and bring down Opposition governments.

And, finally, to top it all, central control
through the Governor’s fiat, which will be the
‘straw that broke the camel’s back as far as
federalism is concerned.

If this deep distortion of federalism is
permitted to take root, the Union Government
will command unrestrained authority while
States are reduced to mere administrative
outposts. Democracy cannot survive where the
will of the people is held hostage to the whims of
unelected constitutional functionaries. It is
imperative that citizens take notice, institutions
reflect, and the Supreme Court reconsiders.
Because the preservation of federalism is the
preservation of India itself.

The way to reconciliation in Jammu and Kashmir

the lives of innocent civilians and injured

many others saddened me deeply. No one
who values humanity can remain untouched by
such loss. As Kashmiris, we have lived through
the pain of violence for decades and, therefore,
understand better than most what it means for
families to lose loved ones, suddenly and brutally.
Every act of violence against the innocent is
unacceptable and no cause or ideology can ever
justify it.

T he bomb blast in New Delhi that claimed

The rush to judge

Yet, while we mourn, it is troubling to see how
quickly such tragedies are converted into
sensational narratives. Even before investigations
establish facts, sections of the media are quoting
“inside sources” and are ready with headlines
that cast suspicion on a particular community
and religion. This rush to judge not only misleads
the public but also places an entire population
under scrutiny — especially Kashmiri students
and professionals living across India, who
suddenly find themselves being treated as
suspects. Fear replaces safety, and anxiety grips
families back home.

Condemnation of acts of terror must not be
allowed to transform itself into collective
punishment. Unfortunately, this has become a
recurrent pattern in Jammu and Kashmir. In
recent years, we have seen houses, the homes of
aging parents, spouses and children, being blown
up or demolished because a family member was
accused of supporting militancy.

A house is not just a structure. It represents
dignity, belonging and memories. Destroying it
punishes those who have committed no crime.
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Similarly, detaining or harassing relatives and the
acquaintances of suspected militants is neither
justice nor strategy. It spreads anger and pain
further. Young people do not turn to violence,
that too educated professionals if they feel heard
and hopeful. They do so mostly when they feel
oppressed, humiliated and disempowered. While
the larger issue remains unaddressed, there is
also the curtailment of civil liberties, constant
police surveillance, fear of arbitrary dismissals
from government service, and attachment of
properties by investigative agencies and frequent
raids and arrests. Combined with shrinking
employment avenues and the unjust reservation
and recruitment policies that leave local educated
youth feeling excluded even from the limited jobs
that exist, all these have created a deep sense of
suffocation among them.

Furthering alienation
This alienation is further intensified by the
abrogation of constitutionally guaranteed Article
370, the withdrawal of land and job protections,
and the widespread fear of demographic change
through policies that encourage outsider
settlement and domicile rights. These steps and
measures — however, they may be defended
officially — are experienced on the ground as
attacks on identity, dignity, and ownership of
one’s homeland. Such measures do not foster
integration. They reinforce the feeling of
dispossession. And the stronger that feeling, the
more extreme the retaliatory violence.
Highlighting these realities is not justification
of violence — it is an attempt to prevent it. Peace
cannot be built on the denial of wounds. If peace
is the goal then the causes that lead to violent

extremism must be addressed. Security
operations may suppress symptoms, but only
justice and empathy can heal the root.

The path to pursue

I have also always urged the youth not to resort to
violence or extremism measures. It is totally
unjustifiable, completely against religious tenets,
destructive and self defeating. To me, the best
way to redress issues among people is dialogue,
rooted in compassion and mutual respect. Guns,
demolitions, collective punishment, and blanket
suspicion will not bring peace. They produce
resentment, distrust and alienation. But when
dignity is protected, aspirations are addressed
and rights are respected, hearts open and
reconciliation becomes possible.

I, therefore, urge policymakers in India to view
Jammu and Kashmir not merely as a
law-and-order issue, but as a human and political
reality that requires engagement, redress and
confidence building. The framework once
articulated by former Prime Minister Atal Bihari
Vajpayee — insaniyat and jamhooriyat — still holds
the promise of a dignified future for all.

Whether those in power choose that path or
ignore it, is for them to decide. As for us, the
pulpit of Jama Masjid will continue to advocate
for peace, condemn injustice and violence
wherever it occurs. We will not give up on hope
fostered by our faith in the belief that hope is the
strength that sustains societies through their most
difficult moments and leads them toward better
days.

(This article is an elaboration of the Friday
Sermon delivered by the writer at the Jama Masjid,
Srinagar)

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Tribes and Sixth Schedule

Polygamy Bill

The Assam Prohibition of
Polygamy Bill, 2025 (Front
page, November 26) opens
an inevitable constitutional
debate. While the State
invokes women’s protection
and social order,
criminalising polygamy
raises clear tensions with
Muslim personal law, which
still permits limited
polygamy under the Shariat
Act, 1937. A State law
overriding a protected
personal law regime will
almost certainly invite
judicial scrutiny under
Articles 14, 15, 21 and 25.
Moreover, carving out
exemptions for Scheduled

areas weakens the Bill’s
claim to universality and
exposes it to an Article 14
challenge on reasonable
classification. Until a
nationwide Uniform Civil
Code democratically
resolves such divergences,
Assam’s unilateral move
risks being seen as
legislative overreach. The
Chief Minister may present
this as social reform, but
the Bill stirs up a hornet’s
nest.

Gopalaswamy J.,

Chennai

Dismissal of officer
| was shocked to read the

report, “SC upholds
dismissal of Christian officer
from Indian Army” (Inside
pages, November 26). As a
Christian priest in a garrison
church, Wellington
Barracks, The Nilgiris, | have
been asked to carry the
Bible before Christian
soldiers who had just
finished their rigorous
nine-month training
programme at the
attestation parade, before
they left for different parts
of the country. It was the
same with Muslim soldiers
with the Koran. Every
religion was honoured and
respected, secularism was
safeguarded and the

sentiments of every soldier
were protected.

S.C. Jayakumar,

Coimbatore

Religion is a very sensitive
personal matter and the top
court could have been more
empathetic to the officer. In
a pluralistic and secular
nation like ours, the
situation could be remedied
if the higher-ups in the
Army try to reinstate the
officer by making an appeal
before the top court.

D.D. Vayanan Thomas,
Palayamkottai, Tamil Nadu

Clinical Proteas
The shocking and

embarrassing series defeat
of the Indian team places
Indian cricket at the
crossroads. It is wrong to
bay for head coach Gautam
Gambhir’s blood as he is
only partially responsible
for the poor showing. The
foremost reason for the
debacle is the Indian
batsmen’s inability to play
quality spin bowling on
turning tracks. Team
selection is wrong. If
Ravindra Jadeja is the first
option all-rounder, there is
no place for players such as
Washington Sundar and
Axar Patel. If Rishab Pant is
an automatic choice, there
is no place for Dhruv Jurel.

Specialist bowlers and
batsmen must be selected
in their places. Batsmen
who can also bowl and
bowlers who can also bat
should not find a place in
Test matches. Playing six
bowlers was questionable.
The retirement of Rohit
Sharma and Virat Kohli and
Shubman Gill’s injury have
impacted the team balance.
Now that youngsters are
getting moulded for limited
overs games, there will be a
dearth of specialists.

V. Lakshmanan,
Tiruppur, Tamil Nadu
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The INO that wasn't and the JUNO that is

hina has finished
building its Jiangmen
Underground Neutrino
Observatory (JUNO), a
bittersweet development given
that the India-based Neutrino
Observatory (INO) has been in
limbo for years. Both JUNO and
INO were designed to study
subatomic particles called
neutrinos, which are very hard to
catch because they rarely interact
with matter. This is why both INO
and JUNO are huge: the more
matter there is, the more
interactions there will be between
neutrinos and matter, and thus
more opportunities for study.

Progress on JUNO

However, this size was perhaps the
original trigger of the INO’s
downfall, so to speak, in India.
Because the INO detector was so
massive (weighing 50 kilotonnes),
it could not be operated from
inside a lab nor could scientists
situate its detector in an existing
facility. Instead, the INO
collaboration had planned to
install the detector inside a
mountain in Theni in Tamil Nadu,
together with other research
facilities. The mountain’s rock was
to serve as a natural shield for the
detector, obviating the need for a
separate structure, which would
have been expensive.

However, the scale of the
construction activity in the area
and the involvement of the
Department of Atomic Energy,
which was helping fund the
project, spooked the locals and
spurred local leaders to draw
political mileage from that. The
INO collaboration also erred (in
hindsight) by not following
procedure and by not estimating
how controversial the project
could become, which, if it had
done, would have helped it
respond to and manage certain
public sentiments better.

In the late 2010s, these delays
were painful as China moved in
leaps to realise JUNO. The ‘pain’
was because the INO collaboration
was hoping to secure a limited
pool of grants and investments
from foreign governments to

Vasudevan
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India had the
wherewithal in
the previous
decade to help
crack an
important
scientific
mystery, but
now China has
surged ahead

operate the detector. China
expected to complete JUNO by
2020 but that turned out to be five
years too soon. If it had said it
would aim for 2025, would the
INO have had a better chance by
no longer having a tight deadline?
Maybe not but it wouldn’t have
been implausible either.

While the INO remains stalled,
JUNO has released its first
analyses. The team uploaded two
preprint papers on November 18.
One reported the “initial
performance results of the JUNO
detector”. Its author list reveals
the sort of international
collaboration India was hoping
for, with researchers from Russia,
the U.S., the U.K., Chile, Armenia,
Belgium, Brazil, Taiwan, Finland,
France, Germany, Italy, Pakistan,
Slovakia, the Czech Republic, and
Thailand participating.

It is not clear why there are no
researchers from India. Journalist
Jatan Mehta has documented a
similar issue in the space science
sphere: researchers from India
were conspicuous by their
absence in the (first) list of
applications to access the rocks
China had brought back from the
moon on its Chang’e-5 mission in
2020. India has a long history in
neutrino physics and analysing
lunar samples, and boasts of many
excellent scholars in these fields.

The second preprint paper
reported the object of INO’s study.
Even though neutrinos are so
elusive, physicists have discovered
that they come in three types, or
flavours, and that they can
oscillate between these as they
travel through space.

Figuring out how the three
neutrino masses are ordered is an
important open question — and it
is related to neutrino oscillations,
which are in turn described by
three figures called 6-12 (“theta
one two”), 6-13, and 06-23. Previous
experiments have pinned down
6-13, and JUNO and INO were
conceived to use this prior
knowledge to determine the
neutrino mass ordering. In the
second paper, the JUNO
collaboration reported that it had
measured 6-12 very precisely, in a

way broadly consistent with
previous findings.

On the back of this, Institute of
High Energy Physics scientist and
JUNO project manager and
spokesperson Yifang Wang had
said, “With this level of accuracy,
JUNO will soon determine the
neutrino mass ordering, test the
three-flavour oscillation
framework, and search for new
physics beyond it.”

Rising bar

While we can debate the way the
INO collaboration (at times),
bureaucrats, political leaders, and
some activists conducted
themselves during the saga, one
must acknowledge that in this
domain, missing the bus on one
occasion does not mean you can
catch the next one; it means the
next one has to be something
more sophisticated than a bus for
your efforts to mean anything.
India had the wherewithal in the
previous decade to help crack an
important scientific mystery. But if
JUNO helps surmount this
challenge, India may not have the
resources to take a shot at the next
big mystery because it will be
more specialised and need more
sophisticated technologies. Then
again, only a fool would bet
against the ingenuity and
resourcefulness of young scientists
to come up with a way.

What grates more is the spectre
of “resource constraints” —
sometimes all too real, sometimes
a bogeyman that administrators
invoke to not fund research or,
crucially, the skills and materials
required to manage its
consequences for local
communities. Still, there is no
room for the notion that India is
not ready for a Big Science project.
Both the large ground-based
telescopes of astronomy and the
protected areas of conservation
constitute Big Science, and India
has many. Perhaps the bigger
lesson is that we should not
attempt such a project solely by
whether scientists alone are ready;
we should also check whether the
conditions beyond science and on
the ground are ready as well.

Appointments that led to annoyance

The selection of District Congress Committee presidents exposes old tensions

STATE OF PLAY

R. Ravikanth Reddy
ravikanth.ramasayam@thehindu.co.in

he recent appoint-
T ment of District Con-

gress Committee
(DCC) presidents in Telangana
has triggered an intense inter-
nal debate. It has exposed
long-standing differences
among senior leaders, and
thrown up questions over ad-
herence to organisational
norms as well as concerns
about the party’s strategic di-
rection as it prepares for the
crucial local body and Greater
Hyderabad Municipal Corpo-
ration elections.

While the Congress high
command framed these ap-
pointments as an exercise in
social engineering and organi-
sational restructuring, the se-
lections have left several lead-
ers dissatisfied, particularly in
politically sensitive districts.

Broadly, the list of new DCC
presidents has raised eye-
brows because several of the
appointees are neither widely
known nor influential in their
respective districts. The lea-
dership has claimed that the
selections were aimed at
strengthening Backward
Classes representation and en-
suring a gender balance.

A major flashpoint arose
with the appointment of Kai-
lash Netha as DCC president of
Nalgonda. Congress Minister
Komatireddy Venkata Reddy
gave a written complaint to
Chief Minister Revanth Reddy
demanding his removal. He
reminded the party that Mr.
Netha had abused him during
the Munugode bypoll when
the Bharat Rashtra Samithi
(BRS) was in power.

Also, Nalgonda district,
known for its long tradition of
strong Reddy leadership and
Scheduled Tribe population
and historically significant

Telangana

Congress figures, reacted
strongly to the choice.

Similar ego and seniority is-
sues are seen in other districts
as well. Some appointments
have angered the sitting MLAs
who feel that those working
against them were made DCC
presidents.

Senior leaders argue that
while the party may have in-
tended a symbolic social engi-
neering move by elevating
leaders from various castes
with little political experience,
it should not have come at the
expense of experience, inter-
nal harmony, and electoral
strategy.

Senior party members have
also questioned the disregard
for organisational guidelines
set earlier by the Congress
high command. According to
the norms, MLAs were not to
be given DCC roles, former
DCC presidents were not to be
renominated, and leaders
holding higher organisational
responsibilities were to be ex-
cluded from these posts.
These rules appear to have
been ignored in several cases.
In addition, the appointment
of those who already serve as
PCC vice presidents or general
secretaries has annoyed lead-
ers who believe that this will
only widen internal inequality
and demotivate aspirants at
the district level.

Insiders point to the strong
influence of AICC in-charge
Meenakshi Natarajan in the fi-
nal list, suggesting that even
the recommendations of
TPCC president Mahesh Ku-

mar Goud were bypassed. Se-
nior leaders feel that local pol-
itical dynamics were not
adequately considered. Given
the fragile organisational ba-
lance in many districts, deci-
sions perceived as externally
imposed may create more
issues.

Concerns extend to urban
constituencies as well. For in-
stance, Deepak John has been
appointed for Secunderabad
district and Mothe Rohit for
Khairatabad district ahead of
the GHMC elections. While
Mr. Rohit is young and ener-
getic, Mr. John is already chair-
man of a corporation. Ques-
tions are being raised about
whether they can effectively
lead the party in a city where
senior leaders, established
networks, and community-
specific dynamics play a criti-
cal role. The worry is that in-
experienced leaders may
struggle to manage competing
factions or build momentum
among urban voters.

More broadly, these ap-
pointments highlight a recur-
ring dilemma in Congress pol-
itics: the tension between
promoting new faces and re-
taining seasoned leadership.
While the party’s attempt at
social engineering is political-
ly necessary, its execution
seems to have disregarded
ground realities in key
districts.

At a time when the Con-
gress government in Telanga-
na is preparing for a series of
electoral battles, internal co-
herence and organisational
strength are crucial. Instead,
the new appointments have
led to another round of fac-
tionalism and public disagree-
ments. Ultimately, the success
of the DCC presidents will de-
pend not just on their social
background but on their abili-
ty to mobilise cadres, manage
factions, and inspire confi-
dence among senior leaders
and grassroots workers.

Trade, defence tensions surge in Japan-China clash over Taiwan

The kerfuffle over Sanae Takaichi’s remarks arrives just as Japan faces significant domestic headwinds

DATA POINT

Sambavi Parthasarathy
Vignesh Radhakrishnan

apanese Prime Minister Sa-
J nae Takaichi sparked a con-

troversy when she said that
a Chinese assault on Taiwan could
be deemed a “survival-threatening
situation” — a legal justification al-
lowing Tokyo to exercise collective
self-defence. China claims sove-
reignty over Taiwan, a position
Taipei firmly rejects.

Ms. Takaichi’s refusal to retract
the statement caused bilateral ties
to unravel at an alarming speed.
The dispute has become the re-
gion’s biggest crisis in recent
years, characterised by Chinese
military sorties, economic coer-
cion against seafood imports, and
a blanket freeze on cultural ex-
change. Having failed to force a re-
traction, Beijing has escalated the
issue to the United Nations, fram-
ing Japan’s stance as a threat to the
post-war international order.

Japan’s post-war Constitution
forbids it from using force as a
means of settling international dis-
putes but a 2015 law, passed when
Ms. Takaichi’s mentor, Shinzo
Abe, was Prime Minister, permits
it to exercise collective self-de-
fence in certain situations, even if
it is not directly under attack.

The brouhaha over Ms. Takai-
chi’s remarks comes just as Japan
faces significant domestic head-
winds. The world’s fourth-largest
economy is facing a slow econom-
ic growth (Chart 1) and persistent
inflation. The Prime Minister is at-
tempting to solve these issues with
new stimulus measures. Further
compounding these challenges is a
long-term fertility crisis, with the
country’s population growth turn-
ing negative since 2011.

Against this backdrop, a pro-
longed rift with China could be
problematic, given that Beijing is
Japan’s largest trading partner.
China accounted for 20% of Ja-
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pan’s imports and exports each,
between 2018 and 2024 (Chart 2).
Bloomberg notes that Japanese
manufacturers rely heavily on Chi-
nese critical materials. Reuters re-
ports that China provides 60% of
Japan’s rare earths — key compo-
nents for cars and electronics. The
power of this monopoly was de-
monstrated recently when China
used its rare earth dominance to
successfully pressure the U.S. into
lowering tariffs. China has told
tourists not to visit Japan, stopped
approvals of new Japanese firms,
and restricted Japanese seafood.

Ms. Takaichi’s suggestion that
Japan might intervene in a Taiwan
Strait conflict underscores the im-
portance of this maritime route to
Tokyo. Chart 3 illustrates the total
trade volume by country passing
through the Strait in 2022 (exclud-
ing China). Japan stands out signif-
icantly, with over $440 billion in
trade relying on this waterway.

Much of the trade between the
two neighbours would be disrupt-
ed if tensions in the Strait rise. Tai-
wan is a vital trading partner for Ja-
pan, particularly for critical
technology. In 2025 (till Septem-
ber), Japan sourced 60% of its inte-
grated circuits and over 50% of its
semiconductors from Taiwan,
along with significant volumes of
electrical machinery (Chart 4).

Tensions are also mounting ov-
er the military implications of Ms.
Takaichi’s remarks. In 2025, Ja-
pan’s defence spending hit a 70-
year high of 1.8% of GDP, a level
not seen since the 1950s (Chart 5).
On Wednesday, Taiwanese Presi-
dent Lai Ching-te said that his go-
vernment is going to propose $40
billion in additional defence
spending in the coming years.

In 2024, Japan’s forces ‘scram-
bled’ over 700 times in response to
Chinese and Russian aircraft viola-
tions (Chart 6). A ‘scramble’ refers
to the emergency dispatch of air-
craft by the country’s Air Self-De-
fence Force when an unidentified
aircraft is suspected of violating Ja-
panese airspace.

Souring relations

The data for the charts were sourced
from the World Bank, the Centre for
Strategic and International Studies
(CSIS), UNCOMTRADE, SIPRI, Defense
of Japan 2025, and e-Stat: a portal site
for Japanese Government Statistics.

CHART 1: Japan’s annual GDP growth (in %)
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In 2024, the annual GDP growth rate
of Japan decelerated to 0.08%
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CHART 2: Japan’s major import and export markets in the
2018-2024 period. (Figures are % of total export/import)
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World Bank expert calls for
expansion of coal and

New Delhi, Nov. 26: A study of India’s energy
problem by a World Bank economist calls for
strengthening the competitive position of

substitute fuels, particularly coal and electricity,
besides expansion of oil exploration “as far as
practicable”.

The study by Mr. P.D. Henderson says it will
not be strictly correct to say that India is a victim

Exports Imports o ! -
china I cnina I of the “energy crisis” although the increases in
the petroleum import bill has been “damaging”
US. - 19.19% us. - 10.84% India’s economic prospects.
S. Korea - 6.84% Australia - 7.31% A substantial part of India’s consumption of
Other Asia 6.45% other Asia Il 4.14% energy still comes from non-commercial sources
: : such as firewood, vegetable waste, and cow
HongKong- 4.74% UAE - 4.12% dung.
Thailand - 4.17% S.Korea - 4.09% M(.)St of India’s commercial Cnergy
requirements are met from domestic sources
Singapore - 2.84% S.Arabia - 4.07% with the exception of oil.

About 70 per cent of the total consumption of

CHART 3: Value of trade transited via the Taiwan Strait in
2022 for select countries. (Figures in $ billions)
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CHART 4: Taiwan’s share in Japan’s imports till September
this year. Only top imports from Taiwan were considered.

Integrated
circuits

Semi
conductors

Electrical
machinery

Machinery

equipments

petroleum products is supplied from imports,
chiefly of crude oil. These imports probably
account for 20 to 25 per cent of total
consumption of commercial energy and perhaps
10 per cent of total energy uses.

India has large and easily accessible coal
deposits and there has been a substantial rise in
production in 1974-75 after a long period of
stagnation. Secondly, a number of thermal
power stations have been showing better results.
Recently, the results of the third well in the
offshore Bombay High structure has been highly
encouraging. Despite these welcome
improvements, the energy situation remains

CHART 5: Japan’s military expenditure as a share of its
gross domestic product. Figures in %

2%+ . .
Japan’s defence spending hit a
70-year high, a level not seen
since the 1950s
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CHART 6: Total number of scrambles by Japan across
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difficult, Mr. Henderson notes.

The need to improve the performance of the
energy industries is fully recognised in India and
this has been reflected in a variety of policies
and specific measures.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO NOVEMBER 27, 1925
Chinese civil war

Peking, Nov. 26: General Kub Sung-Ling’s
attempt to seize Mukden and capture
Chang-Tso-Lin has not yet succeeded but he has
taken prisoners several of Chang-Tso-Lin’s most

T T T T T T T T
2009 ‘ 2011‘ 2013 ‘ 2015 ‘ 2017 ‘ 2019‘ 2021 ‘ 2023 ‘
2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022 2024

reliable Generals. He now commands a hundred
thousand men compared with Chang-Tso-Lin’s
fifty thousand.
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Cost approved for The monthly aid Value of meth tablets = The worth of the Number of people
expanding the Pune promised to poor seized near alleged Andhra killed in Thailand-
metro under Phase-2  women in New Delhi  India-Myanmar border Pradesh liquor scam Malaysia floods

In crore. The In X. Delhi In X crore. Meth- In X crore. The Severe flooding across
9.858:- 2,500: 13.33 3,500:" J4Ar:ci.

%13.33 crore were seized near the
India-Myanmar border in Mizoram’s
Champhai district, the Assam Rifles said on
Wednesday. Around 4.44 kg of banned
meth tablets were recovered. e

expanding the Pune Metro network at a
cost of 39,858 crore. The approval covers
Line 4 and 4A under Phase-2, spanning
31.6 km with 28 elevated stations linking
major IT hubs and residential clusters. e

reiterated that her government will deliver
all poll promises, including the 32,500
monthly assistance and LPG cylinders for
3500 for poor women along with one free
cylinder during Holi and Deepawali. e

Wednesday granted interim protection
from surrender to three accused in the
alleged 33,500 crore Andhra Pradesh liquor
scam. The court questioned the need for
custody given the lengthy witness list. eni

displaced tens of thousands. Thailand
declared a state of emergency in Songkhla,
where rains submerged homes, forcing
over 10,000 residents to evacuate. arp
COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM
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How to navigate a complex global paradigm

In the tense relationship between the United States and China, Hong Kong emerges as a middle space — a vantage point from which to imagine a way forward.

The city’s unique position offers a metaphorical middle ground for dialogue, emphasising the need for new frameworks to navigate today’s complex rivalries

A city of multitudes: The Hong Kong skyline in 2019. REUTERS

WORLD INSIGHT

Nirupama Rao

n November 17 and 18, 2025,
Hong King hosted the sixth
meeting of the China-United
States Exchange Foundation
(CUSEF), titled “Circles for Peace’. Even
though the U.S. and China remain locked
in a tense, mistrustful relationship, they
are also tied together more tightly than
either side likes to admit. Here, Hong
Kong, which has always lived between
worlds, offers an uneasy middle space; a
vantage point from which to imagine a
way forward.

Complex rivalries

The discussions at the sixth U.S.-China
Hong Kong Forum showed that trust had
thinned, and that both the U.S. and China
now operate as if expecting sudden
shocks. Participants spoke with candour,
and with a sense of fatigue. Old
frameworks such as engagement,
“guardrails”, and managed competition
no longer felt adequate for today’s
complex rivalry.

A persistent theme was the shrinking
room for nuance. Strategic anxieties that
once belonged to specialists have entered
the public sphere, shaping domestic
politics and narrowing the range of
acceptable positions. It has also seeped
into the human dimension of the
relationship. American student numbers
in China are far below pre-COVID-19
pandemic levels, and Chinese student
enrolments in the U.S., once well above
three lakh, have also declined. The
deeper loss is familiarity — younger
generations are encountering each other
through narratives shaped by fear rather
than through lived experience. Even
though Presidents of both the nations
anchor the relationship,
personality-driven diplomacy is not
enough in today’s world.

CM

M »

Further, technology, and Artificial
Intelligence (AI) were the biggest topics of
conversations. It was observed that Al
now resembles an international public
good — too consequential to be
monopolised or monetised by any single
country. A credible governance regime,
participants said, must rest on equity,
transparency and accountability. This,
however, brought up broader concerns
about the overlap between civilian
innovation and defence applications,
especially in parts of the private sector.
There would be an eventual need for an
international governance mechanism for
Al and possibly for space (“the galaxy”)
as well. For if competition moves beyond
the earth, who determines the rules?

The wider diplomatic climate also
featured in the discussions, with the
Taiwan question being a key issue. China
argued that the discussion had become
overwhelmingly militarised, and warned
that American policy appeared to be
drifting towards what Beijing views as a
“one China, one Taiwan” (a position
which advocates for the independence of
Taiwan) posture. New mechanisms and a
new vocabulary are needed to deal with
the issue before it hardens into
confrontation by default. One question
discussed was whether the U.S. and China
are prepared for another EP-3 incident (in
2001) — an accidental collision at sea or in
the air that could escalate before political
systems can respond. The region needs a
crisis-prevention mechanism insulated
from political swings.

Singapore’s former Defence Minister
Ng Eng Hen offered the broadest frame.
He described this period as a “dialectic
moment”, where competing pressures
reshape the global order but outcomes
remain uncertain. The U.S., Europe and
China will inevitably influence the
emerging structure, he said, but the rest
of the world should not allow the global
commons to become collateral damage in
major-power rivalry. The world does not
need another hegemon, it needs powers

Hong Kong’s future depends on
preserving its cosmopolitan
function — its connectivity, and
cultural hybridity that allow
ideas to cross borders even when

politics cannot

capable of co-organising the future.

Hong Kong’s role
Throughout the forum, Hong Kong was in
focus. While the city’s liminal geography
stands out as a metaphor for the wider
planetary condition, it is also becoming
more China-centric, even as it tries to
remain globally fluent. Its future depends
on preserving its cosmopolitan function —
its transparency, connectivity, and
cultural hybridity that allow ideas to cross
borders even when politics cannot. Hong
Kong reminds one that the world’s middle
spaces still matter, revealing pathways
that pure geopolitics often miss.

People-to-people ties emerged as a
gentle theme of hope in the meeting.
Participants noted that official relations
may be strained, but human contact
remains the ballast that prevents larger
relationships from capsizing.

Hong Kong, despite the pressures of
recent years, continues to make such
exchanges possible.

Lessons for India

The conversations in the forum were a
reminder that great-power relations may
determine the climate of the world, but
the weather is shaped by everyone else.
India cannot control the forces buffeting
the U.S.-China relationship, but can
decide how to navigate them, and how to
ensure that its own future is not written
by default. Rigid binaries are
unsustainable. India’s task is not to
imitate U.S. rhetoric nor to accept
Chinese narratives at face value. It is to
build domestic strength — technological,
economic and institutional — to navigate a

fractured world without losing strategic
autonomy. The forum’s emphasis on
youth, cultural ties and the social contract
around technology offered reminders that ¥
relationships are not made or unmade by
summits alone. They are shaped by
steady habits of engagement.

THE GIST

The discussions at the sixth
U.S.-China Hong Kong Forum
showed that trust had thinned,
and that both the U.S. and
China now operate as if
expecting sudden shocks.

The shape of a new order

The clearest insight from the forum was
that the U.S.-China relationship will not be
restored to its old shape. The political
atmospherics will remain turbulent. But
the alternative to managed rivalry is not
victory; it is a world of cascading risks — matter, revealing pathways
climate stress, pandemics, fragile supply that pure geopolitics often
chains, and polarised societies. miss.

One participant put it simply that this
was “A story we have to write together”.
The phrasing carries weight. It shifts the
conversation from competition to
stewardship, from ideology to survival.
The next order, if it emerges at all, will
depend less on grand bargains and more
on practical cooperation on energy,
health, finance, and Al governance.

As the forum ended and one stepped
out into the evening, the view from the
conference venue stayed, of a South
China Sea almost motionless, and
meditative, in quiet contrast to the
anxieties that shape the region — a
reminder of how places, like people,
survive by embracing complexity and
allowing themselves room to rethink. The
U.S. and China will continue to compete,
sometimes fiercely. The future needs
steady hands to shape it.

India has its own long arc with China,
marked by caution and conviction. Yet, in
this moment of global uncertainty, the
challenge for all three countries is the
same: to choose responsibility over reflex,
and to widen the narrow spaces where
dialogue is still possible.

Hong Kong, in its imperfect, resilient
way, showed that those spaces still exist.

Nirupama Rao is Foreign Secretary
(retired) and Founder-Trustee, The South
Asian Symphony Foundation
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Hong Kong reminds one that
the world’s middle spaces still
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The clearest insight from the
forum was that the U.S.-China
relationship will not be
restored to its old shape. The
political atmospherics will
remain turbulent.
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Why telling stories from the Himalaya is

‘an argument against extinction’

Stephen Alter, who recently won the Himalayan Echoes Nature Prize, has often put the young, fold mountains at the centre of his writing. Other

chroniclers, from Peter Matthiessen to Namita Gokhale, have written about the reality of living in a region which inspires both awe and fear

Sudipta Datta

riter and naturalist
Stephen Alter has been
honoured with the
inaugural Radisson
Himalayan Echoes Nature Prize 2025 for
his contribution to Himalayan literature
and conservation. Alter has often put the
Himalaya at the centre of his books, and
it’s the perfect time to read up on the
world’s tallest mountain range on earth,
and why as Alter contends, the focus must
not be on altitude alone.

In his Wild Himalaya: A Natural History
of the Greatest Mountain Range (Aleph), he
says that at times, “these mountains seem
almost alive for they are always
changing.” The Himalaya, he notes,
contains places of terrifying beauty,
vertiginous terrain and extremes of
weather that inspire both awe and fear.
Alter maps the Himalaya, which spans a
distance of roughly 2,500 kilometres in
length and between 350 and 150
kilometres in breadth and stretches
across five nations — China, Bhutan, India,
Nepal and Pakistan.

Over eight sections, Alter goes through
the origins of the range, its weather
systems, flora and fauna, expeditions of
other mountaineers and travellers, and
myths and legends associated with the
mountains. For him, the simple act of
retelling these stories becomes an
affirmation of nature’s diversity and an
argument against extinction.

Goat dung ‘soft as a mattress’

In the section, ‘Flora Himalensis’, he
“stalks” the carnivorous sundew or the
Drosera peltata at the Jabarkhet Nature
Reserve near Landour in Uttarakhand.

Drosera means “dew of the sun” and it
gets this name, says Alter, because the
mucilage on its leaves is similar to tiny
drops of dew. The saliva-like substance
traps insects, and after the victim is
captured, the leaf closes around it and
consumes the insects.

He writes about encountering a tiger
barely 10 metres away on the banks of the
Ram Ganga river in Corbett National Park
and sleeping on a “layer of goat dung, 15
cm deep and soft as a foam mattress” at
Shingo La in Ladakh while trekking
through Zanskar Valley.

On the eastern flank of the mountain
range, he spots blood pheasants in
Kanchenjunga, the takin, an animal
related to goat antelopes, in Bhutan, and
black-necked migrating cranes at
Phobjhika. Amid the treasure trove, are
photographs, say of the magnolia
blooming in Arunachal Pradesh and the
Machapuchere at sunset, and the books
trail he leaves, from George Schaller’s
Tibet Wild, Maharaj K. Pandit’s Life in the
Himalaya: An Ecosystem at Risk, D.N.
Wadia’s Geology of India, Asia ke Peeth Par
(On the Shoulders of Asia) by Shekhar
Pathak and Uma Bhatt and many others.

Alter mentions Schaller’s “special
affinity” for snow leopards, the highest
roaming of the big cats. Schaller had once
come face-to-face with a snow leopard
that left him with a “haunting sense of its
elusive beauty and the way in which it
seemed to dissolve into rocks and snow.”

Elusive leopards

Leopards find place in Janhavi Prasada’s
wonderful new book, Nainital Through
Memory, Stories & History (Roli Books).
Walking in the scenic hillsides across the
Himalaya region “calls for the alertness of

a leopard,” she says. In the forest, keep
talking — even if it means talking to
yourself, she advises, because the
murmur keeps lurking wild animals at
bay. “Unlike the tiger which kills in
daylight, leopards fear humans in the day,
but after dark they prowl in search of
prey.” In the hills, not a day goes by
without mentioning a leopard.

In ‘Faces of Nainital: Past and Present’,
we run into Corbett, the Bakshis who
came from Pakistan, four prominent Parsi
families, Mrs. Bastien, the last
Anglo-Indian in town, others from the
Christian community, the women from
the mountains, icons like Sundar Lal
Bahuguna, and Shekhar Pathak who has
“dedicated his life to understanding the
past, present and future of the Himalaya.”
He is trekking the same trail for the third
time to catalogue the river paths of the
Himalaya, “an exercise done every
decade to study the impact of climate
change over the years.” Digvijay Singh’s
illustrations add to this profile of a town’s
layered history and culture.

The many raconteurs of the Himalaya,
from Peter Matthiessen, Bill Aitken,
Ruskin Bond to Anuradha Roy, Namita
Gokhale, Manjushree Thapa and Bulbul
Sharma, have written about the reality of
life in the mountains. In Himalaya:
Adventures, Meditations, Life (Speaking
Tiger), edited by Bond and Gokhale, Bond
writes in the Preface that living in the
mountains is not a romance for everyone.
“Even so, the mountains have become
very personal to me, as they have to other
writers who have made their homes here
[in the Himalaya].” The Himalaya’s
foremost teaching? Bond says it’s perhaps
humility; “We know that just living, and
helping our fellow creatures through life,

is enough; it is greater than any art.”

Women of the hills
The last in the excellent Zubaan series on
lives of women in the Northeast features
writings from Sikkim and Darjeeling Hills.
Beneath Magnolia Skies, edited by Mona
Chettri and Prava Rai, includes the voices
of homemakers, students, teachers,
professionals, artists who ask pertinent
questions, as articulated by the editors.
“As Himalayan women move between
tradition and modernity, how do culture,
tradition, and patriarchy reconcile with
their futures?; What shapes and forms do
inequality, violence, and prejudice take?
How do culture, politics, and society
make them invisible? How do women
claim space, agency, and voice within a
society that keeps them marginalised?”
Anshu Chettri wonders why we seldom
see women loitering around alone, as she
goes walking around the Himalayan town
of Kalimpong. She relishes her freedom to
walk at her own pace. The town made her
aware of its struggles like the water
scarcity in almost every household.
Talking to The Hindu about his book
Himalaya: Exploring the Roof of the World
(Bloomsbury), John Keay said the
Himalaya region is a distinct eco-zone and
must be protected. Alter is disturbed at
seeing hundreds of greater adjutant storks
perched on huge piles of burning rubbish

on the outskirts of Guwahati. “...the grim
birds look like creatures out of an
apocalyptic image.”

Learn from the mountains, urges
Gokhale. “...what remains in the end is
the sense of intimacy, the exhilaration,
and yes, the desolation, of these rugged
mountains, the ‘self born mockers of
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man’s enterprise’.
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A quiz on Indians who have had features on extraterrestrial bodies named after them

Vasudevan Mukunth

QUESTION 1
This week, the International A
Astronomical Union decided that a
3.5-billion-year-old crater on Mars will be
named for the first Indian who served as
the director of the Geological Survey of
India. He was also the first director of the
Indian School of Mines. Name him.

QUESTION 2

side. The crater is of scientific interest
because the impact that formed it

A penetrated deep into the floor of the basin
its located in. Name this famous basin.

QUESTION 4

This astronomer hailed from near
present-day Patna in Bihar and is noted for
estimating the value of pi with an accuracy
high for his time; for his study of Diophantine
equations; and for his studies of the

A epicycles of motion governing the planets,
among others. For his efforts, he has both a

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s
daily quiz: 1. The date on which the Constituent
Assembly first met. Ans: December 9, 1946

2. The President of the Constituent Assembly when
the Constitution was adopted. Ans: Dr. Rajendra
Prasad

3. The number of members who signed the
handwritten original of the Constitution of India.
Ans: 284 members

4, The time taken for the Constituent Assembly to
draft and adopt the Constitution. Ans: 2 years, 11
months, and 18 days

5. The reason why January 26, 1950 is significant in

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Know your
English

S. Upendran

“Why the long face? Did your school lose
yesterday?”

“Yes. It was so disappointing. We were
so close to winning. In fact, we were neck
to neck, but unfortunately, we...”

“... you were not ‘neck to neck, but
‘neck and neck.” Do you know what the
expression means?”

“I think I do. Doesn’t it mean ‘level’ or
something like that?”

“The expression is used when you are
talking about a race or a contest of some
kind. When you say that the two
contestants are neck and neck, it means
that neither has the advantage nor the
lead. The two...”

“... have equal chances of winning.”

“Exactly! Here’s an example. It’s
difficult to say who will win the election.
The two candidates are neck and neck
with 400 votes each.”

“Gopa and Sal were neck and neck..”

“... ah Gopa! That boy can really run.”

“Yes, he is really fast.”

“But he is dead from the neck up.”

“Dead from the neck up? How can
anybody be dead from...”

“... when you say that somebody is
dead from the neck up, it means that
he/she is really stupid. It’s an informal
expression.”

“I see. There are times when I think
that some of my cousins are dead from
the neck up. Can I say that?”

“I haven’t met too many of your
cousins. But I guess your example is O.K. I
am sure that many of your friends think
that you are dead from the neck up.”

“They would have to be dead from the
neck up to think that!”

“My! My! If your friends come to know
what you think of them, you will get it in
the neck.”

“Get what in the neck?”

“The expression ‘get it in the neck’
means to receive punishment or criticism.
For example, I got it in the neck for being
late to office this morning.”

“Meaning that your boss scolded you
for being late?”

“That’s right!”

“I got it in the neck for breaking the
neighbour’s window. Does it sound 0.K.?”

“Sounds fine. Here’s another example.
Our Accounts Officer is likely to get it in
the neck pretty soon.”

“Why? What has he done?”

“He’s been very irregular. He says his
daughter is in hospital. But I don’t...”

“... before I forget, did you manage to
meet Sujatha yesterday?”

“No, I didn’t. But I did call her up this
morning. She sounded terrible. She told
me that her nose was gummed up.”

“Her nose was gummed up? You mean
that she applied gum to her nose?”

“No, no. When you say that your eyes
and nose are gummed up, it means that
your eyes and nose are full of mucus.”

“... that sounds terrible. If your eyes
are full of mucus, you will have problems
opening your eyes.”

“Exactly! And if your nose is ‘gummed
up, you will have problems breathing. I
didn’t call my parents last week because
my nose was gummed up.”

“The child was breathing through his
mouth because his nose was gummed up.
Does that sound O.K.?”

“Sounds fine.”

Published in The Hindu on October 19,
1998.

Word of the day

Esoteric:
confined to and understandable by only an
enlightened inner circle

Usage: 1his is a compilation of esoteric
philosophical theories.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/esotericpro

relation to the Constitution. Ans: It was the date
chosen for the Constitution’s commencement,
honouring the 1930 Purna Swaraj declaration
Visual: Identify the image and its location in the
original Constitution. Ans: The zebu bull, a
Mohenjodaro seal from the Indus Valley
Civilisation, reproduced at the head of Part | of
the Constitution, which deals with the Union
and its territories

Early Birds: Siddhartha Viswanathan| Mohan Lal
Patel| Suchit Narottam| Erfanally Oosmany| Dodo
Jayaditya

This Indian physicist from Hooghly (human-made) satellite and a lunar crater in
district was known for his studies of light the Mare Tranquillitatis. Name him.

under CV. Raman’s guidance and on A

radiophysics with Camille Gutton. He QUESTION 5

was instrumental in including wireless This physicist born in Varanasi in 1929 was
science as a higher education subject in best known for founding and developing the
India, and has a crater on the moon’s far field that uses isotopes produced by cosmic
side named for him. Who is he? rays, for example, in rocks and ice, to trace
A rates of erosion, sediment transport, and
QUESTION 3 other planetary processes over long periods.
Homi Jehangir Bhabha has a 64-km-wide In 2024, a 65-km-wide crater on Mars was
crater named for him on the moon’s far named in his honour. Name him.

it »

International Phonetic
Alpha bet: /i:.sou'ter1k/

For feedback and suggestions for
Text & Context, please write to
letters@thehindu.co.in
with the subject ‘Text & Context’
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Visual question:

Name this physicist; a crater named for him on the
moon is one of the proposed locations of a future
lunar radio telescope.
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Clash over cars

Proposed CAFE norms for automakers need relook

he proposed Corporate Average Fuel

Efficiency (CAFE) norms for 2027-32 have

stirred up a debate between two camps of
automakers — one led by Maruti and Renault which
sells small cars and the other led by Tata Motors and
Mahindra which sells more SUVs and EVs. These
norms, introduced in FY18, spell out five year targets
for auto makers with respect to mileage and carbon

dioxide emissions.
The existing standards were introduced

g E in 2022. Broad metrics for fuel efficiency per

o— = 100km and carbon dioxide emissions per
kilometre are imputed into a respective
automaker’s fleet by means of a formula that
uses the average weight of the fleet to arrive
atanorm for that company. The formula is
such that it ends up favouring large cars —
in the sense that the mandated reduction in
emissions in percentage terms over time
works out to be less than it is for small cars.
On this, there is no debate, as the
mathematics is clear. The debate is over
whether this bias is merited or not. To begin
with, the goal of the policy is to promote fuel
efficiency, emissions control and transition
to EVs. Here, small car makers need to
account for their relative disinterest in
entering the EV market. That said, these
cars are obviously more fuel efficient than
large cars by virtue of weighing less and
having less powerful engines; they probably
deserve relief, given a formula that does not
really recognise this and mandates relatively
hard targets. Therefore, CAFE 2027 or
CAFE 3 proposes a minor relaxation in
emission norms for small cars — those
below 909 kg and an engine capacity of less
than 1200 cc.

While this may not alter the relative
disadvantage, small cars will have to invest
in cleaning up their act. However, they are
wrong in citing ‘affordability’ as an excuse
for not doing so, when fuel and emissions
efficiency have to be achieved. Big car
makers, on the other hand, are equally at
fault for citing safety as a factor in their
vehicles’ favour - as this too is a digression
from the objectives of CAFE norms. Both
sides are shifting goalposts here. On the
issue of promoting EVs, CAFE 3 is flawed.
CAFE 3 (aswell as its earlier avatars) offers
‘super credits’ to auto makers for selling
hybrids and EVs. A super credit of three for
EVs would mean that a sale of one such
vehicle would be counted as three. So,a
producer of an SUV with poor fuel
efficiency, can average that out with the high
fuel efficiency count of EVs (megajoules of
electricity are converted into fuel used) to
meet the mandated norm. Ironically, a high
super credit for EVs merely encourages the
sale of inefficient large vehicles over EVs,
and therefore this must be reduced.

Finally, CAFE norms should be viewed
against a larger hierarchy of priorities in
transport and energy policy. Broadly
speaking, mass transport should be
promoted over private vehicles. And, within
the private vehicles space, EVs should be
promoted over fuel-driven vehicles. Finally,
the less energy efficient fuel driven vehicles
should be penalised.
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"That's our CTO, in fact! He takes data l'
protection very seriously!”

G-Secyields, and forces at work

TACTICAL SUPPORT. RBI intervention seems to have controlled the rise, but macro forces point to a softening trend

SAUMITRA BHADURI
SHUBHAM ANAND

s2025drawstoanend, a

high-stakes battle is

underway to keep the yield

on India’s benchmark

10-year government
security (G-sec) in check. After nearing
6.6 per cent, the yield stabilised around
6.53 per cent in late October — lower
than recent peaks, yet still elevated.

This figure is essentially the price tag

on the nation’s long-term public
borrowing, influencing everything from
mortgage rates and corporate finance to
equity market valuations. But is this
stability a sign of market health, or
simply the result of unprecedented
central bank management? To answer
this, we must look at both domestic and
global forces shaping the market.

THE DOMESTIC DILEMMA

The current stability is not organic;itisa
direct consequence of the RBI’s heavy
lifting. This includes tactical
interventions like the cancellation of a
¥11,000 crore, 7-year bond auction, and
consistent buying activity under the
‘others’ category (like secondary market
operations), which signals the central
bank’s discomfort and helps cap market
pricing.

However, this intervention is
necessitated by more than just general
discomfort; it is driven by structural
supply imbalances. The biggest
domestic source of current yield
pressure is the State Government
Securities (SGS) market, where the yield
spread over G-Secs has widened from a
historical 25-50 basis points (bps) to
nearly 100 bps at times. This gap results
from States front-loading their
borrowing and issuing large volumes of
ultra-long-tenure papers (15-30 years),
which forces investors to demand higher
returns and transmits structural
pressure directly to the G-Secs.

This dynamic exposes a critical flaw:
institutional investors are growing
cautious about holding too many
long-dated securities due to duration
risk. This aversion in the “belly” of the
yield curve (the 5-15 years) is precisely
what led to the RBI’s cancellation of the
7-year auction. This interventionist
approach risks blurring the line between
monetary (price stability) and fiscal
(debt management) objectives, though
the RBI Governor Sanjay Malhotra
recently notes that measures on primary
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G-Secand SGS tenor are being
contemplated to ensure better policy

Treasury yields above 4 per cent, which
anchor global rates higher, and domestic

transmission. currency vulnerability, with the rupee
hovering near ¥89 a dollar. These risk
THE GLOBAL ANCHOR factors limit the RBI’s room for

Yet, domestic interventions have their
limits. India’s yield trajectory is exposed
to external forces, notably the US
Federal Reserve. The key metric is the
spread — the yield difference between re-price home loans, and households
India’s G-Sec and the US Treasury — with variable-rate loans face higher
currently around 240-250 bps. This EMIs.

difference is the risk premium investors The Finance Ministry itself has
require to hold Indian debt over safer US ~ warned that higher bond yields make
alternatives. government borrowing “unaffordable”.

Asillustrated in the Chart, the On the other hand, the elevated
volatility of this spread throughout 2025  SGS-G-Sec spread creates a marketable
confirms its fragility, climbing back opportunity for conservative savers.
towards 250 bpsin the final quarter. This ~ Because the widening spread is due to
is compounded by persistent US supply dynamics rather than default risk
(SGS are virtually risk-free), investors
can access sovereign-level safety with
enhanced returns.

For instance, recent SGS auctions
have offered yields in the 6.9-7.1 per cent
range for 6-9-year maturities —arate
higher than comparable bank deposits.
The RBI’s Retail Direct platform now
allows individual investors to access
these instruments, making the current

unilateral policy easing.

These macro dynamics have direct
consequences for everyday citizens.
When G-sec rate drifts up, banks quickly

Domestic savers have
become the market’s
anchor (vis-a-vis FPIs),
driving stability and
providing the RBI with
significantly more autonomy

: : : bond market behaviour an
H.] managing the domestic unprecedented, risk-free income
y1€1d curve opportunity for savers.

THE PATH FORWARD

While the market remains dependent on
RBI support, there are signs the yield
may genuinely soften.

The primary driver is the record-low
October CPI, which eased to 0.3 per cent
year-on-year in October.

Further, there has been a profound
shift in India’s capital markets, where
the steady surge of domestic household
savings is replacing foreign institutional
money.

Recent data confirms this: FPI
ownership in NSE-listed companies
dropped toa 15-year low of 16.9 per cent
as of September end, while the share of
domestic mutual funds (MFs) has been
rising sharply. Individual investors now
own nearly 19 per cent of NSE-listed
entities — the highest in over two
decades.

The message is clear: domestic savers
have become the market’s anchor,
driving stability and providing the RBI
with significantly more autonomyin
managing the domestic yield curve.

This increased flexibility has set clear
market expectations. It is now
anticipated that the 10-year G-Secyield
could thaw towards the 6.40 per cent
level before the December MPC
outcome, with prospects of declining
further to 6.30-6.35 per cent if the
anticipated policy easing and a US tariff
agreement materialise. However, this
potential requires sustained policy
commitment.

‘What should policymakers do?

First, clarity matters. The RBI must
clearly distinguish between durable
monetary easing and tactical support
operations to anchor term premia.
Given its consistent secondary market
activity, clear communication is
essential to avoid blurring the line
between monetary and fiscal objectives.

Second, fiscal discipline is essential;
the Finance Ministry must deliver on its
deficit target, as any perceived slippage
will be punished by the market witha
higher risk premium.

Finally, policymakers must expand
the pool of long-term domestic
investors in the debt segment, mirroring
the success achieved in equities, to
further reduce reliance on the volatile
foreign portfolio flows.

Ultimately, the government and
central bank must monitor both the
yield level and the spread to the US as
twin indicators of bond-market
confidence and capital-flow stability,
recognising that the long-term solution
lies in structural credibility, not reactive,
tactical management.

Bhaduriis Professor, and Anand is PhD Scholar,
Madras School of Economics, Chennai

Green hydrogen needs blue thinking

The challenge is to produce green hydrogen without depleting water reserves. Using seawater could be a viable alternative

|
Sovini Mondal
Sanjib Pohit

captures the imagination of an

entire nation. But hydrogen — the
lightest element on Earth — is suddenly
carrying the heaviest expectations of
India’s clean-energy transition. In global
climate conversations, it is no longer a
whisper; it is a thunderous promise. As
India races to unlock vast renewable
capacity and industries chart their
decarbonisation paths, green hydrogen
is emerging as the fuel that could power
factories, clean up refineries, and propel
long-haul transport without carbon
emissions.

At the centre of this vision is the
National Green Hydrogen Mission, led
by MNRE with support from key
ministries, which targets five million
tonnes annually by 2030, backed by
hydrogen valleys, industrial parks, and
electrolyser manufacturing. Confidence
is high that India can meet its climate
goals and shape global supply chains —
yet beneath this excitement lies a
quieter, more fragile reality.

India’s green hydrogen ambition faces
a stark water-energy paradox.
Electrolysis demands nearly nine litres
of purified water per kilogram of
hydrogen, far more when accounting for

I tisnot often that a single molecule

cooling and purification losses. Yet,
India already extracts one-quarter of the
world’s groundwater (more than China
and the US combined), with aquifers
falling by up to four metres due to
subsidised farm pumping. Several States
blessed with intense solar radiation —
ideal for powering electrolysers — are
simultaneously cursed with extreme
water stress. This includes Rajasthan,
Gujarat, Odisha and Tamil Nadu. "
Hydrogen plants are rapidly emerging e
— from Kandlaand Kutch to Gorakhpur,  tappING SEAWATER. A sustainable
Bikaner, Mangaluru, Thoothukudji, way to produce hydrogen srock
Gopalpur and soon Andhra Pradesh,
alongside inland sites in Hisar and
Baddi. But geography matters:
producing six million tonnes of
hydrogen could demand 132-192
million tonnes of water annually,
rivalling major cities’ drinking needs.
Therefore, the challenge then is not
whether India can produce green
hydrogen. It is whether it can produce it
without taxing the water on which lives
and livelihoods depend.

Ll

from Scotland’s EMEC, which has
produced hydrogen from tidal energy
and seawater since 2017. Other projects
in Australia, Singapore, Norway, and
France that integrate seawater
electrolysis with offshore renewables.
These initiatives demonstrate how
coastal and marine energy systems can
enable sustainable hydrogen production
without depleting scarce freshwater
reserves.

India should follow these footsteps,
creating an innovative method to
produce hydrogen from alkaline
seawater using low-cost,
corrosion-resistant bimetallic catalysts
— abreakthrough that circumvents the
chloride corrosion typically associated
with saltwater electrolysis. A novel

HYDROGEN WITHOUT REGRET
The answer to this dilemma is not to
slow the hydrogen mission — but to site
it smarter, design it wiser, and power it
circularly. Coastal hydrogen hubs can
draw seawater rather than freshwater.
Global footprints are turning to the
ocean to fuel the hydrogen revolution —

global experiment has demonstrated
that replacing the traditional, high-cost
metallic positive electrode with a
non-metallic, low-cost alternative is
feasible. This low-cost,
high-performance solution could
redefine the future of seawater
electrolysis, with the capacity to
produce green hydrogen at an industrial
level. This would enable India to scale up
its coastal hydrogen plants sustainably,
transforming its vast shorelines into
hubs of green innovation.

Scaling such coastal hydrogen
systems demands evolved policy:
coordinated MNRE-Jal Shakti planning,
hydrological budgeting, water-use
audits, and incentives for
non-freshwater inputs. Ports such as
Kandla, Paradip, and Thoothukudi could
become hubs for green ammonia
exports, while inland plants should rely
on treated wastewater rather than
groundwater.

India’s hydrogen storyisarare
convergence of industrial ambition,
climate necessity, and geopolitical
opportunity. If India pulls too hard on
the “hydrogen rope” without easing the
“water knot,” the transition risks
swapping carbon scarcity for water
scarcity.

Pohit is a Professor, and Mondal is a Research Associate
atthe NCAER. Views are personal
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Climate finance shortfall
This refers to ‘A bank for G20’
(November 26). The writer has
lucidly put forth the need to have a
separate financial institution for
developing and poor countries in
meeting their financial requirements
relating to Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs). The finance gap under
SDG, at $4 trillion, is burgeoning
every year. With rich nations like the Pune
US making sudden exits from many
global level forums, chances of
raising funds or sponsoring activities
are getting bleaker. Existing
institutions such as the IMF, ADB,
AlIB, etc.,appear to be
recovery-centric and assign least
priority to the needs of developing

countries. The concept of
Multilateral Development Bank,
promoted in 2023, is yet to take
shape. With this tempo, climate
mitigation activities would take a
severe beating and continuing the
annual Conference of the Parties
(COP) would become a mere ritual
without achievingany purpose.
RV Baskaran

steady while watching domestic
prices and global signals. A stable

government with fiscal restraint
gives the RBI room to contemplate a
gradual 25-50 bps easing. Yet, should
pre-election spending promises
widen deficits, the rates need to stay
tight longer. Keeping inflation
expectations anchored while
navigating both economic and
political cross-currents remains the
key challenge for the next two or

the GDP s growing and

unable to even address the

(November 26), the ruling
dispensation cannot afford toturna

AG Rajmohan

Anantapur, AP

Nelson’s eye to the growing number
of unorganised sector workers and
their woes as their contribution to

indispensable. The government’s
optimism about the labour codes, to
help regulate the unorganised
workers and attend to their
grievances, is misplaced as it is

Attracting NRI deposits
This refers to ‘NRI deposits dip 40%
inH1as India-US interest gap
narrows’ (November 26).

Foreign Currency Non-Resident
(Bank) deposits play a significant role
in enhancing the foreign exchange
earnings of Indiaand also
strengthening its balance of
payments position.

three quarters. grievances of the organised workers, The RBI, one feels, should offer

R Narayanan who form hardly 6 per cent of the better rates of interest for attracting
Controlling inflation Navi Mumbai total workforce. That the the aforesaid deposits, whose
Apropos ‘Exercise caution over rate productivity of the workers and their inflows fell 87 per cent y-o-y inthe
cuts’ (November 26), inflation Flexibility of work physical-mental-social well beingare  first half of FY26.
control would need deft handling. Apropos ‘Flexibility and workers’ closely related to each other s afact A one-size-fits-all approach will not
The firstinstinct s to hold rates rights in a platform set-up’ that should be kept in mind. work.

S Ramakrishnasayee
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The Japan-China spat

Japanese PM’s Taiwan remark irks China

—
Sridhar Krishnaswami

he war of words between
I Japan and China will
hopefully remain at the
rhetoriclevel. Or atleast that is
what nations in the Asia Pacific
are hoping, for none of them can
politically or economically be
dragged into another global mess.

The needless confrontation in
East Asia was kicked off by the
right wing Prime Minister of
Japan, Sanae Takaichi. Itall
started when, in her first address
to Parliament, the hawkish
Japanese leader suggested that in
the event of a conflict between
China and Taiwan, Japan could be
militarily involved. “The so-called
Taiwan contingency has become
so serious that we have to
anticipate a worst case scenario,”
she maintained.

During the course of her speech
to law makers, Prime Minister
Takaichi also promised to boost
defence spending in line with
what the Trump administration
wants its Asian allies to do. In the
case of Japan, Prime Minister
Takaichi has said that the 2 per
cent of GDP spending would kick
in by March 2026 instead of 2028.

Although the post war
Constitution of Japan prohibits
the country from using force to
settle disputes, the late
conservative Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe, the mentor to the
current leader, facilitated a 2015
law that allows Tokyo for
“collective self defense” even
when not under attack. And
Taiwan which is barely 100 km
away from the closest Japanese
territory has attracted Takaichi’s
attention, ostensibly to boost her
hawkish credentials.

For aissue as sensitive as
Taiwan, Beijing tore into the
Japanese leader’s remarks
terming her comments
“dangerously provocative”,a
“military threat” to Chinaand to
stop “sending any wrong signals”
to separatist forces in Taiwan.
The “dangerously provocative”
views were enough for official
Beijing to warn its citizens against
travelling to Japan as well as
students on the pretext that
public safety has dipped with
Chinese nationals targeted for
“criminal acts”, offering nothing
by way of proof.

In fact the rhetoric hitan all
time low with a Chinese diplomat
threatening on X to “cut adirty
neck without a moment of
hesitation”. Since this was
perceived as a threat to the
Japanese leader, the post was
quickly taken off.

The initial recall of

SPARKING A ROW. Japan PM
Sanae Takaichi reuters

Ambassadors to respective
capitals aside, Tokyo has now
dispatched a top envoy to Beijing
obviously to soothe the ruffled
feelings. But that has not stopped
Beijing from unleashing a torrent
including sending a coast guard
cutter through the disputed
Senkakus, known as Diaoyu
Islands in China, and a blunt
warning of a “crushing military
defeat” if Japan intervenes in any
conflict in the Taiwan Straits.
Observers are making the point
that although Takaichi has not
retracted any of her comments,
there will be a heavy domestic
price to pay.

ECONOMIC IMPACT

An estimated 100,000-plus
Chinese students study in Japan;
and nearly seven million tourists
from China have visited Japan
thus far in 2025. It is estimated
that the travel advisory along
could cost Tokyo some $14
billion.

Itis one thing for a Japanese
Prime Minister to be hawkish on
matters of defence and to be
taking steps to counter Beijing in
the Indo-Pacific. Butitisan
entirely different issue to get
involved in a sensitive regional
and global issue and that too with
statements that are seen as
particularly inflammatory. On
both counts Takaichi comes
short: China is the top export
destination and Japanese
business houses are not going to
be thrilled.

China has started sanctioning
Japanese seafood industryand
imposing restrictions on export
of sensitive auto parts. And if the
latent intent of the Japanese
leader was to be the American
cheerleader in East Asia-Pacific,
that could be pretty ill-conceived
as well. Washington has not
exactly joined the whistling
crowd, nor is it likely to start
waving the anti-China flag. The
same goes for nations in the
Indo-Pacific.

The writer is a senior journalist who has
reported from Washington DC on North
Americaand UN
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Demergers are the flavour; cos see more benefits

After a season of mergers, the trend has shifted to demergers. Several companies
this year have either demerged or announced plans for a demerger to unlock the
value of their businesses. Demerger allows for split ting of businesses within a
company or separating investments out of the core business.

Outgo on VAT compensation may be lower than BE

The Centre appears to be on a strong footing on the issue of the Rs 5,000 crore
allocated in this year’s Budget to compensate the States for possible revenue
losses arising from value added tax (VAT) implementation. So far, the Finance
Ministry has received compensation claims for about Rs 1,400 crore and a sum of

Rs 776 crore has already been disbursed.

You may soon be compensated for power cuts

No sweat if you have to face a power cut at home! The power utility may be liable
to send across a cheque as compensation for the disruption in service. The
Centre’s new power Tariff Policy is likely to direct State Electricity Regulatory
Commissions (SERCs) to impose monetary penalties on power utilities if they fail
to maintain prescribed standards of service for consumers.

AJAY SAHAI

ndia is today at a turning point in

its export journey. With more

than 60 million MSMEs, we have

one of the world’s largest groups

of artisans, handloom and
handicraft workers, and small
entrepreneurs. Many of them —
especially women, home-based
producers, and traditional craftsmen —
have found global buyers through
e-commerce exports.

Online platforms have allowed them
to reach customers in more than 200
countries without opening offices
abroad. This system, where a seller ships
directly from India to the foreign
customer after receiving an online order,
has been an unexpected equalizer and
has opened global doors to even the
smallest entrepreneur.

But now, a major shift is being pushed
by large global e-commerce
marketplaces. They want permission to
operate under a warehouse-based
export model. On the surface, this looks
like a simple logistical improvement. In
reality, it could tighten the noose around
small exporters, reduce their income,
and weaken India’s export strength.
Adopting it could reverse the gains we
have made in empowering millions of
small exporters.

Over the last decade, India’s small
producers have used digital tools to
export directly to customers abroad.
Under this direct-to-consumer (D2C)
model, theylist products on global
platforms and ship from India only when
anorder is placed.

PLUS POINTS

This model offers low entry barriers, no
need for overseas inventory, minimal
capital requirements, and complete
ownership over product, price, brand,
and customer. Ahome-based artisan in
Jaipur can ship block-printed textiles to
New York or Tokyo while working from
her living room.

This model has boosted employment,
women’s empowerment, and India’s
presence in niche global markets like
handlooms, handcrafted jewellery,
natural wellness, and traditional arts.

Despite challenges — like procedural
hurdles, payments reconciliation, and
earlier GST refund ensure quick
payment, issues — these exporters have
survived and grown. They contribute
significantly to India’s export
ecosystem, even if traditional trade
statistics do not fully capture their
impact. Their success shows that India’s
strength lies in small-value,
high-uniqueness exports driven by
creativity and culture — exactly the type
of exports threatened by the warehouse
model.

Global marketplaces now want to run
exports through their own domestic
warehouses. The seller would supply
goods to the marketplace’s warehouse
inside India, and the marketplace would
then export the products under its own
name. This fundamentally changes the
relationship. The seller stops being the
exporter and becomes only a domestic
supplier. The marketplace becomes the
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E-commerce

warchouses,
abadidea

MONOPOLY POWER. Handloom, handicraft exporters
will lose pricing power to global warehouse players

exporter, controlling inventory, pricing,
and customers. All export
documentation, foreign exchange
earnings, and shipment details go in the
marketplace’s name, not the seller’s.

Supporters claim this is a global
model used by countries such as China,
Vietnam, or Malaysia. They argue it
reduces logistics costs, speeds up
delivery, and simplifies compliance for
small exporters. But what works for
manufacturing-heavy nations cannot
simply be transplanted into India’s
artisan- and MSME-driven ecosystem.

Once a seller supplies goodstoa
marketplace warehouse, theylose
ownership. This triggers multiple
harmful impacts.

THE DISADVANTAGES

First, theylose pricing power.
Marketplaces will know every seller’s
cost structure and can push them to
accept lower rates. Small sellers cannot
negotiate with giant global platforms.
Second, sellers see reduced margins.
The marketplace captures the entire
profit earned abroad, while sellers
receive onlya wholesale price, often a
fraction of the final value.

Third, India’s export earnings will fall.
Foreign exchange inflows will reflect
only the procurement price paid to the
seller, not the final consumer price. This
artificially lowers India’s export
numbers and reduces the foreign
currency entering the economy.

Fourth, sellers lose access to vital
market data — who their customers are,
what prices work, what products are in
demand. Marketplaces hold this data,
strengthening their dominance and
creating long-term dependency.

Traditional manufacturing and
artisan clusters — such as Moradabad
brassware, Jaipur jewellery, Varanasi
textiles, and Kashmir handicrafts —
could see shrinking profits as
marketplaces push wholesale rates
downward.

Sellers lose access to

vital market data — who
their customers are, what
prices work, what products
are in demand. Marketplaces
hold this data

Since these clusters employ millions
of craftsmen and women workers.

When margins get squeezed,
producers may be forced to cut corners
on quality, undermining India’s
reputation in global markets —
stripping away the Indian identity that is
central to our soft power. In addition,
global platforms may route exports
through international subsidiaries,
reducing India’s tax revenue while
retaining high profits offshore.

Over time, India risks becoming
excessively dependent on a few foreign
marketplaces that act as gatekeepers for
global market access. Such concentrated
control reduces competition,
discourages innovation, and weakens
the bargaining power of Indian MSMEs.
This dependency is especially dangerous
in a world where data and digital control
matter as much as manufacturing
capacity.

Countries like China or Vietnam
allow warehouse exports because they
have large factory-scale production,
industrial clusters, and state-managed
export logistics. India’s strength is the
opposite: millions of small producers,
heritage crafts, unique handmade
products, family businesses, and
home-based women entrepreneurs.

Copying a global model without
considering India’s structure will end up
hurting the very exporters the country
has spent years empowering.

ALTERNATIVE OPTIONS

The warehouse model also contradicts
India’s flagship policies. Schemes like
ODOP (One District One Product),
Make in India, Digital India, and Skill
India all aim to highlight Indian identity,
increase domestic value addition, and
empower small producers. Foreign
Trade Policy 2023 promotes direct
e-commerce exports. The ONDC
initiative seeks to democratize digital
commerce and reduce dependence on
global giants. Allowing warehouse-led
exports dominated by foreign platforms
goes entirely against these national
objectives.

Itis possible to strengthen
e-commerce exports without weakening
exporter identity. India can build
neutral, PPP-based e-commerce export
hubs, already notified in the Foreign
Trade Policy 2023, that handle
packaging, customs, and logistics while
ensuring the exporter of record remains
the small seller.

A credit card facility, as announced as
apart of the Export Promotion Package,
for e-commerce exporters can ease
liquidity pressure. Digital training
programmes can equip MSMEs with
skills in branding, packaging, and pricing
so they don’t have to depend on
marketplaces for value realization.

Encouraging Indian platforms and
ONDC participants to go global will give
sellers more options.

Requiring global marketplaces to
report export data in India will prevent
profit shifting and ensure accurate
export measurement.

In the digital age, controlling dataand
platformaccess is asimportant as
controlling ports and factories. Handing
that control to foreign platforms could
weaken India’s strategic interests.

The writer is the Director General,CEQ, FIEO. Views are
personal

Bessent says Trump and Xi may meet four times in 2026

Daniel Flatley

S Treasury Secretary Scott
l | Bessent said there may be as
many as four meetings
between US President Donald Trump
and Chinese leader Xi Jinping next year
asboth sides look to keep in place a
fragile trade truce.

“What I feel very good about is the
relationship between the leaders,”
Bessent said Tuesday on CNBC. “We’re
always going to be rivals. That’s
natural. But are there things we can do
together? Yes.”

Bessent said Trump may attend an

Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation
meeting in Shenzhen, China, in
November 2026 in addition to his
anticipated visit to Beijing in April.

Trump is also expected to host Xiin
the US two times next year, including
in Washington for an official state visit
and at his Doral resort for a summit
meeting of the Group of 20 nations,
presenting four potential
opportunities for the leaders to
interact face-to-face.

“If there are four meetings during
the year, I think that that gives the
relationship great stability — and
stability is good for the American

people and good for the world
economy,” Bessent said.

The Treasury chief has takena
leading role in maintaining a trade
detente with Beijing over the course of
multiple rounds of talks in various
cities around the world, including
Geneva, London, Stockholm, Madrid
and Kuala Lumpur.

Bessent’s comments come after
Trump and Xi spoke on Monday, their
first conversation since the two leaders
met in Busan, South Korea, in October.
The Treasury secretary confirmed that
Trump had initiated the call.

Bessent said that the Chinese are

“right on schedule” when it comes to
pledges to increase purchases of
American soybeans, and said the
country would buy a minimum of 87.5
million tonnes over the next
three-and-a-half years. China had
stopped buying US soybeans as trade
tensions ramped up earlier this year,
and their purchases of the commodity
were a key sticking point ahead of the
last round of talks.

Bessent also said that the US
position on Taiwan “is unchanged” and
that Trump and Xi agreed to work
together to end Russia’s war on
Ukraine. s.oomsers
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EASY NOT SO EASY

ACROSS DOWN ACROSS DOWN

01. Larva boring in 01. Torts (6) 01. It has a boring life, surrounded by furniture (8) 01. Inflicts injury on gowns swirling, right inside (6)

timber (8) 02. Got (8) 07. Awaken memory of woman about to give the 02. Got hold of, a bit done out (8)

07. Call forth in the 03. Use clothes (4) go-ahead (5) 03. We're extended and then curtailed by sign of use (4)

mind (5) 04. Steering-gear (6) 08. Dismissed: a drawback when not introspective 04. It may give one directions right on essential part of cow (6)
08. Away from the 05. Chilly (4) in type (7) 05. Aged a hundred to begin with, is unfeeling (4)

centre (7) 06. Small carnivorous 09. Makes up one’s mind and settles (7) 06. Animal giving a content to Lewes somehow (6)

09. Makes mind up (7)
10. Profit (4)

12. Second hearing (7)
14. Somewhat

ruddy (7)

17. Stick (4)

18. Flavouring pod (7)
21. Declaims verse (7)
22. Remarked (5)

23. Resisted attack (8)

animal (6)

07. Agitated (7)

11. Knocked back liquor (7)
13. Gave, as knowledge (8)
14. Deep, narrow gorge (6)
15. Croaky (6)

16. Had on tenancy
agreement (6)

19. ‘Bonkers’ (4)

20. Protracted pain (4)

10. Spirit includes a profit (4)
12. Half the Tripos involved in genuine second hearing (7) worked up (7)

11. Largely, drank (7)

13. ‘Are you married?’ ‘Yes and no. So it’s communicated (8)

07. Former wife taking first of cereal, wrong diet, got

14. Russian salad? Pink, perhaps (7)

17. Corporal punishment, necessary to American
education (4)

18. It causes an evil in Virginia, this flavour (7)

14.In wrong era, the wine of France makes its own gorge (6)
15. Finding it painful to speak of Dobbin, one hears (6)

21. Again quotes as one spouts poetry (7) 16. Being rented makes for simplicity in extremes of
livelihood (6)

19. Crackers - or what are dealt with by such (4)

22. Made memorandum well known (5)
23. Was on one side in case, being fed with setback,

one finished (8) 20. A pain that continues, reached without being embarrassed (4)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2832

ACROSS 7. Foster-parents 8. Lap of luxury 12. Angles 14. Events 16. Teller 18. Besets 19. Crossing out 23. Inconsistency
DOWN 1. Cool 2. Stop 3. Crofts 4. Salute 5. Beau 6. Stay 9. Angular 10. Rondeau 11. Isis 12. Asti 13. Eke 15. Vie 17. Resist 18. Banish 19. Cant 20. Oboe 21. Open 22. Tack
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Constitutional morality is

essential for democracy.

— By Pruthvirajsinh Zala & Rohini Narayanan
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The city of Chandigarh is planned to
human scale... Here the radiance of
nature and heart are within our reach.
— Le Corbusier
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Centre’s lesson from
Punjab: Trust comes first

HE CENTRE’S decision to quietly shelve the proposal

toalter Chandigarh’s constitutional status, after con-

sultation with Punjab BJP leaders, is welcome. The

status of Chandigarh, the “City Beautiful”, isan emot-
ive issue for the people of the state. It brings them together,
across divisions of politics, religion, caste. Built from scratch,
the city was envisioned by Jawaharlal Nehru asbalm for aland
scarred by Partition. Though declared the joint capital of Punjab
and Haryana after the 1966 reorganisation of states, the as-
sumption was that Haryana would find a capital of its own, and
Chandigarh would be Punjab’s alone. That promise has hung
in the air for nearly six decades now. Meanwhile, the contested
capital, along with the unresolved river water dispute, has be-
come a symbol of what many in Punjab see as chronic discrimi-
nation by the Centre against aborder state whose 13 Lok Sabha
seats are not seen to carry decisive weight in Delhi’s arithmetic.

The government’s rationale for the change it proposed and
then rolled back — the ease of making laws for the city — may
seem administratively sound. But it is unlikely to persuade a
state shaped and scarred by a decade of militancy, in which de-
mands for stronger federal powers have been a recurring refrain.
With the present Union government, the trust deficit has deep-
ened since the year-long agitation against the now-repealed farm
laws. Moreover, the move on Chandigarh could not have come
with worse timing. The Union home ministry hasjust rolled back
its controversial attempt to restructure the 59-year-old Panjab
University Senate, astep widely perceived asabid to tighten cen-
tral control over the state’s oldest and most prestigious university.
Simultaneously, Punjab was observing the 350th martyrdom
anniversary of Guru Tegh Bahadur, amoment demanding sen-
sitivity, not risk-taking, from those in power.

For several years now, there have been murmurs over what
isbeing seen as a bid to increase central control of Chandigarh.
The 2022 announcement extending central pay scalestoUT em-
ployees was interpreted by many in Punjab as another way of
untyingthe city from its historical moorings with the state. This
was followed by the expansion of the role and share of officers
fromthe AGMUT cadre in the Union Territory’s administration.
Against this backdrop, the Centre’s decision to step back now is
sensible. History isagood teacher, and in Punjab, it has repeated
itself often enough to caution against avoidable provocation in
a state that is still to shake off the shadows of past turbulence.

Nellie massacre reports
offer a cautionary tale

N FEBRUARY 1983, at the peak of the Assam Agitation and
ahead of a contentious state election, entire villages of
Bengali-speaking Muslims in central Assam became the
sites of a massacre in the span of a single day. It remains
one of the country’s worst episodes of communal violence. The
silence that followed was deafening. Hundreds of FIRs not-
withstanding, no one was ever convicted of the Nellie massacre.
Forty-two years later, the tabling of the official inquiry report,
led by IAS officer Tribhuvan Prasad Tewary, and the non-offi-
cial judicial inquiry, helmed by the former Chief Justice of Hi-
machal Pradesh, T U Mehta, come as a grim reminder of a brut-
ish identity politics and congealed institutional inertia.
Despite the contradiction in their findings — the Tewary
commission holds that the “decision to hold the elections can-
not be blamed for the outbreak of the violence” while the Mehta
commission report underlines it as the “main and immediate
cause” —what emerges is the same cautionary tale. The Tewary
Commission situates the violence not in religious conflict
alone, but amid the churn of land pressures, demographic
anxieties and festering fears about language and belonging. In
the waves of migration following Partition and the formation
of Bangladesh in 1971, Assam’s contentious border history has
repeatedly been roiled by fears of demographic change, sys-
temic neglect and vitriolic political mobilisations. The reports
show how swiftly ordinary insecurities can be weaponised, how
easily economic strain and identity politics can sharpen into
virulent antagonisms, how institutions weakened by neglect
or electoral expediency cannot be relied upon to arrest the slide.
As Assam movestowards a pivotal election in 2026, thelessons
of the Nellie massacre demand more than aritual remembrance.
From eviction drivesto the revival of the Immigrants (Expulsion
from Assam) Act, 1950 without the safeguards of the Foreigners
Tribunals, to the Chief Minister’s recurring invocations of spectres
of “demographic invasion” and “land jihad”, the mobilisations
against purported “foreigners” have often strained the demo-
cratic and constitutional guardrails. In highlighting what
happenswhen institutional drift hollows out constitutional pro-
tections meanttoshield every citizen from violence and injustice,
the reports serve a warning that must be heeded.

In Guwahati,
failing the Test

ROM BEING one of the red-ball powerhouses at the

turn of the decade to wielding invincibility at home for

the last half-century, India touched a new low against

South Africa in Guwahati. It was a shuddering defeat,
by 408 runs, exposing frailties of technique and tactics. A sec-
ond clean sweep at home offered a reality check on their red-
ball health as well as their priorities.

Transitions can be painful and frustrating; coaches and sen-
ior players will likely call for patience. But the shoddy perform-
ance across both Tests against South Africa offers little solace.
No single knock stands out; apart from the spell of Jasprit Bum-
rah on the first day in Kolkata, there was hardly any bowling
performance of note; no fielding effort sticks out in memory.
The defeat offers little scope for anything but a sobering ac-
knowledgement that India are a fallen giant in Tests. Worse,
this was arguably the best set of cricketers India could line up.

India’s domestic cricket is still producing gifted youngsters,
but their fundamentals are tailored to suit the shortest format.
T20 players come ready but Test cricketers no longer come as
finished products. India’s selectors have rewarded domestic
performers, but they have to be groomed and moulded, and in-
stilled with a five-day mindset and technical sturdiness. If the
incumbent management does not possess the know-how to
pull India out of the mess, it could dial the galaxy of Test greats
eager to share their wisdom. Whether by incentivising red-ball
cricket or putting more time, money and effort into revitalising
the domestic circuit, the board’s biggest priority should be to
make India’s Test team great again.

within the Indian government,

tointroduce ascheme aimed at

repatriating “star faculty” and

researchers of Indian origin
from overseas, particularly in the context of
the evolving political and academic land-
scape in the United States, are both timely
and commendable. The proposal, which
seeks to offer a substantial “set-up grant™ to
established scholars for creating labora-
tories and teams in premier Indian institu-
tions, signals a welcome recognition of the
urgent need to revitalise our research and
development ecosystem.

The motivation behind this move is evi-
dentyetvaried. The increasing political in-
tervention and perceived challenges to uni-
versity autonomy and academic freedom
at US educational institutions — the locus
of asubstantial Indian diaspora — create a
unique window of opportunity. Global aca-
demic talent is now more actively survey-
ing options that offer stability, autonomy,
and aconducive research environment. At
the same time, the exigency of addressing
thelong-standing outflow of academic tal-
ent, particularly in the STEM fields — the
notorious “brain drain” — has never been
greater as India positions itself as a global
knowledge economy.

As reported in the media, the initial
focus seems to be on a small number of pri-
ority areas in STEM, which are fields stra-
tegically important for national capacity
building. This demonstrates a focused and
pragmatic approach to strengthening our
competitive edge.

While the proposed “set-up grant” is a
crucial, necessary step towards financial
and operational autonomy, it addresses
only one aspect of this complex challenge.
As Chintan Vaishnav, previously director of

keyliesin creatinga "seamless experience”
for a returning academic, that goes far
beyond mere policy intent. The disparity in
salaries, with a full professor in India earn-
ing about $40,000 annually compared to
$130,000-$200,000 in the US and around
$100,000 in China, means that we may
never match global financial benchmarks.
Therefore, the return on investment for
these scholars, in addition to financial com-
pensation, must be intellectual and cul-
tural, and in the ease of doing research.
For the scheme to succeed, it requires a
structural and cultural transformation ex-
tending beyond the grantitself. Policy inter-
ventions must include institutionalising ad-
ministrative insulation — a “red carpet
mandate” — that guarantees seamless man-
agement of logistics, procurement, and
human resources, leveraging, for example,
the recently increased institutional
autonomy for non-government
procurement. Further, the scheme
must guarantee long-term career
security via explicit tenure-track
conversion pathways, moving
decisively past the fragmentation
of previous fellowship-based pro-
grammes. In the case of scientific
research, policies outlining intel-
lectual property ownership must
be formulated and clearly enunci-
ated in the host institutions. For
senior academics moving back
with families, job opportunities for
spouses, housing, and school edu-
cation opportunities for children
need to be thought through. Fi-
nally, success depends on a high-
level, public affirmation of aca-
demic freedom, insulating the
faculty from onerous monitoring

SOMAK
RAYCHAUDHURY

The new initiative must be
designed to explicitly address
the limitations of the past:
Procedural delays, funding
uncertainty, and inadequate
institutional support. The
emphasis must shift from
transactional, short-term
engagements to full-time or
longer-term, tenured
appointments, perhaps
connected to teaching and
mentoring groups of students,
in order to offer a stable
professional home

now facing in the countries from where we
are expecting to welcome them back.

The proposed short orientation pro-
grammes are essential, but institutions
must go deeper. Many public institutions
have verylittle experience inemployingin-
ternational faculty and seamlessly integrat-
ing them into their system. The culture
must shift from a rigid, hierarchical struc-
ture to one that actively fosters interdisci-
plinary collaboration, merit-based ad-
vancement, and true academic freedom,
the foundational competitive advantage of
aworld-class university.

India has attempted such programmes
before, notably the VAJRA Faculty Pro-
gramme, which, despite its noble intent for
high-impact short stints, has seen modest
participation, facilitating collaborations be-
tween only about 100 overseas scientists
since 2017-18. The new initiative
must be designed to explicitly ad-
dress the limitations of the past:
Procedural delays, funding uncer-
tainty, and inadequate institu-
tional support. The emphasis must
shift from transactional, short-
term engagements to full-time or
longer-term, tenured appoint-
ments, perhaps connected to
teaching and mentoring groups of
students, in order to offer a stable
professional home.

The global competition is
fierce: Europeis strengtheningaca-
demic freedom, China offers well-
funded recruitment initiatives,
and Taiwan isinternationalising its
system. India’s success will be de-
termined not by the size of the in-
itial grant and facilities, but by the
depth of institutional and policy re-

tional pull” of returning home is a powerful,
non-financial motivator, but it cannot sus-
taina career against structural deficiencies.

Finally, media reports seem toimply that
these initiatives would be confined to a se-
lect number of research-intensive publicin-
stitutes. Given that over the last two decades,
the research landscape in Indian univer-
sities has transformed, such that some of the
top-rankingresearch institutions happento
be central and state universities, as well as
many in the private sector, there should be
careful thought in the placement of these re-
turning academics.

At Ashoka University, an institution
founded on the principle of academic excel-
lence and the fostering of critical inquiry, we
view this initiative notjust as a recruitment
drive, but as a strategic inflection point for
Indian higher education. At our university,
we have witnessed the transformative
power of repatriating Indian-origin faculty.
They bring not just expertise but an invalu-
ableinternational perspective on pedagogy,
governance, and research best practices. We
believe this scheme is an opportunity to not
just bringback talent, but to fundamentally
upgrade the institutional and cultural fabric
of our top research bodies. The govern-
ment’s proposal represents a significant
commitment. The onus is now on our pre-
mier institutions to commit to the accom-
panying, and much more difficult, changes
in policy and culture that will truly make
India the prime destination for academic ex-
cellence. The moment to reverse the brain
drain and establish India asa global research
hub has arrived. We must not let it pass.

The writer is vice-chancellor and professor of
Physics, Ashoka University, Sonipat, Haryana.
Views expressed are personal

Let’s remember and remind
the world of 26/11
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There was a
third party
behind the

26/11 attacks

besides

Pakistan’s ISI
and Lashkar-e-

Taiba. Al-

Qaedahadits

ownre€asons

for supporting

the attack

?-

OW DO we assess the signifi-
canceofthe17th anniversary
of the 26/11 attacks on Mum-
bai in the background of the
recent bonhomie between
US President Donald Trump and Pakistan’s
11th army chief, Field Marshal Syed Asim
Munir Ahmed Shah, who had threatened to
“shatter India’s geographical immunity™?

Should we refresh the President’s mem-
ory onwhat American strategist Bruce Reidel
pointed out years ago, that there was a third
party behind the 26/11 attacks besides PaKkis-
tan’s ISI and Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT)? Reidel
said it was al-Qaeda, which had its own rea-
sons for supporting the attack. It kept a low
profile and allowed LeT to select the targets,
making it appear that it was purely an Indo-
Pakissue. Reidel said al-Qaeda got involved
because it had “big hopes™ that India would
attack Pakistan after 26/11, which in turn
would disrupt NATO operations in Afghan-
istan by way of drone attacks on it. “Instead,
India chose to use diplomacy and avoid a
military response. We all dodged a bullet.”

Reidel alsoadded that LeT planned abig
attack on New Delhi during the 2010 Com-
monwealth Games, which “was thwarted by
prompt intelligence from the British ser-
vices”. International media had quoted Mi-
chael Leiter, the then director of the US Na-
tional Counterterrorism Centre, disclosing
to the US Senate Homeland Security and
Governmental Affairs Committee that the
Games would be “an appealing target for
Lashkar-e-Taiba due to their political and
economic significance for India”.

In 2009, Stephen Tankel, an interna-
tionally recognised authority on LeT, pub-
lished a paper, ‘Lashkar-e-Taiba: From 9/11
to Mumbai’, according to which the Mum-
bai attacksrevealed “Lashkar’s progression
toward al-Qaeda’s global jihad” against
Western interests. OnJuly 3,2024 the chair
of the UNSC Committee established pur-
suant to resolution 1988 of 2011 wrote to the
president of the Security Council that al-
Qaeda in Afghanistan remained “strategi-
cally patient, cooperating with other terrorist
groups in Afghanistan and prioritisingitson-
going relationship with the Taliban™.

However, it continued to operate

“covertly” to project theimage of Taliban ad-
herencetothe provisions of the Doha Agree-
ment to prevent the use of Afghan soil for ter-
rorist purposes. The report added that
although the Taliban claimed it had done
much to constrain the activities of al-Qaeda
and its affiliates, “member states remarked
thatitsreorganisation and training activities,
as well as new travel into Afghanistan, indi-
cate that the group still uses Afghanistan as
a permissive haven under the Taliban,
raising questions about al-Qaeda’s intent”.

India needs to convey to the Trump ad-
ministration that this background needs to
bekeptin mind toread and interpret the No-
vember 10 Red Fort Metro bomb attack,
which hasexposed an extremely dangerous
group of educated persons that was prepar-
ingtoattackIndian cities. It was the remark-
ablealertness, on October 19, of Srinagar SSP
Sundeep Chakravarthy, thatled our agencies
to Maulvi Irfan Ahmad, the Shopian cleric,
then totheterrorist modules across J&K, Ha-
ryana and Uttar Pradesh, and finally to the
Red Fort bombing.

Normally, none would have cared to go
deep into the origins of protest posters as
they occur almost daily in J&K. However,
Chakravarthy insisted on finding out who
was behind them, and connected the dots.
CCTV cameras revealed the perpetrators,
which led to the sleeper modules. The im-
portance of his alertness cannot be under-
stood without comparing it to our experience
with the Indian Mujahideen (IM), which
burst onto the scene anonymously two dec-
adesago, playing havoc with our security and
indulgingin wantonKkillings on apan-Indian
model between October 2005 and January
2018. We were able to identify these killers
only in November 2007 after the synchro-
nised bombing of threelaw courts (Varanasi,
Lucknow and Faizabad) in Uttar Pradesh,
killing 18 people, for which they claimed
credit. Investigations later revealed that IM
was responsible for 23 bomb blasts all over
India, including the 2005 Delhi bombings.

The writer is former special secretary, cabinet
secretariat, and was part of the high-level
committee to enquire into the

26/ terror attacks

- Guru Tegh Bahadur's teachings
continuetospeaktous

MANJEEV

HIS IS the 350th year of the martyrdom of Guru
Tegh Bahadur, the ninth Sikh Guru. Martyrdom
is a sacred word, and martyrs are revered across
communities. However, Guru Tegh Bahadur’s is
aunique instance of voluntarily seeking martyr-
dom for a cause that was proximate to others. No doubt, for
many, Guru Tegh Bahadur is the initiator of the idea of
human rights, in particular, the right of all people to follow

Kashmiri Pandits, who were being converted by the Mug-
hals, approached the Sikh Guru in Anandpur Sahib, and he
travelled more than 300 km to Delhi and stood in Chandni
Chowk offering his head, unwilling to bow to the unjust acts
of forcible conversion or perform miracles to prove that he
was a man of God. He was martyred on November 11, 1675.

The wrath of God created a storm that allowed Bhai Lakhi
Dasto take his body to Raisina village and cremate it by burn-
ing his own house. Gurudwara Rakab Ganj stands at that site
today. His head was spirited to Anandpur Sahib by Bhai Jaita
and cremated there by his son, Guru Gobind Singh, the next

SINGH PURI their own religious beliefs.
Gurudwara Sis Ganj stands at that spot.
and last Sikh Guru.
INGOOD

faith

His
martyrdom
was pivotalin
giving the
Sikhs aunique
and distinct
identity as
upholders of
fundamental
human rights
forall

This was the second time that a Sikh Guru attained mar-
tyrdom. The fifth Guru, Guru Arjan Dev, who built Har-
minder Sahib and compiled the Adi Granth, was martyred
by being boiled in hot water in 1606. And we must not forget
the indomitable courage and steadfastness to the right of re-
ligious belief of Mata Gujri, Guru Tegh Bahadur’s wife. After
seeing her husband martyred in 1704, she bore witness to her
four grandsons, sons of Guru Gobind Singh, also attaining
martyrdom. Two of the Sahibzadas, Ajit Singh and Jujhar
Singh, were killed in battle, but the youngest two, Zorawar
Singh and Fateh Singh, aged just nine and seven years, were
bricked alive in a wall, staying true to the faith.

During his life, Guru Tegh Bahadur displayed exemplary
courage as a principled and fearless warrior travelling
through the country, especially its eastern parts, including
Assam and Dhaka. He was also an able negotiator, helping
iron out differences among warring rajas in north India and
Assam. His son, Gobind Singh, was born when the family was
in Patna.

Guru Tegh Bahadur was also an avid follower of music
and composed 15 ragas and 116 hymns that are included in
the Sri Guru Granth Sahib. He also founded the holy city of
Anandpur Sahib, which is the birthplace of the Khalsa. For
Sikhs, he is the giver of spiritual treasures that underscore
empathy, joy, balance and God’s grace. His martyrdom was
pivotal in giving the Sikhs a unique and distinct identity as
upholders of fundamental human rights for all.

The writer is former Ambassador of India
to the EU and Nepal
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Satwantdenieskilling Indira

SATWANT SINGH, the alleged surviving as-
sassin of Indira Gandhi, denied having shot at
her on October 31last year and said he was
innocent and falselyimplicated in the case. ‘|
ama Sikh and any Sikh could be implicated in
the assassination of Indira Gandhiin view of
the political climate prevailing then,and in
view of this, somebody in authority is taking
advantage of the Hindu-Sikhrift,” he said in
his statement before the special judge.
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Clarificationon PM’s statement

A SPOKESMAN of the Ministry of External Af-
fairssoughtto puttorest whathecalleda
“misunderstanding” over the Prime Minister’s

More Ne..r an-agazines Telegram Channel join Search https://t..l.azin.3890050582 (@Magazines_%@%@&égg[anexpress'mm .. .

statement in the Rajya Sabha on November
21regarding India’s relations with China. The
spokesman clarified that discussions on
trade exchanges were already taking place
between India and China. This issue was not
raised because talks on the border- issue
were not an appropriate forum for these dis-
cussions, the spokesman quoted the Minister
for External Affairs as having said.

Labour conference consensus

THE INDIAN Labour Conference, meeting
after14 years, ended its two-day session after
hammering out a “consensus” that was dis-
puted on several points by some of the repre-
sentatives of the employers, the workersand
atleast one labour minister of a state. The

conclusions or recommendations were read
out by Labour Secretary HM S Bhatnagar. He
implied that these were only “tentative” or
provisional recommendations and would be-
come final only after the representatives of
the employers, the employees and the state
labour ministers had sent their suggestions
and comments.

MLA killed for eve-teasing

A SUSPECTED eve-teaser who died after
being beaten up at the Kasturba Gandhi flats
last week has beenidentified asa Congress
(I) MLA from Maharashtra, Dhondiram Bhi-
koba Kadam. A preliminary post-mortem has
noted no significant external orinternal in-
juries due to the beating.




© WHAT THE OTHERS SAY
Israel’s October 7 government will
stop at nothing to blame the army
for the attacks.— Haaretz, Israel
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India must choose digital sovereignty
or submit to the new, subtle digital ra;

THAROORTHINK

BY SHASHI THAROOR

HE TECTONIC plates of global

power have shifted. No longer

iscontrol over oil fields or naval

chokepoints the principal de-

terminant of geopolitical pre-
eminence; data is the new currency of the
realm. A nation’s digital footprintisnowthe
primary source of wealth and the most ef-
fective tool of diplomacy. For a burgeoning
economic power like India, this reality pres-
entsastark, defining choice. We must navi-
gate a trilemma of digital governance: Digi-
tal ascendancy, digital capitulation, or
genuine digital sovereignty. Our future pros-
perity, and indeed our national dignity,
hangs in the balance.

The current global digital order is domi-
nated by the digital ascendancy model,
wielded almost exclusively by the United
States. This model is characterised by the
near-total control of the world’s fundamen-
tal information, data, and financial high-
ways. The weaponisation of this technologi-
cal hegemony is a demonstrable fact,
witnessed in the expulsion of both Iran and
Russia from the global financial system, fa-
cilitated by control over systems like SWIFT,
the international messaging service for fi-
nancial transactions. For nations outside the
Western sphere of influence, this control acts
asaDamocles’ sword, forcing compromises
and pre-empting sovereign action.

Indiais notimmuneto this pressure. Our
ability to secure cheap Russian crude was
curtailed because no company wished to
risk the commercial paralysis that being
shut out of the dollar-denominated finan-
cial architecture would entail. Equally egre-
gious were the pre-emptive concessions
made on digital taxation and digital trade,
where the subtle but persistent pressure
from Western negotiating partners com-
pelled us to withdraw provisions designed
to secure revenue from mega-firms operat-
ingwithin our borders. This pervasive press-
ure underscores asimple truth: The ascend-
ancy model demands acquiescence from
therest, and drives deep, often invisible, in-
roads into the digital sovereignty of other

LETTERS
To THE EDITOR

Smartphone addiction

THIS REFERS to the editorial, ‘Be-
ginning of the end of the free-
range internet era’ (IE, November
26). Children’s growing addiction
to smartphones has become a
serious concern. Excessive screen
time is affecting their mental
health, weakening their concen-
tration, and causing behavioural
issues. It also harms their physical
well-being, disrupts their studies,
and hinders their overall growth
and understanding. Parents must
set clear limits on smartphone
usage and ensure that children
engage in healthier activities.
Arshad Bastavi, Mumbai

Constitutional values

THIS REFERS to the editorial,
‘Constitution’s vision of rights was
ahead of itstime’ (IE, November
26). Asthe nation observes
November 26 as Constitution Day,
we gratefully remember Dr Bhim-
rao Ramji Ambedkar, whose un-
matched wisdom shaped a Con-
stitution rooted in justice, liberty,
equality, and fraternity. He envi-
sioned an India where rulers serve
the people, remain answerable to
the law, and protect democratic
rights. Sadly, today, political be-
haviour often reflects power
struggles, intolerance, and disre-
gard for constitutional ethics.
Bhoraniya Muhammad, Mumbai

What Al can’tdo

THIS REFERS to the editorial,
‘Funnythingabout Al: LLM can’t
LOL (IE,November 26). It rightly
highlightsthat while Al canimitate
intelligence and perform
extraordinary tasks, it still fails to
understand somethingassimple
yetdeeply human as humour. As
industries rush towards automa-
tion, we must protect the value of
real human skills and originality,
because technology may copy the
structure of ajoke, but only people
can feel thejoyinit. For allits
power, Al still cannot laugh —and
thatshould reassure us.

Rachita, Chandigarh
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nations to maintain its status.

This brings us to the second, and ar-
guably most perilous, option for India: Digi-
tal capitulation. The recent actions of In-
donesia and Malaysia serve as a cautionary
tale. These nations, in their haste to secure
trade agreements, have traded away digital
autonomy forimmediate (and often ephem-
eral) commercial gains. Indonesia, for in-
stance, has committed to an unconditional,
permanent moratorium on customs duties
ondataflowsatthe WTOand guaranteed the
free export of personal data.

Reports suggest that Malaysia, too, has
madealarmingcommitments nottoimpose
digital services taxes, to refrain from dis-
crimination against US digital services, and,
most critically, todiscard itsright todemand
access to “US technology, production pro-
cess, source code, or other proprietary
knowledge”. These are not mere technical
clauses; they are the legal scaffold-
ingthat precludes anational digital
industrial policy. Further, the com-
mitment to consult with the United
States before entering into any digi-
tal trade agreement that might
“jeopardise US interests” is a clear
surrender of national sovereignty
over this vital area.

The double standard inherent
inthese dynamicsisevidentinthe
US’s forced divestiture of TikTok,
demands including mandatory
data localisation, majority US
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US mega-firms are deeply
entrenched across our national
digital landscape and Indian
consumers are accustomed
tothem. The correct approach
is not exclusion, but digital
industrialisation driven by
a strong national
policy framework
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ownershipintherestructured entity,and US
control over the source code — the very
provisions that Malaysia has seemingly sac-
rificed. Clearly, digital trade agreements are
notabout free trade; they are about cement-
ingdigital vassalage.

Self-respecting and self-reliant India
must, therefore, resolutely choose the third
path: Digital sovereignty. This model in-
volves creating legal and regulatory struc-
turesthat ensure sovereign control over data
exports and unhindered rights to regulate
the national digital space. India is a democ-
racy, unlike China; but China’s decision to
largely exclude Big Tech from its market,
while often criticised, provided the fertile soil
for companies like Alibaba, Tencent, and
Didi to flourish into multi-billion-dollar glo-
bal entities. Through deliberate domestic
procurement and industrial policy, China
built a sovereign compute stack, from hard-
ware to cloud services, that today
powersadigital economy account-
ing for an astonishing 40 per cent
of its GDP, valued at over $7 trillion.

Contrast this with India’s $224
billion in software exports. While
valuable, this revenue often fails to
create the commensurate feedback
loops of high-value job creation,
sovereign data capital, and proprie-
tary Al development within our
own economy. Our exceptional
pool of software and semiconduc-
tor design engineers has con-

tributed significantly to the creation of tril-
lion-dollar valuations and explosive global
growth abroad. Instead of merely pleading
for relaxed immigration controlsin trade ne-
gotiations, we should be leveraging this digi-
tal talent as our most powerful negotiating
chip to secure our interests.

However, as ademocracy with open in-
teractions with the free world, India cannot
simply replicate the Chinese model. US
mega-firms are deeply entrenched across
our national digital landscape and Indian
consumers are accustomed to them. The
correct approach is not exclusion, but digi-
tal industrialisation driven by a strong na-
tional policy framework. The notification
of the Digital Personal Data Protection
Rules—even if some of us may quibble over
their details — is a welcome development,
ensuring that domestic law prevails over in-
ternational commitments. Furthermore,
the foundations for a sovereign digital fu-
ture have alreadybeen laid through initiat-
ives like the Digital Public Infrastructure
(DPI), the Aadhaar system, the India Stack,
and strategic focus on Al, semiconductors,
and quantum computing.

These indigenous capabilities must be
protected fiercely. Any attempt in ongoing
free trade agreement (FTA) negotiations to
insert clauses that mandate “refraining from
adopting or maintaining measures that dis-
criminate against digital services or products
of the other party” will be tantamount to digi-
tal self-sabotage. Such acommitment would
immediately halt every nascent measure
currently promoting indigenous digital ca-
pabilities, forcingus backinto the quagmire
of dependency.

India’s path toatmanirbharta in the digi-
tal domain requires a clear, unambiguous
stance. We must emerge from negotiations
in the category of a truly digital sovereign,
empowered to promote our own digital
giants and capture the wealth generated by
our owndata. Aflourishing, sovereign digital
economy promises to unlock trillion-dollar
growth and create millions of high-quality
employment opportunities, a necessary bul-
warkagainst theloomingthreat of Al-driven
layoffs. The choiceis clear: Secure our digital
future asasovereign powet, or risk becoming
ahighly digitised, economically consequen-
tial, but ultimately subaltern state under a
new, subtle digital raj.

The writer is MP, Thiruvananthapuram (Lok
Sabha) and chairman, Parliamentary Standing
Committee on External Affairs, and former
Chairman, Parliamentary Committee on IT

ANIMA ANJURI

A FEW developments have recently taken
place in Indian courtsin relation to the right
to mental health. First, the Supreme Court
in Sukdeb Saha vs State of Andhra Pradesh
read mental health asan integral component
of the right to life and personal liberty. Sec-
ond, the Delhi High Court overturned an
order allowing abortion on the ground of
grave injury to mental health in the case of a
16-year-old rape survivor. And third, a PIL
was filed before the Punjab and Haryana
High Court, praying that Section 3(2) of the
Medical Termination of Pregnancy Act, 1971,
which states that abortion may be provided
on the ground of “grave injury” to mental
health, be declared unconstitutional.
Treating mental health as negotiable in
case of pregnancy, and treating in-
jury to mental health as imaginary
unless medically proven, raises con-
cerns around the failure to respect
the right to equality and reproduc-
tive justice. This is especially so be-
causedatasuggeststhatoneinthree
toonein five women in India suffer
from mental health problems dur-
ing pregnancy and after childbirth.
Apregnancyisahealthincident
and is affected by social determi-
nants like financial stability, nutri-
tion, education, culture, caste and
gender-based violence. Viewing

Needing women to become
mentally ill to be able to seek
abortion violates their
constitutional rights to life
and personal liberty, health
and dignity. And denying
women the opportunity to
preserve their mental health
violates their right to
autonomy and privacy

mental health inisolation from systemicand
culturalissueslike son preference, early mar-
riage, intimate partner violence, including
marital rape, and contraceptive sabotage
undermines its significance in promoting
maternal well-being. The issue becomes
more layered in cases when a pregnancy is
unwanted. Such a pregnancy has a lasting
effect on women’s physical and mental well-
being. While quantifying mental anguish
may bedifficult, negating its presenceinthe
case of an unwanted pregnancy suggests a
lack of sensitivity to women’s lived realities.

A 2025 report by the Centre for Health
Equity, Law and Policy highlights how, de-
spitejudicial recognition of mental health as
astate of general well-being, multiple courts
deny abortion by citing the absence of men-
tal illness. It highlighted that a sub-
stantial number of the cases filed ex-
clusively on the ground of injury to
mental health between 2019 and
2024 were denied. This raises con-
cerns around how mental health is
perceived by the courts.

The Medical Termination of
Pregnancy Act itself requires thata
woman’s actual or reasonably fore-
seeable environment should be ac-
counted for to determine whether
continuance of a pregnancy would
involve risk of injury to health. How-
ever, this consideration is often re-

Connect the dots: Mental
health & reproductive rights

placed with the pathologisation of mental
health. Needingwomen to become mentally
ill to be able to seek abortion violates their
constitutional rights tolife and liberty, health
and dignity. And denying women the oppor-
tunity to preserve their mental health viol-
ates their right to autonomy and privacy.
WHO defines mental health as “a state of
well-beingin which every individual realises
his or her own potential, can cope with the
normal stresses of life, can work productively
and fruitfully, and can contribute to his or
her community”. This definition has been
relied upon by courts in multiple cases.
Therefore, reducingwomen’s mental health
to the presence or absence of illness isbeing
blind to a robust understanding of mental
health, and is discriminatory.

Recognising mental health asintegral to
reproductiverightsisessential foradvancing
gender equality and public health. This must
begin by challenging the lens of familial
ideology through which pregnancies are
seen andreplacingitwith women’slived ex-
periences and autonomy. Safeguarding
women’s mental health is not merely about
permitting abortion; it is about affirming
their right to dignity, choice, and the highest
attainable standard of health guaranteed
under the Constitution.

The writer is research fellow, Centre for Health
Equity Law and Policy, ILS, Pune

Temba Bavuma
stands tall but
we will still
short-change him
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SANDEEP DWIVEDI

NDER TEMBA Bavuma, South Africa has made
history again. After the World Test Championship
title, Bavuma has helped his team cross what was
once called the “final frontier” — beating Indiain
India. It was a Test where the 5°3” skipper had
faced casual heightism on the field and now even in praise there
were those who couldn’t help but throw what they thought was
a smart line: “Smallest player on the field having the biggest
heart”. This insensitivity is common practice in cricket.

Before leaving England, opener Ben Duckett seemed to have
resigned himselfto the dispiriting eventuality that awaited him
in Australia. “I know what they are going to call me. I've had it
my whole life. I only have to stand by the Western Terrace [at
Headingley] and the English fans are at me for being small.
We’'ll see how that goes — probably not well,” Duckett would
tell former England captain and present cricket correspondent
at The Sunday Times, Michael Atherton. Bavuma, too, might
be taking the cricket field with that same not-too-pleasant,
“we’ll see how it goes... probably not well” feeling. Actually, his
trauma is deeper, and longer. In a society with a history of racial
discrimination, the 35-year-old, since the time he made sense
of his surroundings, would have been brutally made to realise
the two big disadvantages he was born with in a racist society:
Being Black and being small. For him, skin colour would have
resulted in prejudice from birth, height-shaming might have
kicked off around adolescence.

Growing up in the Black township of Langa, a Cape Town
suburb, Bavumadidn’tlet
taunts or systemic segre-
gation hinder his pursuit
of becoming a top bats-
man. It is where 35 Black
people were killed in the
1985 Langa massacre. Ba-
vuma’s runs would knock
down most hurdles; he
would prove to the world
that boys from townships
i aren’t bornjust torunin
and bowl fast. They can be
graceful batsmen, and
more importantly, well-
respected and loved
leaders of a diverse na-
tion. But still, when the
bowler and wicket-keeper
are furiously debating a
DRS call against him,
wondering if the ball that has impacted the pads would have
hit the wicket, with the stump microphone invading the privacy
of ateam huddle, Bavuma gets referred to as a bauna — dwarf
in Hindi. This happened during the Guwahati Test.

Itcanbe argued that it wasn’t asledge but an instinctive ref-
erence to the batsman’s short stature. Many will say it was bad-
word selection and not a conscious derogatory utterance. But
it is still an irony, make it a tragedy, that the unfortunate event
happened in a Test where Bavuma towered over every batsman
inthe game. It was a match where he added many metres to his
stature as a batsman who delivers in big games, but he still
couldn’talter hisimage of a5’3” male. Itis anybody’s guess how
many more such monumental innings Bavuma will have to play
touncouple his height from his identity. He has been doing this
forawhile. In 2016, in his seventh Test, he became the first Black
South African toscore a Test hundred. In the match where Eng-
land’s Ben Stokes called him “absolute shit”, there were jokes
about his height. When will the world get over its juvenile
“lambu-chhotu” caricaturing of humans with varying heights?

Research on height discrimination takes one to a fascinating
booktitled Shortchanged by American author Tanya Osensky.
It explains the failure of human evolution to wipe out the dis-
turbing tall-short prejudice. Osensky mentions how language
has also dutifully chronicled this age-old bias. She writes how
“we look up” to those who are tall and attribute positive petr-
sonality characteristics to them while we ascribe negative traits
tothose “welook down on”. Other casual height-discrimination
references have silently snuck into spoken English and stayed
there: Shortchanged, getting the short end of the stick, small-
minded, and belittling are words that give a whiff of negativity.
While a “bigger person”, “riding high” and “making it big” are
all laudatory attributes in a human.

Sports could have done better; it should have got over
heightism long ago. There are enough 5-something legends to
prove that greatness isn’t the virtue of 6-somethings. Sunil Ga-
vaskar, Sachin Tendulkar, Virat Kohli or Diego Maradona, Lio-
nel Messi, Andres Iniesta— none were ever called tall but they
were larger-than-life figures, hailed as Little Masters. Why can’t
they just be seen as Masters? If age is just a number, why can’t
height be the same?

ILLUSTRATION: KOMAL

The writer is national sports editor, The Indian Express
sandeep.dwivedi@expressindia.com

SANTOSH K SINGH

ASSEMBLY ELECTIONS in Bihar this year
were preceded by Durga Puja, Diwali and
Chhath Puja. Sitting in Delhi, Iwas curious
about who was making the Durga idol this
time in my village. Earlier, I was told that
the people of the Kumhaar caste, who tra-
ditionally did this, had left the occupation.
Apparently, the young man who was mak-
ing the idol this time came from one of the
traditionally/erstwhile “untouchable”
castes of the village.

Hisstory goes like this: Years ago, he mi-
grated to West Bengal in search of ajob, and

In Bihar, caste has moved, caste experts haven't

ended up in Kumortuli in North Kolkata,
famous for idol making. This is where he
learnt the skill. As he returned to his village,
this man from the Dash-tola, as we used to
call it around four decades ago, silently
broke the purity-pollution model.

Caste and its structures are intimately
tied to thisland. Itslocality and power rela-
tions work in perfect sync. However, things
changed with the migration of not just the
non-landed castesbut also the castes whose
dominance stemmed from their ownership
of land. The new generation of the land-
owning castes preferred the comforts of cor-
porate offices in a distant Bengaluru or
Chennai. The rugged, rural and communi-
tarian grid seems to have lost out to the
anonymous, private, cosy cocoons in a dis-

tant metropolitan land.

This eventually led to the loosening of
the grip of the dominant caste. Caste
seems to have left the moribund and
straitjacketed ideological framework. This
facilitated the caste-neutral possibilities
in terms of job opportunities, career op-

Caste seems to have left the
moribund and straitjacketed
ideological framework. This
facilitated the caste-neutral
possibilities in terms of job
opportunities, career options
and political choices
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tions and political choices.

The Bihar verdict, in this sense, an-
nounces the eclipse of caste supremacists.
It questions the herd mentality. Herds are
predictable. Individuals are experimental,
aspirational and logical. The transition from
collective toindividual identity, particularly
in the context of caste, has been under-
mined orunderplayed in our understanding
of Bihar. A state long known for the politics
of social justice and empowerment of the
people on the margins gradually became a
fiefdom of afew families. The emancipatory
agenda of caste politics was sidelined once
the likes of Karpoori Thakur left the stage.

The Bihar verdict calls for a new matrix
toexamine therole of caste in politics. That
matrix must not read rural and urban in bi-

naries, and should factor in the impact of
migration, technology, social media and
the aspirational new generation of youths,
for whom, more often than not, Cham-
paran is about Champaran handi meat
rather than Gandhi’s satyagraha. The thing
is, caste has moved; not the caste experts.
They are still doing armchairism and look-
ing at caste through M N Srinivas’s Sansk-
ritisation model. The election verdict of
Bihar invites the caste specialists to hit the
ground and meet the young man who
made the Durgaidol in this Dussehrain my
village in Bihar.

The writer teaches Sociology at Dr BR
Ambedkar University, Delhi. His recent book is
The Deras: Culture, Diversity and Politics



THE INDIAN EXPRESS

Explain

THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 27,2025

17

e ENVIRONMENT

How Delhi’s air
quality monitors
work, and why
their readings
can falter

Sophiya Mathew
New Delhi, November 26

LAST WEEK, the Supreme Court asked authorities to
explain whether the equipment used in Delhi air-
quality monitoring stationsis suited to the city’s condi-
tions. The timing of the question is significant, given
Delhi’s heavy reliance on AQI readings to gauge daily
exposure to pollution.

The city’s network comprises 40 Continuous
Ambient Air Quality Monitoring Stations (CAAQMS),
which are compact, temperature-controlled cabins
functioning as automated laboratories. Spread across
the city for representative measurement, each station
must track eight pollutants: PM2.5, PM10, nitrogen di-
oxide, sulphur dioxide, carbon monoxide, ozone, am-
monia and lead.

They operate under Central Pollution Control Board
(CPCB) guidelinesissued in 2012, which specify the
principles, calibration steps and quality-control proce-
dures all instruments must follow.

Each air-conditioned, dust-proof station contains
racks of analysers, pumps and dataloggers, with samp-
linginlets mounted on a mast above the roof.

How monitors measure each pollutant

Particulate matter is measured using Beta Attenu-
ation Monitors (BAM), which rely on the betaray
attenuation principle, which measures the concentra-
tion of dust by passing a beam of beta rays through a
filter and calculating how much the signal is weakened
or attenuated by the collected particulate matter. Op-
tical methods are used for gaseous pollutants,
considering gases absorb or emit specific wavelengths
oflight.

These methods are approved under the National
Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) of 2009,
which list “gravimetric, wet-chemical (for manual sta-
tions) and automatic instrument-based techniques” to
ensure comparable data across India.

What affects the
accuracy of these
readings

AQI quality depends
onboth equipment per-
formance and the
amount of validated data
recorded. CPCBrequires
atleast 16 hours of
reliable daily data for at
least three pollutants,
one of which must be
PM2.5 or PM10. If instru-
ments shut down dueto
calibration, power issues
or extreme weather, a sta-

tion may miss this

Air Quality Monitoring Station  threshold.

in Vivek Vihar. soPHIYA MATHEW A CAG report tabled
this year showed that
many DPCC stations

failed to generate adequate, valid data each month, and
several did not measure pollutants such aslead, limit-
ing how complete the AQI picture is on any day.

Technical and operational issues can also affect ac-
curacy. High humidity can interfere with particulate
monitors, causing particles to absorb water and appear
heavier. Instruments may drift if not calibrated
frequently enough. Station location matters too: if in-
stalled too close to buildings, trees or exhaust vents,
distorted airflow can skew readings. Power
fluctuations or data-transmission failures can
interrupt real-time updates.

What studies say about accuracy

Recent scientific studies have examined the reliabil-
ity of particulate measurements in Delhi, including a
2021 analysis of BAM performance under the city’s ex-
treme meteorological conditions. Researchers from
CSIR-National Physical Laboratory and AcSIR found
that biasesin beta gauge readings “vary with ambient
high RH (relative humidity), particle mass loading,
boundary layer height and ventilation coefficient™.

When relative humidity or RH exceeded 60 per cent,
the study noted that more than 30% overestimation
was observed. “PM2.5 measurements by beta gauge
method show more deviation... leading to high mass
concentration”, it said, noting arise in overestimation
in winter and post-monsoon periods.

During high-pollution episodes, the bias could in-
crease “by afactor up to ~5 when particle massloading
alsobecomes high.” The authors recommended “site-
specific correction factor approaches... to get better re-
sults of beta gauge monitors,” noting that applying
such corrections reduced measurement bias from 46%
tounder 2%.

The US Environmental Protection Agency’s operat-
ing procedure for PM2.5 also notes that “high filter
loading canlead to flow perturbations,” meaning
excessive particulate accumulation can disturb airflow
inside the instrument and destabilise measurements.
Such data blackouts occurred at Delhi’s AQI stations on
Diwali night (October 20 this year), when pollution
spiked suddenly.
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 ECONOMICS

After cash, what Bihar’s
from Nitis

women need

Siddharth Upasani
New Delhi, November 26

NITISH KUMAR took oath as Bihar’s Chief
Minister for the 10th time last week, after
the National Democratic Alliance’s big vic-
tory in the recent Assembly elections.

And while the poll win may have ce-
mented Nitish’s status furtherin the annals
of Indian politics, it also confirmed — if a
confirmation was still needed — that cash
transfer schemes for women are the go-to
political strategy at the state level.

In August, the incumbent Nitish gov-
ernment announced the Mukhyamantri
Mahila Rozgar Yojana, aimed at providing
financial support to “one woman from
every household” across Bihar to start an
income-generating activity of her choice.

Under the scheme, a total of Rs 7,500
crore — or Rs 10,000 for 75 lakh women —
was deposited into women’s bank accounts
in late September, with the promise of
more to come. An additional financial sup-
port of up to Rs 2 lakh has been promised
to those showing good progress in their
area of employment.

This is a lot of money.

Accordingto a June paper by Sunaina
Kumar, Senior Fellow at the Observer Re-
search Foundation, even small targeted
and unconditional cash transfers to
women protect them from shocks such as
diseases, help better the well-being of
their household, improve food security,
contribute to the education of children,
and promote savings.

Allin all, women are empowered. But
more is needed in the long run.

“Onits own, however, targeted basic in-
come cannot lift women and families out
of poverty. For the country to achieve in-
clusive growth and sustained poverty re-
duction, cash transfers must be comple-
mented with sustained investments in
robust social protection systems and ex-
panded access to employment, education,
and skills development - particularly for
women,” Kumar wrote.

Women and work in Bihar

While the intention of the Mukhyaman-
tri Mahila Rojgar Yojana is to improve em-
ployment opportunities for women, just
handing out a few thousand rupees is not
going to achieve the objective given the cur-
rent dire situation.

According to the latest data from the
Ministry of Statistics and Programme Im-
plementation (MoSPI) for July-September

e EDUCATION

The Labour Force Participation
Rate for Bihar’s women is abysmal.
Some money in their accounts is
not enough to address the problem
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Nitish Kumar taking oath as Bihar CM at Gandhi Maidan in Patna last week. RAHUL SHARMA

2025, the Labour Force Participation Rate
(LFPR) for young women (15-29 years) in
Biharwas alowly 8.8% — notjust far below
the all-India average of 21.4% for women of
that age but also the lowest in the country.
The next lowest is Uttar Pradesh at 11.2 %,
with Himachal Pradesh the highest at 44%.

The situation is hardly better if one con-
siders all females aged 15 years and above.
Yes, Bihar’s female LFPR does rise con-
siderably to 20.6%, but it remains one of the
lowest in the country and well below the
all-India rate of 33.7%.

This was just women looking for jobs.
What about those who do find work; what
dotheydo?

More than three-fourth — 77.8% — of
employed women in Bihar aged 15 years
and above worked in the agriculture sector
in July-September 2025, significantly
higher than the all-India average of 59.1%.
Meanwhile, 7.3 % worked in the secondary
sector, including mining and quarrying,
and 14.9 % in the tertiary, or services sec-
tor. Both these figures are almost half the
all-India averages: 14.6% for the secondary
sector and 26.3% for services.

The dominance of agriculture for fe-
male employment in Bihar is visible in
both rural and urban areas.

But surely some employment is better
than nothing?

Yes. But the problem is that even with
such alow LFPR, women in Bihar have

Whatis
LFPR?

Labour Force
Participation
Rateis the
percentage of the
working-age
population that
is either
employed or
actively seeking
employment.

rather high unemployment rates. For
young women, the unemployment rate is
20.7%, higher than the national average of
17% for that category.

But in urban areas, the female unem-
ployment among young women of Bihar
was as high as 52.3 % — more than double
the all-India rate.

Only Rajasthan, at 53.2 %, had a higher
urban youth unemployment rate for
women.

Whois creating jobs?

Industry is required to generate jobs.
In 2023-24, Bihar had just 3,386 factories,
as per the latest Annual Survey of Indus-
tries. This was just 1.3% of all factories in
the country.

And of the total number of workers em-
ployed by the Indian industry, the
country’s third-most populous state
housed just 1.17 1akh, or 0.75%.

If not industry, what about services, the
sector that has powered the rest of the
country? Well, it has shrunk in Bihar.

According to MoSPI data, the net value
added by Bihar’s services sector reduced as
a percentage of the total net state value
added to 54.8% in 2024-25 from 61.2% in
2019-20.

The share of the secondary sector
(manufacturing, construction, and util-
ities), meanwhile, rose from 19.2% to 26.6
per cent, while the primary sector (agricul-
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ture and mining) remained broadly steady
around the 19-20% marKk.

Cash transfers to women are not going
toreverse the industry and services sector
trends.

Which iswhy itisimperative that the
fiscal sacrifice of these cash transfers is
notinvain. And there has been a massive
sacrifice.

Bihar’s fiscalillusion

States must keep their annual fiscal
deficit within 3% of their Gross State Do-
mestic Product. Bihar promised todosoin
its Budget for 2024-25. But the revised esti-
mate was an eye-watering 9.2%.

Bihar has promised a fiscal deficit of 3%
again in 2025-26. How? By assuming that
it’'s GSDP — or, its economy — will grow by
a massive 22% this year without adjusting
for inflation.

It’s worth putting this 22% growth as-
sumption in perspective: Bihar’seconomy
has never grown by 22% as per the current
GDPseries. In fact, the highest growth rate
of any state in 2024-25 was Tamil Nadu
with 14%. Bihar’s GSDP growth has aver-
aged 14.5% over the three years starting
2021-22. Data for 2025-26 is unavailable.

Whatever the growth rate, it will be a tall
task for Bihar to achieve its fiscal deficit tar-
get. In the first half of 2025-26, the deficit
was already Rs 85,814 crore compared to
the full-year target of Rs 32,718 crore.

What is Centre’s Bill to constitute single higher education authority

Abhinaya Harigovind
New Delhi, November 26

THE CENTRE will table the Higher Educa-
tion Commission of India (HECI) Bill, 2025,
which seeks to constitute a single regula-
tory authority for higher education, in the
winter session of Parliament next month.
The Bill aims to merge the functions of
three statutory bodies — the University
Grants Commission (UGC), the National
Council for Teacher Education (NCTE),
and the All India Council for Technical
Education (AICTE).

The move comes five years after the Na-
tional Education Policy (NEP) 2020 recom-
mended the formation of such a regulatory
authority. In 2018, the Centre drafted a
similar Bill, which sought to replace the
UGC with the HECI. However, it faced
pushback and got stalled.

The proposed HECI

According to officials, the latest Bill is
likely to follow the recommendations of
NEP 2020. The NEP proposed a single over-
arching regulator that would subsume the
functions of the UGC, AICTE, and NCTE.

While the UGC regulates higher education,
the AICTE oversees technical education in
engineering and management, and the
NCTE sets standards for teacher education.

The NEP proposed four verticals under
HECI: the National Higher Education Regu-
latory Council to regulate all fields except
medical and legal education; the National
Accreditation Council as an accrediting
body; the General Education Council to
frame learning outcomes; and the Higher
Education Grants Council for funding.

“Each vertical in HECI will be an inde-
pendent body consisting of persons having
high expertise in the relevant areas... HECI
itself will be a small, independent body of
eminent public-spirited experts in higher
education,” said the NEP 2020. Howevetr,
officials say funding decisions are likely to
remain with the government.

The HECI aims to reduce red tape and
help higher education institutions become
independent, self-governing institutions.
Pointing to the “heavy-handed” nature of
the current system, NEP 2020 said, “The
mechanistic and dissmpowering nature of
the regulatory system has been rife with
very basic problems, such as heavy concen-

Hayli Gubbi eruption: Why some volcanoes

ejectlava, others spew smokeandash

AFTER LAYING dormant for 12,000
years, the Hayli Gubbi volcanoin
northeastern Ethiopia erupted on Sun-
day, spewing thick plumes of ash and
gases many kilometres into the sky.
Contrary to popularimaginations
of volcanic eruptions, all volcanoes do
not eject streams of glowing, molten
lava. The nature of an eruptionisde-
termined by the viscosity of the
magma and its dissolved gas content.
Hetu Sheth, Professor, Department
of Earth Sciences at IIT Bombay, told
TheIndian Express, “In case the magma
ispoorinsilica, itis more fluid in nature
that allows the volatiles to easily escape
asopposedtosilica-richmagma, which
keepsthe volatiles trapped.”
Thessilica content of the
magma determines its
viscosity, that is, how “sticky” or
“runny”itis. “Runny” magmais
associated with more gentle, effusive
eruptions where lava simply flows or
oozesout ofavolcanic vent.
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Hayli Gubbi erupting, November 23. ap

Sticky, silica-rich magmaresultsin
explosive, ash-heavy eruptions. “The
explosive nature of any volcanic erup-
tionindicates the accumula-
tion of gas-rich volatiles and
pressurisationthat has
reached the breaking point, leading to
asudden blast. In such cases, the frag-
mented magma (tephra) gets ejected
instead of flowinglava,” Dr Sheth said.
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Reviving
2018 attempt

® The Bill seeks to
setupasingle regu-
latory authority for
higher educationin
India. It will merge
the functions of the
UGC,NCTE and
AICTE.

® A similar Bill was
proposed in 2018.
However, it got
stalled after critics
said the Bill would
lead to centralisation
of power and over-
regulation.
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How November 26 came to be celebrated

trations of power within a few bodies, con-
flicts of interest among these bodies, and a
resulting lack of accountability.”

The 2018 Bill

The previous Bill from 2018 envisioned
a commission replacing the UGC with an
HECI that would comprise a chairperson,
vice-chairperson, and 12 members ap-
pointed by the Centre. Since this version
did not subsume AICTE and NCTE, their
chairpersons were to be HECI members.

However, the Bill did notempower HECI
todisburse funds, leaving that with the then
Ministry of Human Resource Development
(MHRD). The commission’s tasks included
laying down standards for institutions to
award degrees and granting autonomy. It
also proposed an advisory council headed
by the HRD Minister, with heads of state
higher education councils as members.

Concerns aboutthe HECI

After the draft of the 2018 Bill was re-
leased for feedback, it faced pushback as
critics argued that the Bill would lead to
centralisation of power and overregulation.
Critics also raised concerns about the

HECTI’s composition, limited stakeholder
representation, and the transfer of UGC’s
financial powers to the MHRD.

In a letter to PM Narendra Modi, then
CPI(M) general secretary Sitaram Yechury
said there was “not even atoken representa-
tion of representatives from disadvantaged
sections like women, dalits, adivasis, back-
ward castes, minorities or persons with dis-
abilities in the composition of the Commis-
sion, while the Industry and Commercial
sector has been singled out as a stakeholder
and included in the composition.”

In February, a Parliamentary Standing
Committee, headed by Rajya Sabha
member Digvijay Singh, said the 2018 Bill
could leave state universities caught be-
tween national and state-level regulations.

“The draft HECI (which seeks to replace
UGC as a single regulator) appears to per-
petuate many of these same issues by
maintaining a Central Government-heavy
composition and insufficient State repre-
sentation,” the committee said. It added,
“The Committee observes that the multiplic-
ity of regulators leads to inconsistency in
standards and monitoring, making it diffi-
cult for institutions to function effectively.”

as India’s ‘Constitution Day’

ON NOVEMBER 26,1949, the Consti-
tuent Assembly adopted the Constitu-
tion of India, which came into effect
onJanuary 26,1950. While
January 26iscelebrated as
Republic Day, since 2015,
November 26 hasbeen
observed as the Constitution Day of
India, or Samvidhan Divas.

In May 2015, the Union Cabinet an-

The Constitution Day celebration at Samvidhan
Sadanin New Delhi on Wednesday. ani
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nounced that November 26 would be
observed as Constitution Day to pro-
mote “constitutional values amongst
citizens”. That year also
marked the 125th birth anni-
versary of BR Ambedkar, the
Chairman of the Drafting
Committee of the Constitution.

“Thisyear, the countryis
celebrating 125th birth Anniversary of
Dr. B.R. AmbedKkar. The ‘Constitution
Day’ will be a part of these year-long na-
tionwide celebrations. Thiswillbea
tribute to Dr. Ambedkar, who played a
seminal role in the framingofthe
Indian Constitution as the Chairman of
the Drafting Committee of Constituent
Assembly,” a Press Information Bureau
release said in 2015.

The move was formally notified on
November 19, 2015. Before that,
November 26 was observed as
National Law Day. Ambedkar was also
the first Law Minister of India.
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