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P
rime Minister Narendra Modi’s 24-hour
visit to Jerusalem was a signi�cant bilater-
al outreach to Israel, but a missed oppor-

tunity on Palestine, with complex consequences
for India’s ties with West Asia. Israeli Prime Minis-
ter Benjamin Netanyahu had announced the visit
in December and con�rmed the dates on Sunday,
indicating Israel’s keen interest in hosting Mr. Mo-
di. From Mr. Modi’s landing, to every engage-
ment up to his departure, Mr. Netanyahu perso-
nally escorted Mr. Modi everywhere. After
bilateral talks on Thursday, the two leaders
agreed to upgrade ties to a “Special Strategic
Partnership”, and signed a critical technologies
partnership among more than 15 MoUs in AI,
agriculture, culture and education. They also
agreed to facilitate the employment of 50,000 In-
dian workers in Israel over the next �ve years.
The engagement, and Mr. Netanyahu’s deep
praise for Mr. Modi and the India relationship
was even more intense than during Mr. Modi’s
2017 visit. This possibly accrues from the timing
of the visit, as Israel faces growing isolation over
high casualties in Gaza and Mr. Netanyahu’s West
Bank settlement plans. In the past week, Israel’s
West Bank proposals have been condemned by
dozens of countries, which includes Germany,
France, and the U.K. that have been measured so
far. Mr. Netanyahu heads into an election later
this year, which will be seen as a referendum on
his record, in terms of alleged corruption in his
government as well as for accountability for se-
curity lapses in 2023 and the civilian toll of Is-
rael’s response. Mr. Modi’s visit would bolster
him politically. In his speech at the Knesset, Mr.
Modi referred only obliquely to Palestinian sove-
reignty, saying that the U.S.-led Gaza Peace Initia-
tive, which commits to a two-state solution,
“holds the promise of a just and durable peace...
including by addressing the Palestine Issue”. The
Prime Minister said that India shared the pain
and grief of every life lost in the October 2023 ter-
ror attack by Hamas but made no mention of the
high toll — more than 72,000 killed — in the
strikes on Gaza by Israel since then.

It is hoped that Mr. Modi will clarify India’s po-
sition on the con�ict, as he did after his last visit,
by following it up with a visit to Palestine. His de-
cision to travel amidst the threat of U.S. attacks
on Iran carried the possible risk of taking sides in
the event of a con�ict. Beyond the bilateral, the
outcomes of his visit will be judged globally by its
impact on the larger West Asian neighbourhood.
First, his announcement that India-Israel-UAE
and India-Israel-UAE-U.S. “I2U2” would develop
new momentum, as would the India-Middle East-
Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC), indicates
New Delhi believes that regional initiatives are
still viable despite the polarised atmosphere and
recent deep fault-lines. Second, a decision to
“stand with Israel, �rmly... ” could come at the
cost of India’s relations with other West Asian
powers, which expect India to remain steadfast
to its historically calibrated regional balance, and
to principles of peace, morality and compassion
in the Israel-Palestine con�ict.

Taking sides
India’s relations with Israel should not

be at the cost of ties with the Arab world

A
venerable institution, facing accusations
of opacity, decided to stun its detractors
with some transparency. The Indian

Space Research Organisation (ISRO) made public
the report of a technical committee, constituted
to analyse why the NVS-02 satellite, which was
launched aboard a GSLV rocket on January 29,
2025, could not be placed in its intended orbit.
Until this week, there was no o�cial explanation
why this had happened. An accompanying press
statement — not a report it must be noted — sur-
mised that an ‘apex’ committee had concluded
that a signal meant to activate a key valve in the
engine’s oxidiser line never reached it. This valve
is crucial for �ring the engine to raise the space-
craft’s orbit and this likely happened because at
least one connection in the electrical connector
— in both the primary and backup lines — came
loose or failed, preventing the signal from getting
through. All of this is useful information, but only
for ISRO to be cautious in future missions. In fact,
the press statement continued, these learnings
were “successfully implemented” in a November
2, 2025 mission by the LVM-3 M5 launch vehicle
that placed the GSAT-7R, India’s heaviest commu-
nication satellite, in its intended orbit. When the
ISRO releases a statement on an event from a
year ago, it must strive to illuminate rather than
be seen to declassify under duress. It should have
revealed whether the connection came loose be-
cause of an oversight; whether multiple levels of
personnel — or machines — who scrutinise every
nut and screw on the assembly line failed, or if a
manufacturing anomaly had compounded over
time in a way that would have escaped detection
even by the most vigilant overseers.

At the other end, doing so reinforces public
con�dence in the institution. It should be able to
reveal such information without blaming indivi-
duals or withholding proprietary or strategic in-
formation. Making such ‘Failure Analysis’ reports
public, as they are called, used to be a routine af-
fair. However, ISRO seems to have retreated into a
shell following the back-to-back failures of the Po-
lar Satellite Launch Vehicles in January and in
May 2025. In fact, beyond the technical commit-
tees— another committee has been set up to
probe “systemic issues” underlying the failures
of these rockets — ISRO should not choose insu-
larity at a time when traditional business models
all over the world are being disrupted.

A brittle shell
ISRO should choose transparency to

reinforce public con�dence

“I
t was the best of times; it was the
worst of times”, wrote Charles
Dickens in A Tale of Two Cities. This
sums up the state of a�airs in India in

the past decade or so. Of particular interest here
is the income mobility of di�erent segments of
the population which reveals sharp upward and
downward shifts between 2014 and 2025. Those
experiencing downward mobility among the poor
su�er humiliation, hunger, morbidity, infant and
child mortality, while the a�uent experiencing
upward mobility �aunt their wealth in
ostentatious living, speculative investments in
real estate, business ventures, and high risk
gambling. So, movements into and out of
deprivation and a�uence are of considerable
interest. All these changes are likely to in�uence
income distribution that cannot be captured
through poverty and income inequality
measures. Instead, we demonstrate below that
analysis of income mobility during the period
2014-25 yields richer insights into income
distributional outcomes. The overall picture has
shades of grey but it is not counterintuitive.

The state of households
Households are grouped each year into three
income categories based on their 2014 per capita
income rank: the top 10%, the next 40%, and the
bottom 50%. Income mobility is de�ned as
movement across these groups relative to a
household’s 2014 position — downward (to a
lower group), no change (same group), or upward
(to a higher group). 

To assess whether elections mattered, the
period 2014-2025 is divided into two sub-periods,
2014-19 and 2019-24, each anchored around a
national election year. Our analysis draws on real
(in�ation-adjusted) per capita income data from
the Consumer Pyramids Household Survey
conducted by the Centre for Monitoring Indian
Economy, spanning 2014-2025. We construct a
balanced panel of households that are
consistently observed across these years.

At the all-India level, the share of households
experiencing downward mobility nearly doubles
— from 14% in 2015 to 26.8% in 2025 — while the
proportion remaining in the same income group
falls sharply from over 70% to below half. Upward
mobility does increase over time, rising from
14.1% to 23.5%, but this improvement is gradual
and consistently trails the rise in downward
movement. What stands out is not just mobility,
but its direction: the balance tilts increasingly
towards decline rather than ascent. By 2025,
more than one in four households are worse-o�
relative to their 2014 position. The data suggest
an economy marked less by broad-based upward
progress and more by growing vulnerability and
uneven gains.

The rural trends are particularly sobering. By
2025, nearly 29% of rural households are
worse-o� than they were in 2014, while the share
that remained in the same income group has
fallen below half. Although some upward

movement is visible, especially in the early years,
it is consistently outpaced by the rise in
households slipping down the income ladder. The
sharpest deterioration occurs in the �rst
subperiod (2014-19), but the vulnerability persists
thereafter. 

Urban India fares somewhat better, yet, the
picture is hardly reassuring. Downward mobility
rises here too, albeit more gradually than in rural
areas, even as upward mobility improves at a
faster pace than in the countryside. 

The contrast suggests that whatever gains have
materialised are more concentrated in urban
centres, while rural households bear the brunt of
economic volatility. Far from a story of
broad-based inclusion, the evidence points to a
widening experience of insecurity — one that sits
uneasily with vociferous claims of steadily falling
inequality.

Caste patterns
The caste-wise patterns are equally revealing —
and troubling. Since 2014, downward mobility
has risen across all social groups, with
particularly sharp increases among Other
Backward Classes (OBC) and Scheduled Caste (SC)
households. By 2025, roughly a quarter or more
of households in each of these groups are worse-
o� than they were in 2014. While upward
mobility has improved for the Unreserved and
OBCs, it remains muted and uneven for SCs
across the entire period. 

For SC households, the constraint appears less
about dramatic descent and more about the
persistent narrowing of pathways upward. The
steepest rise in downward mobility occurs in the
�rst subperiod (2014-19), even as upward mobility
loses momentum in the years thereafter. This sits
uneasily with repeated assertions by the ruling
party and the Prime Minister about shrinking
inequalities and expanding opportunity.

At the same time, there has been considerable
social churn, with the ruling party broadening its
base — particularly among OBCs and sections of
upper castes in States such as Uttar Pradesh —
reshaping traditional hierarchies of in�uence
within the broader caste landscape. Our analysis
echoes a longer history of caste-based
deprivation in India — where occupational
segmentation, unequal access to assets and
education, and entrenched social discrimination
continue to shape economic outcomes. 

Scheduled Tribes display comparatively lower
downward mobility and some episodes of
stronger upward movement, possibly re�ecting
targeted interventions and regional development
e�orts. Yet, the broader message is unmistakable:
caste remains a decisive fault line in income
mobility, and the promise of equal economic
ascent remains illusory.

Relative to 2014, downward mobility rises
across all religious groups, with the rise being
more pronounced among both Hindu and
Muslim households over time. Upward mobility
increases steadily for Sikh and Christian

households, often outpacing downward
movements in several years, while gains for
Hindu and Muslim households are more gradual,
indicating uneven mobility trajectories across
religious groups by 2025. Among Hindus and
Muslims, downward mobility spikes around
election years, while upward mobility rises more
modestly. For Muslims in particular, the rise in
upward mobility remains weaker than for
Hindus. Again, discrimination against Muslims
has restricted their upward mobility and not so
much their downward mobility. Sikh and
Christian households display stronger upward
mobility in the earlier years, though this
momentum weakens in the latter half of the
decade.

The story is about entrenched inequality
While the headline numbers point to growing
downward mobility, a more rigorous statistical
analysis reinforces the same conclusion. After
accounting for household characteristics, we �nd
that higher income dispersion at the district level
is systematically associated with greater
downward mobility. In other words, households
located in more unequal districts are more likely
to slip down the income ladder than to climb up. 

Inequality, far from spurring aspiration,
appears to harden economic boundaries. The
results also echo familiar social fault lines:
households from historically disadvantaged caste
groups and Muslims exhibit signi�cantly lower
mobility, while education, urban location and
larger household size are associated with better
prospects. The deeper story, then, is about
entrenched inequality shaping who moves ahead
— and who falls behind.

That 2019 marked a turning point is not
surprising as the Bharatiya Janata Party secured a
historic victory in the general election. But, soon
after, the government had to deal with the
catastrophic COVID-19 pandemic that caused
massive humanitarian and economic crises. Their
inept handling means that the disruption
persisted long after the pandemic ceased. 

Reckless pursuit of Hindutva without a
coherent strategy to revive the informal sector
including agriculture, lower increase in upward
income mobility while resilience among certain
segments — including OBCs and SCs as well as
Muslims — helped slow their descent into
deprivation. So, perhaps resilience in the face of
adversity matters too.

The larger concern is that an economy in
which more households are slipping down than
climbing up cannot sustain social stability for
long. When inequality hardens into reduced
mobility, frustration replaces aspiration.
Therefore, policy must move beyond headline
growth and focus on strengthening public health,
education, employment-intensive sectors, and
social protection. Policies addressing
discrimination are not matters of welfare alone —
they are central to restoring mobility and
renewing faith in economic progress.
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R. Nallakannu

The passing of comrade R.
Nallakannu, the veteran
Communist leader, at the
ripe old age of 101 in
Chennai, is a great loss. I
have had the opportunity to

built not in marble, but in
meaningful contribution.

A.P. Thiruvadi,
Chennai

His final wish was not for
stone or symbolism, but
service. By donating his
body to the MMC to
advance medical education,
he chose purpose over
prominence. A legacy is

only recognise his immense
contributions to society but
also rea�irm the values of
simplicity, sacrifice, and
service that he embodies.
N.G.R. Prasad,
Chennai

peasantry and the
downtrodden. It is needless
to say that it is di�icult to
find leaders like him. It is
my firm belief that
honouring him with the
Bharat Ratna would not

meet him on a couple of
occasions, and was deeply
moved each time by his
extraordinary simplicity and
sacrifice. He dedicated his
entire life to the freedom of
this country and to the
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T
hree years ago, and at the start of
India’s G-20 presidency, critical
minerals barely featured as a strategic
topic in policy thinking. As recently as

August 2023, several critical minerals, including
lithium, were still classi�ed as atomic minerals,
e�ectively barring private exploration and
mining. But the latest Union Budget shows that
something critical has shifted in India’s thinking.

The government has now signalled that critical
minerals have moved to the mainstream, and
must become a core pillar of India’s industrial,
energy, and geopolitical strategy. The emphasis
on ‘critical minerals’ in the Budget speech is
revealing. The focus is no longer on whether
India needs a critical minerals policy but on
whether India can now execute while building
expertise at scale, speed and depth.

Clear policy drive
There is clear policy momentum. India now has a
list of 30 critical minerals and has eased mineral
exploration for junior miners while also
rationalising the royalty rates. In January 2025,
the government launched the National Critical
Mineral Mission (NCMM) with a budgetary outlay
of ₹16,300 crore. Today, India is among a small
group of countries with a comprehensive and
ambitious policy framework for critical minerals.

Yet, ambition alone will not deliver mineral
security. Execution will. It takes years — often
decades — to discover and mine minerals, but
extraction is not the only bottleneck. China
controls up to 90% of global mineral processing
capacity for several critical minerals. However,
analysis by the Council on Energy, Environment
and Water (CEEW) suggests that India already has
the capabilities to process a few minerals to high
purity levels.

For instance, Indian industries already
produce high-purity copper, graphite, rare earth
oxides, tin and titanium — often exceeding 99.9%
purity. However, existing production is largely
geared towards conventional uses and limited
volumes. Meeting the requirements of clean tech
and defence will require further technological

upgrading, deeper re�ning, and capacity
expansion. Skills from established sectors such as
chemicals, pharmaceuticals and textiles could be
leveraged to process raw minerals to higher
purity and scale.

Priority areas
In this context, Budget 2026 begins the harder
work of implementation. To sustain this
momentum, India must double down on three
priorities: First, create demand avenues for
processed minerals. The Budget rightly removes
import duties on capital goods used in the
processing of critical minerals. Given high capex
requirements, this improves the competitiveness
of upcoming re�neries. However, the biggest
constraint investors face is not just cost but also
the lack of assured domestic demand for
processed minerals. While government initiatives
support domestic manufacturing of batteries,
solar modules, wind turbines, and electric
vehicles, delays in backward integration continue
to create uncertainty for midstream processors.
Boosting the deployment of locally-made electric
vehicles, batteries, solar, and wind would have
powerful third-order e�ects, strengthening
processing, mining, and exploration ecosystems.
Demand creation remains the most decisive
industrial policy lever.

Second, adopt an Arti�cial Intelligence (AI)
-�rst approach to mineral exploration. The
NCMM targets 1,200 exploration projects by
FY2031. The Budget strengthens project viability
by making exploration expenditure for nine
critical minerals eligible for tax deductions.
Interestingly, four of these minerals (beryllium,
tantalum, lithium and niobium) were on the
restricted atomic minerals list just three years
ago. To truly de-risk exploration, leveraging
technology will be critical. India should mandate
an AI-�rst approach to mineral exploration,
backed by coherence across the IndiaAI Mission,
the National Geospatial Policy, and Mission
Anveshan. Today, Mission Anveshan focuses on
hydrocarbon discovery using seismic AI tools.
Extending such capabilities to the National

Geoscience Data Repository could signi�cantly
improve prospectivity analysis and aid new site
discoveries.

Third, leverage geopolitical disruption to build
technological sovereignty. In 2025, the
weaponisation of rare earth magnets and battery
supply chains exposed the fragility of global
industrial and clean energy policies. The
government’s response — announcing rare earth
corridors across coastal States and reducing
import duties on monazite sands — is timely.
States should now leverage existing infrastructure
and manpower to serve global demand, creating
jobs and boosting regional growth.

International partnerships are key
But beyond local action, India should accelerate
institutional and industrial partnerships with
Australia, the European countries, Japan, the
United Kingdom and the United States. Many of
them possess advanced minerals processing or
complex component manufacturing capabilities
but remain cautious about technology transfer.
These �rms should be nudged and encouraged to
set up their facilities in India to service global
markets. While the ₹7,280 crore scheme for
sintered rare earth permanent magnets is a start,
regulatory certainty, water-tight legal
frameworks, market access and research
collaboration will be equally important.
Strengthening links between centres of
excellence in India to their global counterparts —
such as through the UK-India Critical Minerals
Supply Chain Observatory — should be
prioritised, including under the recently
concluded India-European Union Free Trade
Agreement.

In a turbulent world, 2026 can be a year of
accelerated ambition if approached with speed,
con�dence and caution. India’s leadership in
critical minerals hinges on coordinated action
supported by inter-ministerial coordination,
proactive state leadership, and global
partnerships.

The views expressed are personal

The shift of critical minerals to India’s strategic centre

Rishabh Jain

is Fellow at the
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Water (CEEW)

The Union
Budget has
highlighted
India’s new
‘mineral resolve’
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London, Feb. 25: Frequent comings and goings
at Foreign O�ce of European emissaries
indicate the delicate state of the League Council
issue. Sir Erie Drummond came to London to
confer with the Cabinet who, in addition to
negotiating with foreign diplomats, are
continuously consulting British Dominions.
Yesterday’s cabinet meeting was devoted almost
entirely to foreign a�airs.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO FEBRUARY 27, 1926

League council controversy

A
rti�cial Intelligence (AI) has moved
from experimentation to enterprise
adoption in under two years, with
industry estimates projecting AI

services revenues of $10 billion-$12 billion in
FY26. Yet, this moment of expansion coincides
with layo�s, automation, and the vulnerability
of entry-level roles in India’s Information
Technology (IT) and Business Process
Outsourcing (BPO) sectors. It also coincides with
India’s top tech �rms integrating AI products
into their work�ows. Have AI products/LLMs
started to disrupt the software services
industry? Kishan Sundar and Alaganambi
Welkin discuss the question in a conversation
moderated by Kunal Shankar. Edited excerpts:

Are the rapid advances in AI disrupting
India’s IT services sector, or are we
witnessing a transformation?

Alagunambi Welkin: Based on discussions
with union members across companies and
levels, what we think is happening now is AI
washing. The retrenchments or restructuring
happening in companies are not primarily due
to AI, but in the name of AI. 

At the same time, transformation is
happening. Every developer and key engineer in
IT services companies is adapting to AI tools that
assist their day-to-day life. There is a wide shift
happening across the industry in how we work,
and that transformation is positive.

But the claims that AI is going to take over
massive jobs, that no more developers are
needed, and that entire end-to-end development
can be done by AI... we think that is far-fetched.
So, what we see is cost cutting, typically done by
major multinational corporations, now being
termed AI-based cost cutting.

Kishan Sundar: AI is not replacing the industry;
it is transforming it. In the last three decades,
the industry has operated on labour arbitrage.
Growth came from adding people. That was its
strength — well-managed processes and
predictable delivery. Now we are moving
towards intelligence arbitrage. GenAI enables
growth without a matching increase in sta�. 

From COBOL days, when you had to
remember syntax and semantics, to IntelliSense
improving productivity, to AI assistance that
completes methods and refactors — today, by
giving a prompt, you get well-structured code.
But is that code production-ready? You need a
di�erent skill set to assess whether it is good
enough, whether it needs refactoring, whether
the right pattern is adopted.

The same shift is happening for product

managers. Writing user stories and acceptance
criteria, which used to take hours and required
concurrence from developers and testers, can
now be done much faster. Testers are becoming
e�cient. DevOps engineers are becoming
e�cient. In essence, a squad of eight to 10
members can become three to �ve. 

But does that mean roles are shrinking and
layo�s are inevitable? No. AI applications are not
deploy-and-forget. There is drift and �ne-tuning.
Traditional AMS (application management
services) now need to adopt di�erently.
Additional roles are getting created.

Net-net, revenue per engineer is increasing.
The number of people needed per engagement
may reduce, but the range of roles is expanding.

Are entry-level roles, especially in BPO and
KPO (knowledge process outsourcing), more
vulnerable?

AW: When we speak about the IT industry in
India, there are two major classi�cations. One is
IT services companies that build, maintain, and
enhance software. The other is BPO and KPO
jobs, which are repetitive and well-de�ned.

Because of the scale, we increase head count
and deliver through documentation or calls.
Those kinds of jobs are de�nitely vulnerable
now. With agentic AI developments, companies
are saying they can automate end-to-end
processes. A call centre with 4,000-5,000 sta�
does not need all of them for every process.
Handling validation and retraining in response
to deviations may require just 10–15 people.

On the other side, in IT services companies,
AI is assisting the end-to-end software
development cycle and drastically reducing the
number of hours required to complete a task.

But development is not just coding. Engineers
interact with multiple teams — within the client
organisation, across geographies, and with
counterpart teams in the U.S. or the U.K. There
are interdependencies, internal politics,
di�ering agendas, and competition. Even if

software can be built in two or three hours, it
still requires requirements from one team and
data from another. And when someone feels
vulnerable, they may not communicate those
requirements clearly. So, a part of the job is
getting easier because of AI tools, but that alone
is not enough to replace humans entirely. At the
same time, if the hours required to build
software drop signi�cantly, there may be a case
for reducing overall working hours.

Are global AI partnerships defensive moves,
or growth strategies?

KS: They are de�nitely growth strategies. We
should not fall into the trap of vibe coding. In
regulated environments such as banking and
�nancial services, every line written must have
audit and traceability — why it was written and
for what purpose. We are adopting the same
Software Development Life Cycle but
embedding AI in every aspect. LLMs generate
code. We build wrappers and context layers so
that every line generated against a prompt is
repeatable and consistent across developers.
That ensures maintainability.

Gone are the days of the 10x developer. Now
context engineering is the essence. The engineer
who knows the domain and context becomes
critical rather than someone who codes fast.

Most LLMs are horizontal. Where we come in
is bringing domain context — retail banking,
wealth management, corporate banking — and
embedding regulatory aspects into the lifecycle. 

Beyond services, we are developing
proprietary frameworks and product
engineering capabilities.

Is India largely consuming AI built
elsewhere?

AW: The MNCs leading LLMs and AI
transformations own the IP and build
foundational models with enormous capital and
infrastructure. Indian IT companies collaborate
with them, use their services, rebrand them, or
build on top of them. Compared to the U.S. or
China, we invest insu�ciently in education,
research, compute capacity, and data
infrastructure, so we are not building

foundational models that can compete globally.
Reskilling is happening mainly on the consumer
side — prompt engineering, context engineering,
and agent building. 

KS: It is not completely black and white. India
has strengths in systems engineering, enterprise
integration, scaling, execution, and process
rigour. The strategic question is whether we
prioritise sovereign LLMs or double down on AI
services dominance. Both should happen, but
prioritisation matters.

Is the services model shifting from
manpower-driven billing to outcome-based
pricing?

KS: We moved from the traditional pyramid
model to a diamond structure and from
time-and-material pricing to squad-based
pricing. Now, we are moving further towards
outcome-based or output-based pricing.
Customers care about predictable delivery,
quality, and clarity of cost upfront. With
outcome-based pricing, what matters is
predictable delivery and quality. That gives us
the opportunity to grow faster while
maintaining margins.

Has the time come to speak about a ‘just
transition’ for the IT sector? What should
companies and government do, and what
protections are needed?

AW: That part is not being discussed enough.
When transformation happens, unemployment
increases. If a person suddenly gets laid o�
without information, his �nancial planning,
family, and children’s education are all a�ected.
Employees in India pay huge taxes. Why don’t
we get unemployment bene�ts when we do not
get jobs for six months or a year?

Skill India is not credit-based. You cannot
formally certify your skills in India through it.
Simply watching a video and claiming
competence is not enough for the industry. 

Algorithms are increasingly deciding work
and life. There should be transparency and
regulation. Otherwise, it will create di�cult
situations, including mental health concerns.

Data centres are going to increase because of
AI and data protection needs. They create less
employment but more climate impact —
electricity consumption and water usage. That
impact also needs to be discussed.

Have AI products/LLMs started to disrupt the software services industry?
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Based on discussions with union members
across companies and levels, what we think is
happening now is AI washing. The
retrenchments or restructuring happening in
companies are not primarily due to AI, but in
the name of AI.
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H
ow does a reporter cover a mas-
sive international summit with
simultaneous programming?

That was my challenge when I entered
the India AI Impact Summit at Bharat
Mandapam in New Delhi last week.

I �rst thought I had an infallible tech-
enabled plan: I would use a snippet of
code to fetch audio clips of YouTube liv-
estreams of several panel discussions,
transcribe them with a cloud-based voice
recognition tool, review those transcripts
later, and then �le stories.

But that is not what happened. The or-
ganisers seem to have found it di�cult to
get an adequate number of video and liv-
estream personnel to reliably take care of
a dozen simultaneous livestreams. My
technique ran into trouble at several dis-
cussions, where the stream started only
after the panel was introduced. This
made it challenging for me to “diarize”
transcripts (add speaker names to each
text) by cross-referencing the panellists
listed on the summit website. The web-
site itself kept changing without notice.
And sometimes, much to my annoyance,
someone would leave a live mic on a pro-
duction counter, severely compromising
my automated transcription.

Thankfully, other reporting assign-
ments kept me busy — daily brie�ngs, in-
terviews with di�erent players in the AI
ecosystem, and high-pro�le controver-
sies, including the haphazard security ar-
rangements that caused speakers to miss
their own sessions and Galgotias Univer-
sity’s Chinese robodog.

As I ran around taking notes, I kept
thinking, ‘there has got to be an easier
way to do this’. And there indeed was, for
many tasks. I felt guilty whenever I was
not trying to �nd those easier ways. That
feeling came from having just download-
ed Claude, a coding-focused AI app that
could help make my work much simpler.

With no coding experience, I built
three tools likely to save me time on grunt
work. The �rst is an Android app to con-

tinuously fetch noti�cations from the Ga-
zette of India, which has a tendency to
drop, with little warning, major policy
updates through the week. The second is
a process to update my personal website.
While it earlier took me half an hour ev-
ery three months to do this, it now takes
just a minute. The third was a small
browser extension to automate the many
steps required to submit a drafted story.

I was — and still am — excited and
scared. Excited because I can be free of
some of the drudgery that is incidental to
my work. Fear because these are capabil-
ities that theoretically everyone has now.
And with time, these may not be just cool
hacks, but a core part of the capabilities
we are expected to exercise. How can so-
meone who grew up in a pre-AI internet
era compete with someone who tries all
they can to get more done?

To be sure, the craft of journalism is
not as exposed to AI-led displacement as,
say, programming. The profession de-
mands that a journalist earn the trust of
experts — and convince them to share
what they know as well. The LLM frenzy
is, however, likely to di�use in unsettling
ways. What happens to journalists start-
ing out without these tools when their
competition is using agents to compose
and send individualised emails seeking
information? What happens if the AI na-
tives supercharge their productivity and
compound their skills faster than some-
one who still does things as they have
been for the last decade?

For now, there is likely a ceiling: com-
plex work�ows involving autonomous
agents — as opposed to mere productivity
hacks — require tokens for LLM infe-
rence, which are expensive. Even with a
paid Claude subscription, I hit usage li-
mits using its most advanced model to
build the three tools above. These costs
o�er some cushion. But as inference be-
comes cheaper, professionals will have to
face the full possibilities of automation
and the costs of failing to adapt.

aroon.deep@thehindu.co.in

At the AI Summit, learning to love
and fear the era of agents

AI is already helping with some subtle shortcuts in journalism.
What if that changes?

Aroon Deep
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A light moment at Pusa

PICTURE OF THE WEEK

X

Women farmers from Dausa district, Rajasthan, during their visit to the Pusa Krishi Vigyan Mela at the Indian Agricultural Research Institute grounds on the Pusa campus in New

Delhi. The event was inaugurated by Union Agriculture and Rural Development Minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan. SHIV KUMAR PUSHPAKAR

Washington, Feb. 26: Pakistan has told Canada
that it cannot permit the latter to have a say in
how Pakistan operates a nuclear reprocessing
plant it is buying from France. Canada, it
seems, wants to be assured that Pakistan will
not use the nuclear wastes produced by its
Canadian supplied reactor in the French plant

to make weapons-grade plutonium. After
inconclusive discussions on the subject with
Premier Trudeau of Canada, the Pakistan
Prime Minister, Mr. Z.A. Bhutto, told a news
conference in Ottawa: “We are prepared to
consider adequate safeguards but we do not
want to be tied body and soul to it. We cannot
see Canada imposing safeguards on a
reprocessing plant.” Though Mr. Bhutto also
said: “We are not interested in making
explosions,” Canada and the U.S. suspect that
Pakistan’s only motive in acquiring an
expensive and unviable reprocessing plant
from France is to make atomic bombs.

FIFTY YEARS AGO FEBRUARY 27, 1976

Nuclear plant: Pak. refuses to
give guarantees to Canada

F R O M T H E A R C H I V E S
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Firearms recovered
from Naxalites in
Chhattisgarh in 6 years

989
AK-47, INAS, and SLR

rifles were recovered in

Chhattisgarh over the

past six years following encounters with

Naxalites and from surrendered or arrested

ultras, Deputy Chief Minister Vijay Sharma

informed the State Assembly. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Migrant deaths or
missing cases
recorded in 2025

7,667
At least 7,667

people died or

went missing on

migration routes worldwide in 2025,

International Organization for Migration

said. Sea routes such as the Mediterranean

remain among the deadliest. REUTERS

Residential schools to
get Innovation Labs in
Karnataka

60
The Karnataka government

will establish ‘Innovation

Labs’ in over 60 residential

schools across the State. ₹6 crore has been

allocated under the Scheduled Castes

Sub-Plan/ Tribals Sub-Plan grants for the

2025-26 academic year. PTI

Number of animals
killed in Ohio farm
complex �re

6,000
A massive

fire at an

Ohio farm

complex killed 6,000 animals. The blaze

engulfed two of five large agricultural

buildings. The State Fire Marshal’s Office is

investigating the cause of the fire. PTI

Bodies of Ukrainian
soldiers handed over
by Russia

1,000
Russia handed

over the

remains of

1,000 Ukrainian soldiers, while Ukraine

returned the bodies of 35 Russian fighters,

according to Moscow’s top negotiator. AFP
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W
ith �ve-pointed questions
recently, the Allahabad
High Court has laid bare
bulldozer justice. Punitive

demolitions transform executive
discretion into punishment without due
process. In a constitutional democracy,
coercive state power is expected to follow
a predictable sequence: allegation,
investigation, adjudication, and only
thereafter sanction. Yet, in recent years,
Uttar Pradesh has witnessed a troubling
administrative trend popularly described
as ‘bulldozer justice’, in which properties
linked to persons accused of crimes are
demolished shortly after incidents of
alleged wrongdoing.

Courts have repeatedly been called
upon to examine whether demolitions
carried out immediately after the
registration of criminal cases conform to
constitutional principles. In 2024, the
Supreme Court intervened to delineate
the boundaries of lawful action, issuing
explicit directions against punitive
demolitions. However, the recurrence of
such practices indicates that the tension
between executive discretion and
constitutional restraint remains
unresolved.

Present episode
The latest instance reached the Allahabad
High Court when a family from Hamirpur
district sought protection against the
threatened demolition of their residence
and commercial premises following the
registration of charges against a relative.
The petitioners themselves were not
implicated, yet municipal notices were
issued and some properties were sealed
soon after the FIR.

The Division Bench noted that such
sequences were becoming increasingly
routine. It rea�rmed the foundational
principle that punishment lies exclusively
within the domain of the judiciary and

cannot be assumed by administrative
authorities. To examine the legality of the
action, the court framed �ve substantive
questions, including whether such
demolitions violated Supreme Court
directions and infringed the guarantees of
equality and life under Articles 14 and 21
of the Constitution.

A careful appreciation of the statutory
framework is essential. Laws such as the
Uttar Pradesh Municipal Corporation Act,
1959, and the Uttar Pradesh Urban
Planning and Development Act, 1973,
empower authorities to remove
unauthorised constructions. These
powers, however, are circumscribed.
Demolition is permitted only through a
structured process; authorities must �rst
identify a violation, issue a written notice
detailing the grounds, provide a
reasonable opportunity to respond,
consider objections, and then pass a
reasoned order.

Most statutes also allow appeals and
possibilities of regularisation, showing
that demolition is intended as a
regulatory measure of last resort rather
than an instrument of instant action.
Equally important is the limited purpose
of these laws: municipal statutes regulate
buildings and land use; they do not

determine criminal culpability. The
registration of an FIR neither renders a
structure illegal nor justi�es accelerated
enforcement.

The court’s guidance
The Supreme Court addressed this
precise concern in the Re: Directions in the
Matter of Demolition of Structures (2024
INSC 866) case and categorically held that
property cannot be demolished merely
because its owner is accused of an
o�ence. The court reinforced that
criminal guilt must be established
through adjudication alone. Municipal
powers cannot be transformed into
parallel instruments of punishment;
permitting such use would undermine
both the presumption of innocence and
the integrity of the justice system.

State authorities often contend that
demolitions are independent exercises
under municipal law. While the existence
of such power is not in dispute,
constitutional analysis looks beyond form
to substance. 

Notices issued immediately after FIRs,
targeting only those connected to the
accused and executed without delay,
strongly suggest punitive intent.

Administrative law describes this as a

colourable exercise of power — the use of
a lawful instrument to achieve an
impermissible objective. These practices
erode the separation of powers by
allowing the executive to impose
consequences that only a court may
authorise. The deprivation of a home or
livelihood based on suspicion alone is
incompatible with constitutional
governance.

Larger implications
The Allahabad High Court’s questions
highlight enduring issues: Can the mere
apprehension of demolition infringe
fundamental rights? What standards
should guide preventive judicial
intervention? What mechanisms ensure
accountability exists when municipal
powers are misapplied?

These are not abstract concerns.
Demolitions in�ict immediate and often
irreversible harm on families who may
ultimately be found innocent. Beyond
individual hardship, they corrode public
con�dence in impartial governance.

A necessary balance
No city can function without enforcing
building regulations. Yet that authority
must remain strictly within constitutional
boundaries. Selective or exemplary
demolitions convert regulatory power
into punitive action and breach
administrative neutrality.

The Constitution guarantees that no
person shall be deprived of property
except by procedure established by law,
notice, hearing, reasoned decision, and
judicial oversight. When demolition
precedes adjudication, this sequence is
inverted and due process defeated.

Bulldozers have a legitimate role in
urban management, not in determining
guilt. Punitive demolitions, however
labelled, are legally unsustainable.
Preserving this distinction is essential to
upholding the rule of law.
G.S. Bajpai is the Vice Chancellor of
National Law University. Contributions of
Vibhuti Sharma, Academic Fellow, are
acknowledged. Views are personal

Why bulldozers threaten due process
The Allahabad High Court examines whether demolitions carried out immediately after FIRs violate constitutional principles, stressing that punishment lies

exclusively with the judiciary; it warns that such selective demolitions, carried out without notice or hearing, undermine due process, erode constitutional rights

A bulldozer being used in Prayagraj in June 2022 to demolish an ‘illegally constructed’ residence. PTI

G.S. Bajpai
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The Allahabad High Court
examined whether municipal
action taken in close proximity
to criminal proceedings reflects
a pattern of administrative
overreach and a colourable
exercise of power.

�

Referring to safeguards under
the Uttar Pradesh Municipal
Corporation Act, 1959 and the
Supreme Court ruling, the
Bench underscored that
demolition is a regulatory
measure of last resort, not an
instrument of exemplary
action.

The story so far: 

H
ong Kong has undergone
signi�cant changes since Xi
Jinping came to power in
2013. Under Mr. Xi, the

Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has
increasingly focused on exerting its
control over the city and integrating it
more closely with mainland China. This
process of assimilation has been
systematic, raising questions about
Beijing’s commitment to the “one
country, two systems” framework and
Hong Kong’s Basic Law. The most decisive
shift came with the implementation of the
Hong Kong National Security Law (NSL) in
June 2020. The law has fundamentally
altered Hong Kong’s political, media, and
judicial landscape. 

When did the tussle between Hong
Kong and Beijing intensify?
The major tussle between the CCP and
Hong Kong began in 2014 when the city

witnessed major protests known as the
Umbrella Movement. They were triggered
by Beijing’s proposal that Hong Kong
residents could vote for their Chief
Executive only from a list of candidates
vetted by the CCP, with elections planned
for 2017. However, after 79 days of
demonstrations across the city, the
protests were cleared by police.

Hong Kong was again rocked by violent
protests in 2019 against a proposed
extradition Bill that would have allowed
suspects to be sent to mainland China for
trial. As per critics, “people would be
subject to arbitrary detention, unfair trial,
and torture under China’s judicial
system”. Although the bill was eventually
withdrawn, protests continued over
demands for more democracy. In
response to the protests, Beijing
described the unrest as “terrorism” and
asserted that “restoring order was Hong
Kong’s most urgent task.” The
demonstrations were ultimately
suppressed by law enforcement.

The clampdown on both protests

clearly eradicated the political space
promised to Hong Kong under the ‘one
country, two systems’ framework. In
addition, the lockdowns imposed during
the COVID-19 pandemic further helped
the CCP to control any form of dissent.

What does the NSL entail?
The NSL, passed by China in June 2020,
“criminalises anything considered as
secession, which is breaking away from
China; subversion, which is undermining
the power or authority of the central
government; terrorism, which is using
violence or intimidation against people;
and collusion with foreign or external
forces”. Data show that around 260
people have been arrested under the NSL,
with 76 convicted. 

How has media freedom been
a�ected?
The kidnapping of �ve Hong Kong book
sellers by Beijing in 2015 heavily impacted
its media freedom. In 2015, Lui Bo,
Cheung Jiping, Gui Minhai, Lam

Wing-kee, and Lee Bo, associated with the
publisher Mighty Current and its
bookstore Causeway Bay Books,
disappeared. Authorities cited the sale of
banned books in mainland China as
grounds for legal action. This incident
showed the push for ending critical media
space in Hong Kong.

Jimmy Lai, the founder of the
newspaper Apple Daily, was prosecuted
under the NSL in 2026. The clampdown
on newspapers started immediately after
the implementation of NSL, and Lai was
found guilty of protesting in 2021, and his
newspaper was shut down. Another
newspaper, Stand News, was shut down in
2021, and its journalists were arrested on
charges of “conspiracy to publish
seditious materials”.

What does this mean for Hong Kong’s
identity?
Hong Kong’s identity has long been
rooted in the ‘one country, two systems’
framework and the Basic Law, which
promised to “preserve their unique
political and economic systems”.
However, since Mr. Xi assumed power,
there has been a consistent e�ort to
dismantle this uniqueness and subsume it
under China’s identity. With no space left
for critical voices with the
implementation of the NSL, Mr. Xi has
managed to completely subsume Hong
Kong identity within the idea of Chinese
identity, one approved by the party.
Gunjan Singh is Associate Professor at OP
Jindal Global University

What changed in Hong Kong
after National Security Law?
Is Hong Kong’s distinct identity giving way to a party-approved Chinese identity?

Gunjan Singh

THE GIST 

�

Since Xi Jinping came to
power, Beijing has
systematically tightened
control over Hong Kong,
especially after the 2020
National Security Law,
reshaping its political and
media landscape.

�

Protests in 2014 and 2019 were
suppressed, media freedom
curtailed, and the “one
country, two systems”
framework significantly
eroded.
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QUESTION 1

An early Steinbeck novel, this book portrays a group of
‘paisanos’— literally, countrymen — a small band of errant
friends enjoying life, and wine, in the days after the end of World
War I. Name the book.
X

QUESTION 2

Steinbeck himself considered this book his magnum opus. The
novel brings to life the intricate details of two families, the Trasks
and the Hamiltons, and their interwoven stories. Name the book.
X

QUESTION 3

The Grapes of Wrath focuses on a poor family called the Joads.
Which famous prize did this book win?
X

QUESTION 4

Which American philosopher influenced Steinbeck’s writing,
including the characters of Doc and Friend Ed?
X

QUESTION 5

In which year did Steinbeck win the Nobel Prize for literature?

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily quiz: 1. After
living in poverty for a year, 20-year-old Hugo secured a pension of 1,000
francs for his book from this King. Identify the book and King. Ans:

Odes et poésies diverses and King Louis XVIII

2. Hugo’s first play, which was never performed in a theatre, came out
in 1827. The preface to the text is widely considered the foundation
stone of French Romanticism. Ans: Cromwell

3. Hugo’s seminal text was translated into Malayalam as Pavangal.
Name the translator. Ans: Nalapat Narayana Menon

4. The text related to the previous question has been adapted on screen
several times. The 2012 film adaptation of the book won several
accolades. Who directed the 2012 version and who played the character
of Madame Thénardier in the movie? Ans: Tom Hooper and Helena

Bonham Carter

5. This essay by Hugo is a work of literary criticism and examines the
literary geniuses of history. Its title is also the name of a very popular
English playwright. Identify the playwright. Ans: William Shakespeare

Visual: Archdeacon Frollo, Captain Phoebus, and Pierre Gringoire are
characters in this Hugo novel, which also prominently features a
cathedral. A fire broke out at the cathedral a few years ago, and it was
subsequently restored. Identify the cathedral. When was the book
published? Ans: Notre-Dame de Paris and 1831

Early Birds: Sukdev Shet | Mohan Lal Patel | Sadhan Panda | Haridas
Pal | Piyali Tuli

THE DAILY QUIZ

American writer John Steinbeck was born on February 27, 1902. Here is a quiz on the
author who has been called a giant of American letters

X

Visual Question:

Identify the film that was adapted from a novel of the
same name written by Steinbeck. AP

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Sindhu Nagaraj

“HI! I see that you have �nally managed to
get the speakers mounted on the wall.” 

“I did that yesterday. It was the devil of
a job getting them to…”

“…devil of a job? What are you talking
about?” 

“When you say that something was the
‘devil of a job’, it means it was a very
di�cult task.” 

“I see. Is it an informal expression?” 
“Yes, it is. For example, it was the devil

of a job trying to �nd an auto in the
pouring rain.”

“It was the devil of a job scoring runs
against the spinners.”

“Last week I had the devil of a job
trying to �x the scooter.” 

“What was wrong with it?” 
“I’ll tell you later. By the way, ‘the

devil’s own job’ means the same thing as
‘the devil of a job’.”

“So, is it O.K to say, it was the devil’s
own job trying to �nd an auto in the
pouring rain?”

“It sounds good to me. It was the
devil’s own job �xing the car.” 

“Why didn’t you take it to a
mechanic?” 

“The last time I took the car to a
mechanic, he did a snow job on me.” 

“We don’t get any snow here. How
could he do a snow job on you?” 

“When you do a snow job on someone,
you deceive them or confuse them.”

“That’s what our politicians do all the
time.” 

“Exactly! Here’s an example. The
students wanted to do a snow job on the
teacher. Unfortunately, she knew all the
tricks.” 

“I bet she did.” 
“The children wanted to do a snow job

on their parents. But it back�red.” 
“That’s happened to me several times.” 
“Neena seems to know when I am

trying to do a snow job on her. Last week
she…” 

“… talking about Neena. How is she
doing?”

“Not too good actually. She’s pretty
depressed. She fell down on the job. So
they sacked her last week.” 

“Fell down on the job! Did she hurt
herself?” 

“Ha! Ha! When someone falls down on
the job, it means he/she fails to do his/her
job satisfactorily.”

“I see. Many people in our school feel
that our Physics teacher falls down on the
job. Can I say that?”

“I guess you could.” 
“In the private sector, if you fall down

on the job, you are likely to be �red.” 
“If you are part of the public sector, on

the other hand, nobody really cares…”
“… really cares if you work or not. But

tell me more about poor Neena. She’s
lost…” 

“… oh, don’t worry about her. She’ll
land a job soon.”

“Another expression with the word
‘job’. Tell me, does ‘land’ mean to �nd a
job?”

“That’s right. Once again, it’s an
informal expression. Mohan says, as soon
as he lands a job, he is going to buy a CD
player.” 

“My cousin hasn’t managed to land a
job as yet.”

“I am sure…”
“… do you think Neena will land a job

soon?” 
“I am sure she will.”
Published in The Hindu on September

28, 1999.

Know your
English
S. Upendran

FROM THE ARCHIVES 

A
group of mathematicians has
announced a milestone in the
e�ort to thoroughly verify the
solution of the sphere-packing

problem — for which the Ukrainian
mathematician Maryna Viazovska won
the Fields Medal in 2022 — using a
machine.

This version of the problem asks what
the best way is to pack a bunch of spheres
in eight dimensions.

On February 23, the team that achieved
this said it now has a proof that a machine
has veri�ed fully.

Viazovska’s proof, like many other
(human) proofs of di�cult maths
problems, was originally written for
mathematicians to make sense of. This
means her paper skips steps that are
considered “obvious” or which follow
from some theorem awareness of which
mathematicians may take for granted.

On the other hand, the new
achievement involved a machine checking
both the evident and the ‘hidden’ steps.

Bene�ts of checking
Mathematicians are making this e�ort
because sometimes a logical �aw or an
unstated assumption can slip through
unnoticed.

Once a proof has been checked in this
way, other mathematicians can know
which de�nitions the proof used at all
points, which theorems the prover relied
on, etc., making it easier for them to audit
it themselves or reuse parts of it in their
work. Other machines can also use it
future when verifying more complicated
proofs of other problems.

‘Remarkable contribution’
The development is also notable for its
use of an auto-formalisation agent called
‘Gauss’, developed by California-based
company Math, Inc.

Formalisation here means translating a
non-exhaustive human proof written in
papers into the machine’s language.

The language here was for a piece of
software named Lean.

The Sphere Packing Lean project, an
open-source e�ort to formalise
Viazovska’s proof, already had a large
Lean codebase with many lemmas and
de�nitions and a to-do list of the
statements that still needed to be proved.
‘Gauss’, which is an AI tool, formalised
the remaining statements for Lean to
check.

“The project team is already in the
process of reviewing and revising Gauss’
code, thereby ensuring that it meets the
editorial standards of the formalisation
community. This process will ensure that
the code is maintainable and reusable,
and that it will support future
formalisation work,” Carnegie Mellon
University PhD student Sidharth
Hariharan wrote in a post on LinkedIn.
“Gauss’ remarkable contribution has
saved the project months of e�ort, and
Gauss will continue to play a role in the
revisions.”

Mr. Hariharan is also a maintainer of
the Sphere Packing Lean project.

How Lean works
Lean is a programming language with a
logical foundation. Mathematicians �rst
translate de�nitions, theorems, and

proofs as Lean code, then its kernel —
which is the checker — veri�es if they’re
correct.

The kernel checks proofs using Lean’s
built-in logical rules, while a separate
library called mathlib supplies most of the
standard de�nitions and theorems that
mathematicians can reuse.

To use Lean, mathematicians start by
encoding a problem as a Lean statement,
including what the objects involved in the
proof are and what exactly is being
claimed. Then they incorporate the
necessary mathematical ‘parts’ of the
proof inside Lean, in this case, real and
complex analysis, Fourier transforms,
special functions,
modular/Theta-functions, inequalities,
measure theory, etc.

Every step that a human might skip in a
paper needs to be expanded into a chain
of lemmas that Lean can verify. Then
�nally the kernel gets to work.

At the Lean Together conference in
January, Lean creator Leo de Moura said
the priorities for this year include
�nalising the Lean 4 compiler and
improving its performance to reduce
compilation times and to handle the large
scale of modern Lean libraries.

Challenge of formalisation
According to mathematicians, the
ultimate purpose is to make mathematical
correctness less dependent on trust and

social processes and more on explicit and
veri�able mathematics.

For instance, in 1879, the English
mathematician Alfred Kempe published a
proof of the four-colour theorem. If you
draw a map on a �at sheet of paper, you
can colour each region so that any two
regions that share a border get di�erent
colours, using only four colours. And
Kempe said he’d proved this.

Kempe’s peers accepted his proof for
about a decade because the proof looked
reasonable and he was highly reputed.
But in 1890, the mathematician Percy
Heawood found a mistake that invalidated
it. The theorem later turned out to be true
but Kempe’s proof was still wrong.

Mathematicians also found in the 20th
century that a mathematical ‘proof’ is a
formal object that can, in principle, be
checked by a machine, and people
wanted practical tools to do that.

Proofs in modern mathematics can
also be extremely long and peer-reviewers
may not always be up to the task of
checking if they’re correct from start to
end. Proof assistants thus emerged as a
way to raise, and meet, the bar for
veri�cation.

Helping with formalisation
The main barrier to getting a machine to
thoroughly check a proof is to get it into
the machine’s language — i.e.
formalisation.

Some major theorems that have been
completely formalised include the
four-colour theorem itself, in 2005; the
prime number theorem also in 2005; the
Feit-Thompson odd order in 2012; and the
Kepler conjecture in 2014.

Automation has helped in this regard,
although it’s still not come to the point
where a tool can take a ‘human proof’
and turn it into a complete formal proof
in a reliable way.

In September 2025, a team led by
Indian Institute of Science mathematics
professor Siddhartha Gadgil won a grant
from the AI For Math Fund for its work on
‘LeanAide’. 

“By creating an accessible, no-code
AI+Lean environment, the project seeks
to simplify the formalisation process for
Lean users and empower mathematicians
with new, innovative tools for research,
including agentic solutions,” the citation
reads.

Some other tools like Gauss include
Lean Copilot, an AI helper inside Lean
that suggests what step to try next;
Sledgehammer, a tool that tries to solve
your current goal automatically by calling
other programs; and Alpha Proof, an AI
tool developed by DeepMind to produce
proofs that a proof assistant like Lean can
check.

AI in mathematics
AI has been reshaping mathematics even
as it has continued to evolve away from
just being a powerful calculator. Platforms
like Photomath and specialised
educational intelligence, or SEI, models
today serve as on-demand tutors that
o�er step-by-step explanations in natural
language and can adapt to individual
students.

Large language models (LLMs) are
being used to generate high-quality
standardised tests as well as to take on
challenges like the International
Mathematical Olympiad. In 2025,
reasoning models from OpenAI and
Google DeepMind achieved scores worthy
of gold medals.

AI models have also become a
reasoning partner for seasoned
mathematicians, helping to solve
problems by detecting patterns in large
datasets. 

It has been used to generate novel
conjectures in topology and geometry,
often spotting connections across
disparate �elds that evaded experts.

On February 13, for instance, OpenAI
announced that two models built by the
company helped physicists make a new
�nding in particle physics, overturning a
belief the community had held for many
years.

“[xAI cofounder] Christian Szegedy has
predicted that models will be
mathematically ‘superhuman in almost all
respects’ in six months to a year,”
University of Toronto assistant professor
Daniel Litt wrote on his blog on February
21.

“I �nd that precise timeline hard to
believe for most aspects of mathematical
research, but I suspect that he won’t be
o� by much when it comes to proving
some class of involved statements that
would previously have required an
expert. This is a narrow conception of
mathematics indeed, but it is true that
producing such proofs is a large part of
math research.”

A machine has veri�ed the maths that
won a Fields Medal: why it matters
Mathematicians announced that a machine had veri�ed Maryna Viazovska’s solution to the eight-dimensional sphere-packing problem; the feat used

Gauss, an AI tool, to spell out proof in the machine’s language; the wider goal is to make mathematical correctness depend more on veri�able proofs

CACHE 

Ukrainian mathematician Maryna Viazovska won the Fields Medal in 2022 for figuring out the best way to
pack spheres in a volume in eight dimensions. REUTERS

Vasudevan Mukunth
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D
ebates on Finance Commission awards
revolve around the share of revenues to be
shared with States and the norms for

sharing between States. However, what is less
discussed are the financial needs of local bodies,
rural and urban. They do need more funds — the
question is the form in which this should be
provided or raised (grants or own taxes), and the
terms, if any, that should accompany grants.

The need to provide more funds is a
Constitutional imperative. The 73rd and 74th

Amendment mandate regular elections to
rural and urban local bodies, respectively.
The corollary is that these bodies need the
funds to be e�ective. The 16th Finance
Commission has earmarked ₹7.9 lakh crore
as grants for local bodies for the 2026-31
period. Such sums have been rising sharply
every five years. The latest panel has
increased the allocation of grants by 84 per
cent in the case of rural bodies to ₹4.35 lakh
crore over the 15th panel, and by 230 per
cent to ₹3.56 lakh crore for urban local
bodies. The rural to urban ratio here is
lower than in the past, as there’s a sharp
push this time to promote smaller towns
and cities. Even so, assuming an average tax
devolution to States, from the Centre, of
about ₹16 lakh crore annually over this
period (41 per cent share), the overall
allocation of ₹7.9 lakh crore over five years
is still less than 10 per cent.

The key question is whether this share
should be raised, or these bodies should be
encouraged to step up their own resources.
Urban local bodies raise 50 per cent of their
resources on their own, but it is also true
that they are faced with rising urbanisation
and its challenges, such as pollution,
poverty and natural disasters. This explains
the role of municipal bonds as well as green
finance. Rural local bodies raise less than 10
per cent of the resources through own
revenues, while supporting over half the
population. The Economic Survey FY18
which dwells on transfers to local bodies in
depth, raises the question of whether, in the
case of rural bodies, the low own taxes
share works as a convenient arrangement
— where the elected representatives fight
shy of antagonising their small voter base.
The Survey also cites the basic maxim of
taxpayers having a stake in the system and
holding it accountable, more so where
governments are in proximity. In that case,
the power to collect taxes could be shifted
to the district level, linking some transfers
with rewards for performance. In fact, for
new financial instruments to take root,
better records and audits are a must; the
16th finance panel recognises this. Half the
basic grants accounting for 80 per cent of
the total are tied to waste and water
management, while performance grants are
linked to raising own resources. The
devolution between local bodies is based
largely on population (90 per cent) and area
(10 per cent).

Finally, political and economic
institutions for grassroots governance have
not done well enough. Elections to
panchayats and municipalities are delayed
for years. Financial and political reform
must go together.

Last mile finance
Local body finances need boost, with more transparency

FRIDAY - FEBRUARY 27, 2026

PSBs shine bright
With reference to the Editorial
‘Rhetoric to reality’ (February 26), it
is highly creditable that public sector
banks have started performing
better than their private sector
counterparts and brought out their
inherent potential to the fore in the
last quarter. 
While State Bank of India led the
profit growth with lion’s share, a few
other PSBs also have posted double
digit growth. Treasury operations of
PSBs also contributed significantly to
the profitability with major gains

reaped by Canara Bank and Bank of
Baroda. 
Another significant performance
point to be noted is the recoveries
made in technically written o�
accounts by PSBs, especially PNB,
SBI and Central Bank. 
If PSBs can improve their customer
service as well, they have the
potential to overtake private sector
banks in future as well.
Kosaraju Chandramouli
Hyderabad

Apropos, ‘Rhetoric to reality’,

(February 26), public sector banks
are healthier today because
sustained structural clean-up and
tighter institutional discipline have
fundamentally reengineered
balance-sheet quality and risk
governance. 
Years of aggressive recognition and
time-bound resolution of stressed
assets compressed legacy NPAs and
restored transparency. Improved
recoveries through insolvency and
settlement frameworks have
strengthened cash flows. 
Above all, tighter regulatory

supervision by RBI has embedded
prudent underwriting, continuous
monitoring and compliance culture.
Collectively, these reforms have
revived market confidence, lowered
systemic fragility for sustainable
credit expansion nationwide today.
N Sadhasiva Reddy
Bengaluru

Push disinvestment
This refers to the article
‘Disinvestment must gather pace’
(February 26). Disinvestment is one
of the important capital receipts of

the government. 
With rising capital expenditure,
achieving the disinvestment target
(₹80,000 crore for 2026-27) can
lessen the government’s fiscal deficit
considerably. 
Having said that, one feels, the
government should monitor the
performance of undertakings
post-disinvestment phase and get
the views of the stakeholders.
Privatisation at the expense of public
welfare is unwelcome.
S Ramakrishnasayee
Chennai

LETTERS TO EDITOR Send your letters by email to bleditor@thehindu.co.in or by post to ‘Letters to the Editor’, The Hindu Business Line, Kasturi Buildings, 859-860, Anna Salai, Chennai 600002.

T
he Food Corporation of India
(FCI) was set up in 1965 as a
bulwark against hunger,

responsible for procuring grain at
assured prices, stabilising markets, and
feeding millions through the Public
Distribution System (PDS). 

Six decades on, the mission remains
vital, but the context has shifted
dramatically. Today, India stands at a
point of opportunity: managing
abundant cereal stocks, building
resilience against climate variability, and
optimising fiscal resources.

FCI should pivot from open-ended
physical MSP procurement to a more
calibrated role focused primarily on
maintaining bu�er stocks for food
security, while reducing unnecessary
costs. This basically implies delinking
procurement volumes from storage
capacity so that procurement responds
to bu�er stock norms and does not
exceed them by default.

Modern silo capacity and smarter
bu�er stock management, aligned with
domestic price stabilisation objectives,
can transform price stabilisation from a
reactive exercise into a predictable,
rules-based system. FCI cannot be
revamped standalone or in one stroke. It
must evolve alongside reforms in MSP
and fertilizer subsidies through Direct

Benefit Transfers (DBT), guided by
broad stakeholder consultation and
consensus. This could address chronic
storage ine�ciencies, reduce fiscal
burdens, and eventually support India’s
ambition to reach $100 billion in
agricultural exports by 2030.

Bu�er stocks act as economic
insurance as they are procured in
surplus to prevent price crashes and
released during shortages to curb
inflation. Norms are set quarterly to
meet the National Food Security Act
(NFSA) requirements, strategic
reserves, and contingencies, yet stocks
often exceed these levels. 

As of July 1, 2025, rice and wheat
reserves stood at 736.61 lakh tonne
against norms of 411.20 lakh tonne,
forcing Open Market Sale Scheme
(OMSS) releases to moderate prices.
Such overhangs inflate carrying costs,
risk quality loss, and add logistics
expenses, implying the need for smarter
storage and faster rotation. It is excess
procurement, not capacity constraints,
that generates today’s ine�ciencies. 

In 2023-24, FCI spent a staggering
₹1,87,834 crore on procurement,
logistics, employee remuneration, and
depreciation on its traditional storage
capacity, translating to ₹22,347.62 per
tonne. Of the total expenditure, the
Comptroller and Auditor General
flagged ₹62.76 crore spent on storage
and supervision of food stock as
avoidable costs in Punjab and Haryana
alone. Set this beside a modern domestic

silo operator that manages similar
functions at around ₹534 per tonne,
illustrating how technology and
incentives dramatically lower costs. 

ADVANTAGE SILOS

While conventional FCI godowns cost
about ₹915 crore per million tonnes to
build, modern silos cost only marginally
more at about ₹1,000 crore, whereas
global benchmarks hover around
₹207-₹373 crore. Even with higher
upfront costs, silos slash losses, improve
quality, and deliver long-term savings.

India’s rapid rollout of Public-Private
Partnership (PPP) silos is a step in that
direction. The six modern facilities
(50,000 tonne each) commissioned in
Bihar, Punjab, and Gujarat promise
scientific storage, bulk handling, and rail
integration. Silo capacity is projected to
rise from 2.8 million tonne to 9 million
tonne across 250 locations in three
years, with long leases and per-tonne
storage charges creating clear
performance incentives. The payo� is

real: scientific storage of wheat can
reduce losses to 0.3-2 per cent,
preserving quality and lowering
re-bagging, fumigation, and shrinkage.
These e�ciency gains matter because
they ensure that even if MSP
procurement is scaled back, food
security remains intact as long as
bu�er-stock norms under the National
Food Security Act (NFSA) are
maintained.

All this hinges on policy discipline.
Rule-based OMSS bands should
automatically trigger releases whenever
stocks exceed bu�er norms, with reserve
prices calibrated to regional wholesale
indices and transport costs. Faster
OMSS releases could generate fiscal
savings that can be redirected toward
DBT, agronomic extension, and support
for lagging regions. 

Eliminating wastage of nearly 28 per
cent of subsidised foodgrains could
unlock savings of about ₹70,125 crore,
allowing reinvestment in scientific
storage that preserves grain quality, cuts
losses, and improves realised farm
returns. 

At the same time, predictable price
stabilisation would reduce crash risk and
encourage diversification away from
water-intensive cereals toward pulses
and oilseeds. Crucially, this does not
dismantle food security.

Kapoor is chair, Puri is Senior Fellow and Ananya
Khurana is senior researcher at the Institute for
Competitiveness

Reimagining FCI to raise farm incomes

Amit Kapoor 
Pradeep Puri 
Ananya Khurana

REFORMING. Food management SRINATH M

The revamp of FCI must be in sync with MSP and fertilizer subsidy reforms. Curbing grain wastage must also be a priority
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Saving Westminster: parliament should leave London
MPs and peers face a looming choice: stay put or move out to allow billions of
pounds of urgent repairs to the crumbling Palace of Westminster. That was the
conclusion of a report from MPs, peers and lay members on the restoration and
renewal client board this month. The palace, rebuilt after a fire destroyed it in 1834,
is falling apart. There have been 36 “fire incidents” since 2016. Water leaks, heating
failures and sewerage problems plague the heart of this Unesco world heritage site.
Fixing Westminster would save money in the long run. An upgrade is also a matter
of safety and legacy. “The building is just waiting for some disaster,” says the Tory
peer Michael Dobbs, who advises visitors that if they see someone running, they
should run too. Labour’s Peter Hain is blunter still, calling it “a Notre Dame inferno
in the making”. LONDON, FEBRUARY 25

OTHER VOICES. 

Opportunity to reflect on folly of tari� war
The United States Supreme Court pulled the emergency brake on a tari� train that
had been barreling down the tracks in the name of national crisis, powered largely by
political theatrics and a fondness for blunt instruments. The ruling striking down last
year's sweeping tari�s imposed under the International Emergency Economic
Powers Act should have been a moment of reflection in the White House — a time
to realize that governing the country's economy is not the same as hosting the finale
of a television reality show. Instead, the response has been to rummage through the
legal attic for replacement weapons: Section 122, global tari�s, and the ever-reliable
Section 301 investigations. US Trade Representative Jamieson Greer insists this is
about "continuity", a word that in Washington often means doing the same thing
with a di�erent acronym. BEIJING, FEBRUARY 26

T
he Securities Market Code
Bill, 2025 is a significant and
overdue attempt to
modernise India’s securities
law architecture. It has

many positives. Yet, one provision,
Section 65(2), risks diluting the
reformist ethos that the Bill otherwise
seeks to advance.

Section 65(2) empowers the Centre,
in public interest, to exempt any listed
public sector company (PSC) from any
or all requirements relating to the issue
of capital, minimum o�er size, issue and
transfer of securities, corporate
governance, disclosures, substantial
acquisition and takeover regulations,
public shareholding norms,
concentration and prudential norms,
risk management, and incidental
matters. In e�ect, it enables the
executive to suspend core securities
market disciplines for an entire
ownership class. It strikes at the
philosophical core of India’s post-1991
reforms.

Economic liberalisation was not
merely about allowing private entry; it
was about redefining the state’s role in
markets. The doctrine of the
‘commanding heights’, where public
enterprises dominated key sectors
under preferential policy regimes, was
gradually dismantled. Sectoral
reservations were reduced and
ultimately abolished; competition was
introduced in banking, telecom, and
insurance; and disinvestment diluted
state ownership in commercial
enterprises. The reform consensus
rested on a simple proposition: the State
would move from a privileged market
participant to a rule-maker and referee.
Section 65(2) unsettles that equilibrium
by reintroducing regulatory asymmetry
based purely on ownership.

SHORT SHRIFT TO NEUTRALITY

A central pillar of the reform has been
competitive neutrality. Public and
private enterprises operating in the
same market have been subject to the
same competition law, the same
disclosure standards, and the same
governance expectations. If an
enterprise raises capital from public
markets, it must submit to public
market discipline. The proposed
exemption provision departs from this
fundamental logic. It creates a dual
regime, one in which private companies
remain fully bound by governance,
disclosure, and takeover norms, while
listed PSCs may be relieved from them
through executive notification. That
disturbs the level playing field and
injects uncertainty into regulatory
expectations.

More fundamentally, the provision
creates an anomalous relationship
between market access and market
discipline. Listed PSCs access equity
markets, attract institutional and
foreign portfolio investors, benefit from
liquidity and price discovery, and rely on
market valuation to support
disinvestment programmes. Yet, under
Section 65(2), they may be exempted
from the very rules that underpin
investor confidence: public
shareholding requirements, takeover
protections, governance standards, and
risk management norms.

Markets operate on reciprocity:
access to capital is conditional upon
transparency, predictability, and
adherence to uniform standards. To
enjoy the benefits of the market without
being fully subject to its discipline is to
create regulatory free riders. Over time,
such asymmetry can irretrievably
weaken confidence in the system,
painstakingly built over decades.

The justification o�ered is ‘public
interest’. But public interest cannot be
presumed solely from state ownership.
Many listed PSCs operate in sectors
where private firms of comparable scale
compete directly: banking, insurance,
energy, infrastructure, and financial
services. If a public sector steel company

and a private sector steel company serve
the same customers and access the same
capital market, the rationale for
exempting one from governance norms
while holding the other to full
compliance becomes di�cult to sustain. 

Several public sector entities already
operate under special statutes that
confer bespoke governance structures.
Where di�erentiation was necessary,
Parliament has consciously provided it.
Section 65(2) adds a further, sweeping
executive override atop these
arrangements. Such a notification-based
power inevitably raises questions about
regulatory autonomy and predictability.

Independent securities regulation
evolved precisely to ensure that
rule-making is stable, transparent, and
insulated from short-term pressures.
The prospect of selective exemptions for
an issuer or class of issuers may unsettle
investor perception, particularly among
global institutions that value
consistency of regulatory treatment.

There is little evidence that
regulatory relaxation enhances
enterprise value. In recent decades,
private peers in several sectors have
commanded stronger valuation
multiples than public sector
counterparts of similar scale. Markets
reward governance quality, board
independence, disclosure rigour, and
credible minority shareholder
protection. Diluting these disciplines
may not improve performance; it may
simply increase perceived governance
risk and the cost of capital.

NEED FOR SAFEGUARDS

Minority shareholders in listed PSCs,
including retail investors, pension
funds, and domestic institutions, rely on
takeover norms, public float

requirements, and disclosure standards
for protection. When the state is both
the controlling shareholder and
rule-maker, such safeguards assume
greater significance. Any measure that
sidelines these standards runs counter
to the stated objective of listing more
PSCs and deepening divestment.

It is natural for the state to protect its
enterprises, particularly where public
resources and policy objectives are
intertwined. But excessive protection
can be counterproductive. 

The Bill is an opportunity to reinforce
India’s commitment to deep, credible,
and globally competitive capital
markets. That commitment rests on
equality before regulation, institutional
clarity, and competitive neutrality.
Section 65(2), in its present form, risks
signalling that ownership may once
again determine regulatory obligation.

If public enterprises seek capital from
public markets, they must accept the
discipline that accompanies it. Section
65(2), which permits the government to
exempt listed PSCs from core securities
market disciplines, risks reversing three
decades of economic reform.Genuine
sector-specific challenges can be
addressed through transparent
consultation, regulatory amendments
applicable to all similarly situated
entities, or targeted legislative changes
debated in Parliament.

Ownership, by itself, cannot become
the basis for di�erential regulatory
treatment in competitive markets. A
modern securities code must reinforce
equal rules and institutional credibility,
not dilute them.

Sahoo is former Chairperson, Insolvency and
Bankruptcy Board of India; Nair is former Director,
National Institute of Securities Markets

Securities Bill has
a problematic
Section 
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To enjoy the benefits of
the market without being
fully subject to its
discipline is to create
regulatory free riders. Over
time, such asymmetry can
irretrievably weaken
confidence in the system

ANTI-MARKET. An omnibus
exemption for public sector
companies from governance norms
risks weakening accountability and
competitive neutrality
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I
n recent times, it seems as if air disasters
in the country have been vying for
national attention. The crash near Ranchi
on Monday that killed seven on board

came just weeks after the one in Baramati in 
which all on board, including Maharashtra 
deputy chief minister Ajit Pawar, died. Amid
all this, the AI171 crash from June 2025 lies 
forgotten by most, except for per-
haps the victims’ families and the 
handful of parties with stakes in the
investigation outcome.

The last several weeks have seen
several incidents involving India’s fly-
ing training organisations (FTOs) and
smaller trainer-aircraft. These 
escaped attention given there were no
fatalities. In January itself, an India-
One Air Cessna Grand C208B aircraft
with six on board crash landed in Odisha’s 
Rourkela — thankfully, there were no fatalities.
And earlier this month, a Cessna 172 trainer 
aircraft aged more than 50 years, operated by
the Redbird Flight Training Academy, made a
forced landing in Karnataka due to inadequate
fuel. The academy is a repeat offender: In 2023,
the directorate general of civil aviation (DGCA)
had indefinitely suspended flying training 
activities at all bases of the academy after it 
reported two crashes within four days.

Sector experts say that a serious concern
dogging the aviation space in the country is the
inexorable decline in the quality of flying train-
ing in India over the years. In the 1980s, com-
manders and former instructors say, India was
a preferred destination for flying trainees. At 
the Madras, Delhi, and other flying clubs in the
country, it was common to find trainees from
Sri Lanka, Iran, Bhutan, Jordan, Malaysia and
many other countries. But the flow has 
reversed since the early 2000s, and Indian 
trainees are going to Sri Lanka, the Philippines
and even distant Monte Negro, among other 
countries. In fact, of every 1,000 commercial 
pilot licences (CPLs) issued in the country 
annually, 700 are going to those who have 
completed their training outside India. The 
authorities must ascertain why India lost its 
pole position within just decades.

Coming back to the present issue, alarm
bells went off after a May 2025 aircraft accident
investigation board (AAIB) presentation on 
FTO aircraft accidents. The presentation high-
lighted that of the 38 accidents involving FTO
aircraft reported in the last 13 years, 14 had 
been fatal. Between 2013 and 2016, five acci-
dents occurred and then in a single year (2017),
five more took place. In 2020, despite the cessa-

tion of flying due to the pandemic, four fatal 
accidents took place; 2022 recorded seven.

Industry, DGCA and the ministry of civil avi-
ation sources say that a majority of these acci-
dents occur due to a lack of discipline and fail-
ure to observe laid down standard operating 
procedures (SOPs). While some crashes and 
accidents are due to poor and irregular mainte-

nance, or technical glitches or, at
times, inclement weather, the major-
ity can be attributed to human error
or even careless actions. Instructors
and trainers often fly the aircraft at
lower than recommended heights,
deviate from the authorised flight
paths, try acrobatic manoeuvres,
don’t follow patterns advised for take-
offs and landings, and fly in low visi-
bility conditions, often to/from unreg-

ulated airfields.
There have been several allegations of har-

assment and inappropriate behaviour meted 
out by instructors to trainees. Illegal occupants
in the cockpit during solo flights or sorties have
been reported as well, with instructors and 
trainees offering unauthorised joy rides to 
friends and family members.

In 2022, there was a suggestion that CCTV
cameras be installed in unregulated airfields, 
which has now largely been done by all the 
FTOs operating out of these. However, finding
this level of monitoring still inadequate, DGCA
in January has asked for all trainer aircraft 
cockpits be fitted with on-board audio and 
video recording devices. This, industry experts
say, is rather embarrassing as it amounts to 
resorting to desperate measures to keep pilots,
commanders, and instructors in check. DGCA
has advised operators to record flight data 
through suitable methods, including recording
the communication between the cockpit and 
the air control towers. From October 2025, a 
bi-annual ranking of the FTOs has been insti-
tuted, to keep them on their toes.

That said, it remains to be seen how many of
the 380 aircraft registered (including those that
are no longer airworthy) with the close to 40 
FTOs in India, across 60-odd bases, will comply
— within the 120-day deadline set by the regu-
lator or even at all. India’s FTOs have been 
long-time offenders with an unshakeable 
nexus between the operators and the authori-
ties. Breaking this will require more than regu-
latory circulars.

Anjuli Bhargava writes about governance,

infrastructure, and the social sector.

The views expressed are personal

India’s flying training 
organisations need reset

Anjuli 
Bhargava

data. Right now, our health and death records
are scattered and often underreported, and 
even researchers struggle to access them. With-
out reliable, up-to-date health data, even the 
best forecasts are just another set of maps and
numbers. To build predictive systems for heat
and health, we need to treat public health data
as critical national infrastructure.

A recent project we worked on shows how
we can forecast dengue risk using climate data.
Across India, dengue cases are highest during
the monsoon season, especially from June to 
September. But the conditions for high dengue
often start earlier. Research led by my PhD stu-
dent found that more dengue cases are linked
to temperatures, rainfall, and humidity from 
March to May, as well as rainfall during the 
monsoon. This means we can use pre-monsoon
conditions to predict dengue spikes before the
monsoon arrives.

This research also reveals how
dengue risk could rise in the near
future as the climate crisis acceler-
ates. Here, AI can save time, money,
and lives. AI can combine seasonal
climate forecasts, local weather data,
satellite imagery of land and water,
and disease-tracking data to produce
dengue risk forecasts. It can help tar-
get mosquito control in the right

neighbourhoods and warn communities before
outbreaks. If used well, AI can guide health 
departments on where to send tests, platelets,
and staff where they are needed most, before 
the crisis peaks.

India can improve, but only if we treat this as
essential public infrastructure, not another 
flashy product for an AI summit. First, we must
weave climate-health early warning systems 
into the fabric of our public infrastructure. This
means setting up open data links between the
India Meteorological Department, health agen-
cies, and city systems. Most importantly, we 
need to share real results, not just launch new
dashboards.

Second, people must remain at the heart of
the process. AI should empower, not replace, 
human judgement in critical decisions. Public
officials need to review and approve AI-gener-
ated outputs, always prioritising safety and fair-
ness. In health, this means doctors, disease 
experts, and city leaders should make the final
decisions, not a computer model.

Finally, we must measure the real-world
impact. Did hospital admissions for heat actu-
ally fall in areas where early warnings were 
used? Did dengue cases go down where pre-
monsoon actions were taken based on fore-
casts? If we cannot answer these questions, 
then our system is just another performance at
another summit.

The heat has already arrived, and soon den-
gue, chikungunya, and other mosquito- and 
water-borne diseases will follow close behind.
Global climate agencies indicate a chance of an
El Niño event emerging in the latter half of 
2026, a reminder that heat and weather swings
may be sharper than usual. Taking precautions
now is cheaper and easier than rushing to 
respond in an emergency later. While the world
debates the future and promises of AI, India 
can show that real impact means fewer people
collapsing in the heat and fewer children suf-
fering in packed hospital wards.

Roxy Mathew Koll is a climate scientist at the 

Indian Institute of Tropical Meteorology

and a lead author of recent IPCC reports. 
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countries as well. If they agreed to tariff
rates higher than 15% (such as India 
and Indonesia), will they remain 
bound by the terms that they “volun-
tarily” signed on to? At the very mini-
mum, the uncertainty surrounding the
status of the tariffs will likely slow 
down any legislative ratification of the
agreements by US trade partners.

The biggest impact of the SCOTUS
ruling, though, may be on the political
fallout that it could unleash. Two 
things that have marked Donald 
Trump throughout his political career
(as well as his public pronouncements
before running for public office) are his
unquenchable desire to be perceived as
a “winner” and his affection for tariffs
as a policy instrument. The ruling hits
both simultaneously. While normal 
political actors would react to such a 
setback by quietly using other avenues
to reimpose their policy vision, 
Trump’s persona makes it unlikely that
he will go this route. The State of the 
Union address suggests that he will 
stay on this path. His desire for revenge
and quick victories opens up the possi-
bility that his words or actions in the 
coming days could create a backlash 
both from the courts as well as the non-
MAGA wing of conservative America,
many of whom have already soured on
his two major policy initiatives: Immi-
gration enforcement and tariffs. 

The possibility of having to refund
the tariffs also raises an additional 
political unpleasantness for Trump. A
big part of his pitch for tariffs to the 
American public was based on the 
assertion that the tariffs would be paid
by foreigners. Having to refund tariffs
to domestic businesses would give the
lie to these claims. That too is loaded 
with consequences given the upcom-
ing midterm elections in November. 

Having just recently agreed to a
framework for a trade agreement, 
India now has to decide how to pro-
ceed. Perhaps, the prudent approach is
to let uncertainties resolve themselves
to the extent possible before finalising
the deal, including parliamentary rati-
fication, factoring in, of course, possi-
ble US retaliation under sections 232 
and 301 in case of a long delay in ratify-
ing on India’s part. However, the 
Trump tariff assault did have the effect
of reversing creeping protectionism in
India, and possibly catalysing a few 
domestic policy reforms. It is impor-
tant that India does not reverse itself on
those trade and other reforms. 

Amartya Lahiri is Royal Bank Professor 

of Economics at the University of British 

Columbia and Devashish Mitra is Profes-

sor of Economics and Cramer Professor

of Global Affairs at Syracuse University.
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While the Trump administration certainly has alternative levers to pull to 
resuscitate the tariffs, they all have limitations.  REUTERS

L
ast week, New Delhi buzzed with the AI
Impact Summit, promising real-world
results over abstract discussions. Yet,
the robo-dog spectacle at the summit

stole the spotlight for all the wrong reasons, 
reminding us that India needs less theatrics 
and more substance. For India, the real issue is
not what impresses on stage, but what actually
saves lives and livelihoods.

Can Artificial Intelligence (AI) step in to pre-
vent the wave of deaths and diseases looming
over the next few months? 

The heat season is already tightening its grip
across much of the country and will intensify 
from March to early June. This will be followed
by the monsoon rains that unleash dengue and
other mosquito- and water-borne diseases. 
Year after year, these dangers return, and the 
climate crisis is making it worse. Though we 
have enough warnings, we simply lack the 
readiness to tackle these disasters 
that are obviously waiting in front of
us.

Disaster management should not
wait for a disaster to strike. It should
start well in advance through pro-
active planning, targeted forecasts, 
and swift local action. Despite the 
rollout of climate and heat action 
plans, too many municipalities still 
treat heat and dengue like surprise visitors 
each year, struggling to respond only after the
damage is done. Water tankers roll out after the
first deaths, fogging starts after cases surge, 
and hospitals rush to catch up when they 
should be staying ahead. This is not a strategy
or informed action — it is a desperate reaction.

So, what should an AI-enabled early warn-
ing system for climate and health look like in 
India?

The answer starts with heat because it is our
most urgent and deadly threat. While some cit-
ies have heat action plans, improved public 
messaging, cooling centres, and access to 
drinking water, heat deaths keep climbing. 
This is because heat has become an annual 
affair instead of an occasional crisis.

AI and machine learning have the potential
to transform weather forecasts into daily, 
hyper-local health risk alerts. This involves 
analysing temperature, humidity, night-time 
heat, and urban hotspots, while considering the
most vulnerable, including the elderly, those 
without adequate housing, outdoor workers, 
and populations without access to cooling. The
system should then trigger clear actions tai-
lored to each city. This should include ensuring
emergency rooms are fully staffed, that sup-
plies like ORS and IV fluids are stocked, and 
that cooling shelters are open before emergen-
cies start. Work-rest rules should be enforced,
not just suggested in guidelines.

We have the tools to predict climate-driven
diseases by training models with past climate
and health data, but this needs reliable health
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Pawar politics 
in Maharashtra

The burden of adding 
an extra M to Kerala

F
or seven decades since its formation, the state went
by the name Kerala, though its natives always 
added an “M” to it, making it Keralam, as if to 

rhyme with the local language, Malayalam. Now the 
Centre has cleared the state’s demand that it be called 
Keralam, instead of its anglicised variant. This small act 
of cultural assertion could add up to little other than 
forcing the cash-starved government to undertake a 
renaming marathon, including the high court, a 
university, numerous departments, and even its Ranji 
team. Kerala could have easily coexisted with Keralam 
(as is written in Malayalam) just like European cities are 
spelt differently in different languages.

This near-pointless exercise is different from similar
acts from the 1950s through to the 1970s when the state 
of Madras became Tamil Nadu, Mysore became 
Karnataka, and Bombay became Maharashtra. Those 
demands arose with the formation of linguistic 
provinces, which also saw the redrawing of borders, 
and were meant to instil an inclusive identity in the 
residents of the new states. Kerala, born in 1956 after the
merger of the princely states of Travancore and Kochi 
with Malabar, a part of the Madras Presidency and 
later, Madras State, had already made that journey. One 
origin story called the region the land of keram trees, 
keram being one of the Malayalam words for coconut. 
An extra “M” in the state’s name doesn’t cost the Centre 
much, unlike the demands of neighbouring Tamil Nadu 
that involve a more relevant “M”, money.

A third state set for elections doesn’t find all this 
amusing. CM Mamata Banerjee has demanded to know 
why there is step-motherly treatment to West Bengal in 
the case of renaming. She wanted the state renamed 
Bangla since the prefix West is more a legacy of 
Partition, which, Banerjee complains, pushes residents 
to the back rows because of W’s position in the English 
alphabet. Such obsessions, a vacuous form of sub-
nationalist assertion, may add ballast to the political 
rhetoric on Centre-state relations, but it is anybody’s 
guess if they can ignite political passions.

C
onstituents of the Maha Vikas Aghadi (MVA)
are reeling from a poor showing in the local
polls in Maharashtra that, following as it does
their poor showing in the 2024 assembly

election, now face a challenge that could test their 
resolve to stay united, and it comes from an unlikely 
source, Sharad Pawar. 

This is ironic because the MVA, formed in November
2019, was the brainchild of Sharad Pawar, who 
outsmarted the NDA, which was poised to form the 
government, by weaning away the united Shiv Sena by 
offering to back party chief Uddhav Thackeray for the 
chief minister’s office. While the alliance ruled till mid-
2022, its formation set in motion a series of events that 
transformed Maharashtra politics in unexpected ways. 
The Shiv Sena and Sharad Pawar’s own Nationalist 
Congress Party (NCP) underwent splits, forcing a 
realignment of forces in the state. This eventually 
resulted in a dip in Pawar’s own fortunes, leaving him 
in charge of a smaller unit of the NCP, the NCP (SP). The 
unfortunate death, in an air crash, of NCP leader and 
Maharashtra deputy CM Ajit Pawar (Pawar’s nephew) 
came when the two factions were considering a merger 
— and may have effectively scuttled it. All of these mean 
that Pawar, now 86 and in indifferent health, no longer 
sets the agenda in Maharashtra politics.

The Rajya Sabha (RS) elections present a problem, 
both for Pawar and the MVA. The MVA has the 
numbers to get, at best, one MP elected to the RS, but all
three constituents, the Shiv Sena (Uddhav Balasaheb 
Thackeray), Congress, and NCP (SP), have staked a 
claim. The RS polls will test the MVA’s unity. The Sena 
(UBT) and Congress have more legislators than 
NCP(SP), and are also wary of the latter, especially on 
account of its merger talks with the NCP. Pawar has 
now thrown his hat in the ring — NCP (SP) leader 
Supriya Sule has sought the seat for her father — and is 
likely to force the MVA constituents to rethink their 
priorities. Sharad Pawar has completed two terms in 
the Upper House and previously expressed his intent to 
retire from the RS, but it is clear that he is having a 
rethink, perhaps because the merger with the NCP isn’t 
happening (at least, not immediately), and the party 
needs him. 

It isn’t clear whether the other MVA constituents will
back him. At one time, they might have found it 
difficult to say no to Pawar. And even if they eventually 
decide to back him, the election will test their unity.

T
he Supreme Court of the
United States of America
(SCOTUS) handed the
Trump administration,
arguably, its biggest institu-
tional pushback by striking

down the tariffs that the US had 
imposed under the International 
Emergency Economic Powers Act of 
1977. Given that these tariffs have been
the centrepiece of President Trump’s 
economic policy in his second term, 
the legal setback now raises myriad 
issues spanning administrative details,
policy options and political fallouts.

The administrative challenges
thrown up by the SCOTUS ruling are 
with regard to the almost $300 billion
in revenue that has been collected by 
the US government since the tariffs 
went into effect. Given the ruling, the 
tariffs that were collected potentially 
have to be refunded. This presents a 
formidable challenge in terms of the 
records that have to be organised in 
order to send the refunds to the right 
businesses and in the correct amounts.
Moreover, since some businesses may

have passed on the tariffs to their con-
sumers, the refunds also raise a sec-
ondary issue of equity: Money that 
should be going to consumers will end
up with businesses, representing, in 
effect, a redistribution from consum-
ers to firms. Some of these issues will 
likely end up in court, sooner or later.

On the policy front, the SCOTUS rul-
ing raises two crucial issues. The first is
about the options available to
the administration to reintro-
duce the tariffs. President 
Trump has announced a 15%
global tariff under Section 122
of the 1974 Trade Act, which 
allows for tariffs to deal with
“large and serious” BOP 
problems, but this has a 150-
day limit. Extending tariffs 
under this clause beyond the
150-day period would require
renewal authorisation 
through a vote of the US Con-
gress. It is unlikely to pass in 
the US Senate. The adminis-
tration could also invoke Sec-
tion 301 (also of the 1974 
Trade Act), which allows the
government to use tariffs to 
respond to unfair trade practices by 
America’s trading partners. But this 
requires investigation. It is time-con-
suming and difficult to do such wide 
investigations across many products 
and countries, though President 
Trump has announced that such inves-
tigations are being initiated.

The administration could also
expand its use of Section 232 of the 
Trade Expansion Act of 1962, which 
allows for tariffs by the President for 
national security reasons; for example,

the 25% tariffs imposed on aluminium,
steel, copper, automobiles etc. These 
remain in effect and unaffected by the
SCOTUS ruling. However, further 
expansion of tariffs under this section
will need new investigations, followed
by a certification by the US secretary of
commerce. Any serious investigation 
to prepare a report covering many 
products and countries will take time 

and resources.
There is also Section 338 of

the Tariff Act of 1930, which
allows the administration to
retaliate with a tariff if there is
discrimination by a trading
partner against the US rela-
tive to other countries. This
has never been used. In
today’s world of most
favoured nation rates, this is
going to be difficult to show,
and if used, almost surely, will
end up in litigation.

In summary, while the
administration certainly has
alternative levers to pull to
resuscitate the tariffs, they all
have limitations and imply
reduced flexibility relative to

the way Trump had been using tariffs 
to bend countries to the US’s will on 
myriad trade and non-trade issues. 

The second policy issue that the rul-
ing has thrown up is the status of the 
various trade deals agreed to or cur-
rently under negotiation. The legal 
standing of these deals from the US 
side was always uncertain, especially 
with respect to whether they needed 
Congressional ratification. 

Now, there is secondary confusion
from the perspective of the partner 

Fate of US trade deal 
post tariff takedown
A prudent approach for 
India is to let 
uncertainties arising out 
of the SCOTUS ruling 
resolve themselves to the 
extent possible before 
finalising the trade deal 
with the US, and pursue 
domestic policy reforms 
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Sharad Pawar may have his way with a Rajya 
Sabha seat, but the polls will test MVA unity
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AI SHOULD EMPOWER, NOT 
REPLACE, HUMAN 
JUDGEMENT IN CRITICAL 
DECISIONS. PUBLIC 
OFFICIALS NEED TO 
REVIEW AND APPROVE 
AI-GENERATED OUTPUTS, 
ALWAYS PRIORITISING 
SAFETY AND FAIRNESS
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The AgriStack opportunity

Speaking at Business Standard Manthan this week, Union Finance Minister Nir-

mala Sitharaman evocatively referred to AgriStack, a digital public-infrastructure 

network being developed for the farm sector, as the “next UPI”. The reference is to 

the Unified Payments Interface, which has undoubtedly revolutionised retail pay-

ment in India and is gradually expanding overseas. But UPI is relatively simple in 

concept: It links a user’s bank accounts to a digital payment infrastructure and can 

be accessed via commercial apps such as GPay or PhonePe. AgriStack, however, is 

a far more ambitious and complex venture that will test the administrative and 

information-technology capabilities of the Centre and states. 

The remit is to create digital IDs for 110 million farmers and build comprehen-

sive three foundational databases linking farmer registries, land records, and crop 

data. The intention is unexceptionable: To enable farmers to access benefits and 

services with minimum paperwork or physical visits to service providers. The pro-

ject, which the Centre approved in September 2024, has allocated financial support 

to states to create their farmer registries. Most states and Union Territories have 

signed on. So far, 86.2 million farmer IDs have been created. The Centre aims to com-

plete this exercise by March 2027. Making AgriStack effective, therefore, demands 

granular data collection. Though digital mapping of agricultural land using drone 

technology has progressed apace in parts of the country, establishing land owner-

ship has been a tougher proposition. 

This is principally because approximately 20 per cent of India’s farm house-

holds are tenants, leasing land for cultivation, with owners located in big cities or 

even overseas. In some states, the proportion of tenant farmers is as high as 36 per 

cent. Yet if farmer registries and land records are accurately captured, AgriStack 

could be a game changer, especially for landless tenants, who account for about a 

third of tenant farmers and tend to be among the most vulnerable with small hold-

ings  and limited agency. Most have little access to institutional credit or govern-

ment-support schemes such as crop insurance or the signature PM KISAN 

direct-benefit transfer programme, which transfers ~6,000 per year as minimum 

income support. The data also shows that 60 per cent of fertiliser usage is by those 

who do not have land in their own name.   

In fact, it is in fertiliser usage that AgriStack has the potential to deliver major 

benefits, both in terms of controlling the burgeoning subsidy — which is budgeted at 

over ~1.7 trillion in the coming financial year — and restoring soil health. In Haryana, 

for example, an experiment connecting land, fertiliser usage, and crops grown using 

AgriStack resulted in major savings. The biggest cutback occurred in urea, which is 

so heavily subsidised that its chronic overuse has resulted in an imbalance in fertiliser 

usage. Over the years, this excessive application of urea (N) over phosphatic (P) and 

potassium (K) fertilisers, typically known as the NPK imbalance, has been a key cause 

of soil degradation and falling agricultural productivity. AgriStack, therefore, could 

drive significant policy shifts in the delivery of fertiliser subsidies directly to farmers 

rather than to manufacturers. Direct transfers could also introduce a degree of trans-

parency in usage, leading to a more accurate recalibration of the subsidy. Experts 

argue that this could help save about ~30,000 -40,000 crore. But much will depend 

on the accuracy and eiciency of the data-collection mechanism.

Containing the subsidy burden

The Supreme Court last week expressed displeasure over the growing culture of 

freebies. The court’s concern is understandable, and needs a collective response 

from the Union and state governments. While hearing a matter related to Tamil 

Nadu Power Distribution Corporation, Chief Justice of India Surya Kant noted that 

unchecked distribution of largesse could weaken the economic foundations of the 

country. This is important because many states are running a revenue deficit, which 

effectively means they are borrowing to fund subsidies or simply distributing cash 

under one scheme or another. The Bench also noted that announcements of such 

schemes frequently took place before elections. Notably, the court acknowledged 

that the state had an obligation to help those who lacked access to essential services 

such as education and utilities, but they should be well targeted. 

The 16th Finance Commission has also discussed this issue at length while 

underscoring the implications for public finance. An analysis of 21 states by the 

Finance Commission showed that their subsidies and transfers were budgeted at 

~9.73 trillion in 2025-26, as against ~3.86 trillion in 2018-19. As a percentage of the 

combined gross state domestic product (GSDP) of the 21 states, the outlay on sub-

sidies rose to 2.7 per cent in 2023-24 from 2.2 per cent in 2018-19. Unconditional cash 

transfers are budgeted at nearly ~2 trillion in the current year. They account for a 20 

per cent share in schemes for subsidies and transfers of states. The biggest compo-

nent remains power subsidy — at 27 per cent. The power-subsidy bill for 2023-24 

was ~2.60 trillion. However, it must be noted that the bill understates the subsidies 

provided by the states. Part of it is on the books of state power-distribution com-

panies, which is reflected in their accumulated losses and debt. Besides the state 

governments, the Centre also provides various kinds of subsidies. The allocation 

increased during the pandemic, but moderated in the following years and is 

budgeted at 1.76 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP) this financial year. The 

bulk of the subsidy allocation goes for food and fertilisers. 

As the Finance Commission also noted in its report, it is worrying that, once 

implemented, a subsidy or cash-transfer scheme remains in effect permanently. 

Given that a substantial amount of general government expenditure goes in sub-

sidies, particularly at a time when public debt is at an elevated level of about 80 

per cent of GDP, there is a need for a national debate on the subject. In a competi-

tive political environment, incumbents are often inclined to keep increasing the 

level of subsidies and cash transfers. Thus, it is necessary to have hard fiscal rules 

and mechanisms need to be devised to keep the general government finances on 

a sustainable path. 

There are several issues here. First, there is a need to define merit and non-merit 

subsidies. Second, clear limits on states’ expenditure on subsidies and cash transfers 

are needed, particularly for those states running a revenue deficit and carrying a 

higher debt burden. Third, India needs a consensus as to how much of general gov-

ernment spending should go into financing subsidies and cash transfers. This is criti-

cal because higher government spending on subsidies constrains fiscal capacity, and 

higher borrowing requirements tend to crowd out private investment. Sustained 

higher spending on subsidies will directly affect longer-term growth prospects.

India needs a national debate

Accurate data collection is key to its success
With every new Finance Commission’s 
award period coming into effect, there 
are subtle changes in the resource posi-
tions of the states. Some Commissions 
have increased the share of states in ver-
tical devolution. Most have recom-
mended changes in the formula for 
horizontal devolution, implying an 
increase in the share of some states and 
a decline for others, depending on the 
variables chosen and the weightings 
assigned. The report of the Sixteenth 
Finance Commission has left the vertical 
devolution unchanged while revising 
the formula for horizontal devolution. 
Clearly, there are both gainers and losers. 
Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, Haryana, Kar-
nataka, Kerala and Punjab emerge as the 
gainers, with an increase in their share. 
On the other hand, Arunachal Pradesh, 
Madhya Pradesh, Uttar 
Pradesh and West Bengal 
have seen a reduction in 
their share. 

Any moderation in the 
receipts of states could 
induce them to seek out 
additional sources of bor-
rowing to bridge emerging 
gaps. Based on the monthly 
key indicators put out by the 
Comptroller and Auditor 
General of India, for 26 of 
the 28 states, the ratio of fiscal deficit-to -
gross state domestic product (GSDP) for 
2024-25 is at 3.3 per cent, compared to 2.9 
per cent for 2023-24. To understand the 
evolution of trends over time, the table 
juxtaposes the fiscal deficit-to-GSDP in 
2023-24 with the change in fiscal deficit-
to-GSDP ratio between 2023-24 and 2025-
26 (BE). The table suggests that there is 
some evidence of convergence towards 
3.5 per cent. Many states with a higher 
deficit in 2023-24 have proposed a reduc-
tion in deficit while a significant share of 
those with a lower deficit have proposed 
an increase in deficit. 

The states marked in red in the table 
indicate those with a reduction in share. 
A reduction in receipts or a slowdown in 
growth for a range of states could mean 
upward pressure on deficits.  

In particular, the impact on the year 
of transition needs to be closely exam-
ined. It would be instructive to examine 
the profile of change in tax devolution in 

2026-27 against the prevailing debt pro-
file of states. The figure plots change in 
receipts from central tax devolution 
between 2025-26 and 2026-27 against the 
debt-to-GSDP ratio for individual states 
(2023-24 is the latest date for which data 
is available). While no clear trend is vis-
ible, two points need to be noted. First, of 
the states with debt-to-GSDP exceeding 
40 per cent, 4 experience a decline in the 
level of devolution available in 2026-27 
when compared to 2025-26. This repre-
sents not just a decline in the rate of 
growth but, more importantly, a decline 
in nominal transfers. These also happen 
to be states with relatively high depend-
ence on central transfers — own 
resources account for 10-20 per cent of 
total revenue receipts. The fiscal situ-
ation of these states could come under 

strain during the transition 
without support. 

The second issue to note 
is that most of the states 
that will experience a 
decline in devolution or a 
low growth (less than 5 per 
cent over last year) have a 
debt-to-GSDP ratio over 30 
per cent. In other words, 
these are the states that 
should be nudged to reduce 
their debt-to-GSDP ratio. A 

moderation in the devolution to these 
states could create upward pressures on 
their fiscal deficit. 

Another dimension pertaining to 
resource flows from the Union govern-
ment needs attention. There is a gentle 
pivot in the central programmes towards 
adopting a challenge mode. The chal-
lenge mode is presented as a mechanism 
to induce proactive decision-making by 
states — the design of the scheme pro-
vides funding for a limited number of 
states. From a value-for-money per-
spective, this could be an interesting 
tool, since states are expected to make 
an effort to present their best foot for-
ward in both design and execution. 
However, for fiscally constrained states, 
such an approach introduces an addi-
tional element of uncertainty in 
resource availability.  

Juxtaposing these observations 
against the recommendations on fiscal 
consolidation in the report of the Six-

teenth Finance Commission throws up a 
transition challenge. It is recommended 
that the fiscal deficit of the Union govern-
ment be reduced from 4.4 per cent in 
2025-26 to 3.5 per cent by 2030-31, while 
the states are expected to keep their defi-
cits at 3 per cent of GDP, through the 
entire period. The Commission recom-
mends that, “To ensure the stability of 
State Government debt, this limit 
should be strictly enforced in accordance 
with clause (3) of Article 293 of the Con-

stitution.” In other words, the adjust-
ment for lower devolution cannot be 
through a higher fiscal deficit, it needs to 
be implemented through additional 
revenue mobilisation or expenditure 
compression. As a general principle, 
this is acceptable, but at a point of tran-
sition, a less disruptive glide path might 
be required.  
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is director, National  
Institute of Public Finance and Policy

Trade & sustainability: Time to shape the rules
Trade and sustainability has become a contentious issue 
in global economic governance. It is likely to appear in 
the forthcoming Ministerial Conference of the World 
Trade Organization (WTO), directly or embedded in 
another proposal. For India and many other developing 
countries, this debate revives long-standing concerns 
about the appropriateness of introducing non-trade 
issues into the multilateral trading system. 

India’s guarded approach has deep roots. When 
these issues first surfaced at the Singapore Ministerial 
Conference in 1996, developing countries strongly 
opposed their inclusion in the WTO’s negotiating 
agenda. The Doha Round significantly rolled back 
ambitions on non-trade issues. 
Labour standards were dropped 
entirely, while environmental issues 
were truncated to a narrow and care-
fully circumscribed mandate: Exam-
ining the relationship between WTO 
rules and multilateral environmental 
agreements (MEAs), promoting trade 
in environmental goods and services, 
and enhancing information 
exchange between the WTO and 
MEA secretariats.  

India accepted this limited man-
date, while firmly reiterating the 
principles of development, equity, and common but 
differentiated responsibilities. For nearly two decades, 
India and many others have maintained their position. 
Labour issues have remained outside. Environmental 
issues, however, have repeatedly surfaced, especially 
through plurilateral and Joint Statement Initiatives 
(JSIs)  such as those on trade and environmental sus-
tainability, fuel subsidy reforms, unilateral measures, 
circular economy, etc. India has stayed out of these 
initiatives on grounds of principles, warning that they 
risk diluting the WTO’s consensus-based decision-
making and encroaching upon mandates better 
handled elsewhere. 

Yet, the global landscape has changed significantly. 
Blocked at the multilateral level, developed countries 
have pursued sustainability issues through free trade 
agreements and plurilateral arrangements. At the 

bilateral and regional level, the United States (US) and 
the European Union (EU) have been particularly 
aggressive. The US relies on stringent, sanction-based 
dispute settlement mechanisms to enforce labour and 
environmental commitments. The EU traditionally 
preferred dialogue-based approaches, but recent FTAs 
show a clear move towards stronger enforcement. 

India’s own approach has, however, evolved. Since 
the India-Japan FTA in 2011, and more notably in recent 
agreements with the European Free Trade Association 
(EFTA), the United Kingdom and the EU, India has 
accepted comprehensive trade and sustainability 
chapters, albeit with soft enforcement mechanisms 

based on consultations. The recently 
concluded India-EU FTA reflects this 
pragmatism, though the details are 
not yet known. The urgency on both 
sides to conclude the agreement 
amid trade uncertainties unleashed 
by the US may have resulted in a 
relatively benign outcome for India, 
particularly in the design of the dis-
pute settlement section in the sus-
tainability chapter. 

India’s environmental creden-
tials have strengthened considerably 
since 2015. It has maintained pace in 

the green transition, and if the availability of resources, 
both financial and technical, is eased over time, it may 
achieve its targets in due course. It is a party to all major 
MEAs, including those on biodiversity, ozone protec-
tion, hazardous wastes, chemicals, and endangered 
species. It has taken stewardship in adopting environ-
mentally friendly technologies such as various forms 
of renewable energy. 

The most consequential shift, however, lies in the 
rapid proliferation of unilateral environmental 
measures with extraterritorial impacts. The EU’s Green 
Deal has spawned a slew of regulatory instruments, 
most notably the Carbon Border Adjustment Mechan-
ism (CBAM), the EU Deforestation Regulation, and cor-
porate sustainability reporting requirements. CBAM 
has entered its definitive phase from January 1, 2026. 
These measures have already begun eroding the com-

petitiveness of developing-country exports. 
India is not immune to adverse consequences of 

these developments. The EU is India’s second-largest 
export destination, and Indian exports of steel and alu-
minium — both CBAM-covered products — declined 
sharply in 2024, even during its trial phase. The complex 
emissions reporting requirements may have deterred 
smaller firms, while EU importers might have 
reoriented sourcing towards more CBAM-aligned sup-
pliers. Similar measures are being contemplated by the 
UK, Canada and Japan, each with distinct methodol-
ogies and compliance regimes. For exporters, especially 
micro, small and medium enterprises, navigating this 
regulatory fragmentation will be extremely costly. 

India faces three broad choices at the WTO.  First, 
maintain the status quo of non-engagement, which is 
increasingly untenable. Rules are being written 
anyway, but outside the WTO.  

Second, accept developed-country agenda whole-
sale, and lock itself in asymmetrical obligations with-
out adequate safeguards for development and equity.  

The third option, while viable but challenging, is 
for India to actively shape the emerging trade-sustain-
ability interface by building strong coalitions of like-
minded countries. 

The real question today is no longer whether trade 
and sustainability should be linked, but where, how, and 
under whose rules that linkage is designed. The Minis-
terial Conference offers India an opportunity to reassert 
the centrality of the WTO by pushing for multilateral 
principles governing trade-related environmental 
measures and principles that recognise equity, propor-
tionality, capacity constraints, and policy diversity.  

Rather than rejecting plurilateral approaches out-
right, India could advocate open, inclusive, and WTO-
consistent frameworks that discipline unilateralism and 
provide predictability for developing-country exporters. 

In a world where sustainability norms are increas-
ingly shaping market access, staying out of the conver-
sation is no longer a strategy. Shaping the rules from 
inside can be. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The authors are, respectively, distinguished fellow 
and consultant at RIS. The views are personal 
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India’s constitutional architects were 
also the students of power’s worst 
instincts. They had watched empires, 
witnessed fascism. They understood the 
perils of unchecked authority. So, they 
distributed it—across an executive, a 
legislature, a judiciary—each designed 
to frustrate the ambitions of the other 
two. It was a republic built on institu-
tional distrust, which is another way of 
saying it was built on wisdom. 

But democracies take centuries to 
build and months to die. After India’s 
victory in the 1971 war, the Prime Min-
ister was more than just a Prime Min-
ister. She was compared to Durga, the 
martial goddess of the Hindu pantheon, 
and to Shakti, the spiritual embodiment 

of power. The Economist, capturing the 
mood of the times, crowned her the 
“Empress of India”. Not many years 
later, the chief minister of Haryana 
would suggest “get rid of all this election 
nonsense. If you ask me just make our 
sister President for life and there’s no 
need to do anything else.” 

As the saying goes, power corrupts, 
and absolute power corrupts absolutely. 
This is the story of a woman who sought 
absolute power, absolutely. 

The Emergency has always been the 
easiest place to start and stop with Indira 
Gandhi. Two years of suspended democ-
racy, over a hundred thousand 
imprisoned — it is, as spectacles go, 
impossible to look away from. Srinath 
Raghavan’s Indira Gandhi and the Years 
that Transformed India is less interested 
in the spectacle of the Emergency than 
in the making of it — the decisions that 
preceded those two years and outlasted 
them. To understand the Emergency, 
you must first understand the woman 
nobody took seriously.  

Indira Gandhi entered politics dis-
missed and patronised, a woman in a 

room full of men who had already 
decided her function, banking on her 
inexperience, her dependence on the 
legitimacy of her father’s name. In a cul-
ture that had never created space for 
female authority without attaching con-
ditions to it, every obstacle she 
encountered, whether the Syndicate’s 
manipulation, the judiciary’s resistance, 
the Opposition’s protests, or her own 
party’s recurring “betrayals,” yielded the 
same response: Route around it, rally 
against it, concentrate power, leave 
nothing to others.  

As Mr Raghavan writes, “Indira 
Gandhi’s subsequent metamorphosis into 
the most powerful politician of her age 
was entirely unforeseen by her patrons 
and detractors alike. No one took her seri-
ously until it was too late. Through her 
years in political life — she ruled India for 
all but three of the next eighteen — she 
was at once the most adulated and 
execrated public figure in the land.” 

Understanding Indira and her politi-
cal career is key to understanding the 
rise of presidential-style rule over a par-
liamentary one in modern India — the 

cult of the irreplaceable leader, the 
blind loyalty, the Opposition recast as 
enemy, and criticisms termed “anti-
national.” She “would claim—even to 
oicials close to her—that opposition 
leaders were being covertly funded 
from overseas.” Mr Raghavan is careful 
never to draw the contemporary paral-
lel himself — he is a historian, not a pol-
emicist—but he is candid about his 
aims: “I have sought to write a history 
that supplies the antidote to every gen-
eration’s illusion that its own problems 
are uniquely oppressive.” 

The Emergency was a symptom of 
the disease called Caesarism — a struc-
tural mutation where the leader’s direct 
bond with “the people” displaces every 
institution standing between them, be it 
the party, Cabinet, judiciary, or Parlia-
ment. Each of these, in Indira’s hands, 
was either subordinated or routed 
around. The Congress became an exten-
sion of her will rather than its source. 
The Cabinet was downgraded into a cer-
emonial body. The judiciary, when it 
obstructed, was confronted and packed. 
Elections became plebiscites on the 

person herself.  
The republic, to its credit, 

resisted. The people, given 
the chance, voted her out; 
the “dramatic humbling of 
India’s most powerful politi-
cian tremendously boosted 
the importance of elections 
in the public mind”. But the 
Janata Party, assembled 
from every faction that had 
opposed her, that improb-
able coalition of grievances, 
promptly squandered the 
power it had inherited. 
“Forged in the white heat of 
the Emergency, it proved 
brittle in the cooler climate 
of power,” Mr Raghavan 
notes. “In politics as in 
courtship, the pursuit of 
gratification without com-
mitment can only lead to 
short-lived affairs.” 

Indira returned. Her legacy — a 
leader above institutions — would 
become a nation’s habit. In 1976, with the 
Emergency at its peak, Congress presi-
dent D K Barooah gave the most com-
plete summary of the era in six words: 
“India is Indira, and Indira is India.” 

Though it was sycophancy 
at its most abject, in hind-
sight, the history of 
modern India and the his-
tory of Indira Gandhi are 
inseparable. The country 
whose democratic institu-
tions, still young and still 
forming, became so thor-
oughly shaped by a single 
person that the two were, 
for a time, genuinely indis-
tinguishable.  

Indira Gandhi is long 
gone. But the India she 
made remains. Mr Ragha-
van’s biography charts the 
making of that India — its 
habits, its centralised gov-
ernance, its plebiscitary 
elections, its monarchist 
vocabulary, its hunger for 
the irreplaceable leader. It’s 
a story that continues, 

refined with each successive iteration. 
We, the readers, are its inheritors, too. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The reviewer is a journalist, writer, 
and editor fascinated by the stories  
that shape our world.  
Instagram/X: aroomofwords
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The 16th Finance Commission throws up a transition challenge for states facing strict fiscal limits

Diverging fiscal paths

                                                                                 Fiscal deficit-to-GSDP in 2025-26 (BE) 
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Meghalaya, Himachal Pradesh, 
Chhattisgarh, Nagaland, 
Manipur, Punjab, Bihar

Sikkim, Andhra Pradesh, 
Rajasthan, Arunachal Pradesh, 
Assam 

Telangana, Tamil Nadu,  
Uttar Pradesh, Haryana

Madhya Pradesh, West 
Bengal, Kerala, Karnataka, 
Uttarakhand, Maharashtra, 
Mizoram, Goa, Odisha, 
Gujarat, Tripura, Jharkhand 
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rowing route is also available, but again lim-
ited just to big companies with good credit 
ratings. Banks also have wide networks, 
which makes them physically accessible. 
The technology push of recent years has 
added to their reach by improving last-mile 
connectivity. Today, it is imperative that 
banks use their resources in an optimal man-
ner. True, asset quality is something that has 
to be monitored regularly, but that is a dif-
ferent subject. 

Further, as banks still seem to be doing a 
good part of the heavy lifting in the field of 
infrastructure finance, the bonds they issue 
for this purpose should be accounted for as 
borrowings. This component is analogous to 
deposits, except that they have a higher cost 
attached. This extra cost, however, must 
necessarily be borne for banks to fund long-
term infrastructure projects and ensure that 
asset and liability maturities do not go peril-
ously out of sync. 

All considered, it can be argued that the 
concept of the credit-deposit ratio needs to 
be modified to include other borrowings and 
capital in sources of funding. Also, the 
thumb rule of 80% may not be too relevant 
anymore, especially if no regulatory norms 
are violated by banks.

These are the author’s personal views.

above 70% but well below 80%, with the 
peak being 78% in 2012-13. We are clearly in 
a different phase of banking now. 

A few things are relevant here. The raison 
d’être of financial intermediation is to facili-
tate lending in the most efficient way. The 
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has several reg-
ulations, including CRR and SLR mandates, 
for prudent banking. Both these have been 
brought down over time to give banks more 
space to lend. The idea was for banks to take 
risks and not just stick to safe assets like gov-
ernment paper. Banks have to grow their 
loan books optimally to use deposits well.

RBI has been assiduously aligning norms 
with the Basel regulations for the last couple 
of decades and has changed the regulatory 
structure to put best practices in place. The 
latest are its liquidity coverage ratio (LCR) 
and net stable funding ratio (NSFR) man-
dates designed to address liquidity issues. 
These come on top of CRR, SLR and capital 
adequacy stipulations. So long as these 
guideposts are adhered to, banks should ide-
ally be left to manage their resources. It is for 
banks to ensure that the quality of assets is 
maintained. When RBI smells a possible 
problem, though, it introduces new capital 
norms to curb perceived exuberance. 

The point to note is that the resources of 

I
s there an ideal credit-deposit (CD) ratio 
for the banking system or is the concept 
passé? This is an interesting debate, given 

the trends seen of late. The CD ratio of the 
Indian banking industry has been exceeding 
80%, raising eyebrows. The logic goes this 
way. If the cash reserve ratio (CRR) is 3% and 
the statutory liquidity ratio (SLR) 18%—both 
are mandatory carve-outs from deposits that 
banks must keep—then the CD ratio cannot 
be above the residual 79%. Yet, it is so, and 
none of the norms is reported to have been 
violated. This implies that the premise of a 
threshold and the sanctity of the 80% num-
ber needs to be revisited. 

Data over the last five decades or so shows 
that the CD ratio was less than 80% until 
2023-24. In fact, there were phases when it 
was in a range of 50-60% (between 1991-92 
and 2003-04). Back then, the CRR and SLR 
were extremely high, which left little room 
for lending. Interestingly, in 1990, the SLR 
peaked at 38.5% and CRR was at 15%. From 
2005-06 onwards, the CD ratio has been 

gerial personnel’ with its various conno-
tations; ‘manager,’ denoting any indi-
vidual directing the company’s affairs 
irrespective of job title; and ‘officer,’ 
which extends to individuals whose 
directives the board obeys.

These definitions act as impediments 
to the engagement of turnaround spe-
cialists. A nuanced interpretation of the 
terms ‘manager’ or ‘officer,’ coupled 
with the definition of ‘control’ place 
designations such as ‘turnaround man-
ager’ or ‘chief restructuring officer’ in 
the realm of regulatory scrutiny. Fur-
ther, although turnaround mandates 
are inherently holistic, delineating their 
scope in an engagement letter inadvert-
ently portrays the specialist as a KMP, 
thereby imputing liability on such pro-
fessionals for prior transgressions.

A couple of finance ministry notifica-
tions exacerbate that risk. A 9 May 2023 
notification states that proxy director-
ship or actions taken in similar capacity 
on behalf of another person in a com-
pany will be construed as an activity 
under the Prevention of Money Laun-
dering Act (PMLA). It does not take 
much imagination for a zealous regula-
tor to stretch the applicability of the term 
‘in similar capacity.’ Thus, a turnaround 
professional risks being deemed a 
director or KMP under the Companies 
Act and be subject to PMLA provisions.

A notification of 3 May 2023 states 
that financial stewardship on behalf of a 
client, including the management of 
money, securities, assets or operations 
(or of a company on the whole), will be 
considered as an activity under PMLA. 
A turnaround manager would have to 
engage in such activities, but may recoil 
from an assignment if it risks landing in 
the PMLA’s clutches. The problem is 
magnified if the turnaround manager is 
part of a larger firm, as then the liability 
of an antecedent transaction of the 
company in need of a rescue may fall on 
members of that larger firm.

The recent admission of India’s first 
shareholder class action under Section 
245 of the Companies Act worsens the 
situation. The NCLT looks at damages 
that span past, present and future acts, 
and holds a panoply of professionals lia-
ble. Among them, auditors are the most 
vulnerable, as any improper or mislead-
ing statement they make could be scru-
tinized by shareholders. However, the 
standardization of audit practices can 
mitigate this risk. 

Turnaround professionals are 
exposed as they are immersed in day-to-
day operations. Moreover, turnaround 
strategies are situational, so few aspects 
of it are amenable to standardization. 
Also, their actions are visible to several 
stakeholders, including shareholders, 
who may deem these decisions incor-
rect. In contrast, other consultants incur 
negligible risk as their advice is typically 
not disclosed to shareholders.

To tackle this problem, the govern-
ment must enact carve-outs, exempting 
turnaround professionals from these 
strictures and notifications, barring 
cases of fraud and gross negligence. 
Other stipulations may be specified for 
their independence—they must be 
unrelated to promoters or directors, for 
example, or have no audit relationship. 
If nothing is done, we face destruction of 
enterprise value, misallocation of capi-
tal, the spectre of job losses, bigger hair-
cuts for lenders and an ever-increasing 
number of pending cases at the NCLT.

B
efore the enactment of India’s 
Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code 
(IBC), there was very little talk of 

turnaround professionals. Yet, they 
were deployed in many companies, not 
as external consultants, but as individ-
ual key managerial personnel (KMP). 
The IBC pivoted the paradigm towards 
resolving corporate distress via the 
National Company Law Tribunal 
(NCLT). The IBC aims to redress only 
the capital structure, leaving opera-
tional problems unaddressed. Delays in 
adjudication are another big problem; 
they accelerate value erosion: key cus-
tomers defect, accredited vendors 
switch, employee churn is high, canni-
balization of equipment is rampant, 
maintenance is absent and parts of plant 
and machinery have to be scrapped.

Thus, forward-thinking boards now 
seek turnaround specialists. Regretta-
bly, India’s legal architecture thwarts 
such engagements. Several modern 
practitioners eschew the immersive 
role of a KMP, preferring instead to 
serve as independent consultants to 
shield themselves from the company’s 
prior improprieties.

The laws, however, do not view such 
professionals merely as external con-
sultants. The Companies Act of 2013 
features an array of definitions that 
scare turnaround specialists: ‘control,’ 
which includes control of management 
or policy decisions; the term ‘key mana-

Specialists would be readier to take on the challenge if doing so did not entail significant legal risks

DEVENDRA MEHTA

is an INSOL fellow & interim leader.

Banking: Has the credit-deposit ratio lost its relevance?
MADAN SABNAVIS

S
chool textbooks rarely get recalled 
after their rollout, but it happened 
this week with a social science book 
withdrawn by India’s National 
Council of Educational Research and 
Training (NCERT), a government 

institution. Of the 38 copies sold on Monday at 
an NCERT counter in Delhi, 16 had been taken 
back by Wednesday, as reported, with UPI data 
trails being sought to retrieve a few proving 
hard to trace. This recall followed a swift order 
from the education ministry in response to 
Chief Justice of India Surya Kant’s objection to 
a part on “corruption in the judiciary.” A thin 
online sample suggests two kinds of reactions 
popped up on social media to the court’s inter-
vention. Some teenagers wondered why it’s 
such a big deal if AI chatbots could scroll out so 
much on that topic anyway. A cynical few joked 
about how a scandalous copy could turn into a 
collector’s item worthy of an auction someday. 
For all the banter that NCERT’s rollback may 
have inspired among students, this episode 
should prompt us to reflect on the majesty of 
law—a solemn matter in any republic.

Among the effects of the prevailing digital 
overload is a marked loss in the weight of the 
written word. Social media has relaxed the 
use of language to a level so casual that even 
printed text has been a casualty. Officially 
issued texts, however, must resist that tide and 
meet a far higher bar of formality and truth. 
School textbooks are in a special category. This 
is not voluntary reading. These texts are pre-
scribed as part of a syllabus on which students 
are tested for academic proficiency. Hence, in 
general, such study material must always take a 
minimalist approach. As a matter of prudence, 
foundational texts must not stray beyond what’s 

essential to the subject, especially into territory 
that can inspire harmful forms of conjecture. 
Coverage of the judiciary must follow this 
principle all the more strictly for the dignity of 
law to prevail as common sense across society. 
Given the power of public perception, the Rule 
of Law risks a loss of traction should its inter-
preters, our courts of justice, come under a 
cloud. While India’s contempt-of-court law 
makes space for truthful arguments and cri-
tiques under some conditions, it exists for 
exactly that reason: as a safeguard against a 
popular spiral into cynicism. The caveat is 
that this law should be invoked judiciously.

Respect for the law is vital, but we cannot 
deny that nuances exist. A dilemma could arise 
if legislation lags the evolution of ethics. Take 
this week’s standoff between the US Pentagon 
and Anthropic. On the face of it, the Pentagon’s 
pressure on this Agentic AI startup to let it 
deploy its Claude AI tools for all lawful military 
action sounds justified. Who can object to that? 
Anthropic, however, has reportedly barred 
Claude’s use for domestic surveillance and 
autonomous weapons. These are hazards that 
do not seem to ruffle US lawmakers, gripped as 
they might be by the fear of China sneaking 
ahead in an AI arms race. Pentagon policy 
on AI-guided arms does ask for appropriate 
levels of human judgement, as it should, but 
Anthropic has a valid point of safety in not 
letting its technology venture into the danger 
zone of AI-taken calls on life and death. If this 
startup gets stared down, its effort to plug a 
legislative gap will come to nought. As this case 
shows, legal frameworks can be inadequate in 
some instances. Even so, it is incumbent upon 
every republic to uphold the supremacy of law 
over individual authority. 

Why India should rally 
around the rule of law

India withdrew an NCERT textbook that cast the judiciary in dim light. We must secure the 

law’s supremacy even if it has gaps and needs to evolve. Think of the US rift over AI weapons 
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The Economic Sur vey
2015-16 on Friday made
out a strong case for a

path of less aggressive fiscal con-
solidation, arguing that reviving
growth was the best insurance
for the Indian economy against
any downside global risks. 

In the process it has, three
days before the presentation of
the Union budget, revived the
debate on the fiscal deficit—
within the government, one sec-
tion argues for slower fiscal con-
solidation, the other presses for
adhering to preset targets.

The survey, authored by the
economic advisers to the finance
minister and headed by chief
economic adviser Arvind Subra-
manian, also advocated recali-
brating growth expectations in
such a volatile global environ-
ment. 

It has projected gross domes-
tic product (GDP) growth of
7-7.75% in 2016-17 at a time the
Central Statistics Office has esti-
mated economic growth at 7.6%
for 2015-16, signalling the econ-
omy may either slow or is
unlikely to see any significant
acceleration next year. 

“With global slowdown likely
to persist, the chances of India’s
growth rate in 2016-17 increas-
ing significantly beyond 2015-16
levels are not very high. The
wider range in the forecast this
time reflects the range of possi-
bilities for exogenous develop-
ments, from a rebound in agri-
culture to a full-fledged interna-
tional crisis; it also reflects
uncertainty arising from the
divergence between growth in
nominal and real aggregates of
economic activity,” it said.

The survey said the correla-
tion between India’s growth rate

and that of the world has risen
sharply to reasonably high levels
in recent years. 

“If the world economy lurches
into crisis or slides into further
weakness, India’s growth will be
seriously affected, for the corre-
lation between global and
Indian growth has been growing
dramatically. Assessments of
India’s performance over the
coming year will therefore need
to be conditional. This is not an
advance apology for likely future
performance but the sobering
reality of India becoming so
entwined with the world,” the
survey said.

Although major international
institutions are now forecasting
a revival in global growth, they
also believe there are downside
risks.  This uncertain and fragile
outlook will complicate the task
of economic management for
India, the survey said.

The International Monetary
Fund expects the global econ-
omy to grow in 2016 at 3.4%,
faster than its estimate of 3.1%
for 2015. 

External risks

The survey said foreign
demand for India’s goods and
services will remain weak in the
short run, forcing the country to
find and activate domestic sour-
ces of demand to prevent the
growth momentum from weak-
ening.

“At the very least, a tail risk
event would require Indian
monetary and fiscal policy not to
add to the deflationary impulses
from abroad. The consolation
would be that weaker oil and
commodity prices would help
keep inflation and the twin defi-
cits in check,” it said.

India’s merchandise exports
contracted for 14 consecutive
months till January due to
declining demand from its key
markets and softening crude oil
prices. 

The survey said India must
plan for a major currency read-
justment in Asia in the wake of a
similar adjustment in China, as
such an event would spread
deflation around the world.

“Another tail risk scenario
could unfold as a consequence
of policy actions—say, capital
controls taken to respond to out-
flows from large emerging mar-
ket countries, which would fur-
ther moderate the growth
impulses emanating from them,”
the survey said.
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day before the deal between the
company and Mallya was
announced late in the evening.

In these five sessions, the
stock rose 17.5% while the
benchmark BSE Sensex declined
2.8%. On Friday, after the
announcement, shares of USL
gained 2.45% to close at
`2,729.85 apiece. The Sensex
rose 0.8% to 23,154.30 points on
Friday. 

The settlement has raised
questions from proxy advisory
firms as well.

In a report on Friday Stake-
holders Empowerment Services
questioned whether USL could
take the decision to drop charges
against Mallya, noting that the
matter had been referred in the
past to Sebi, ministry of corpo-
rate affairs and stock exchanges.

“...now they are exonerating
Mallya by becoming super regu-

VOLATILE ENVIRONMENT

Economic 
Survey bats 
for growth
Three days before Union budget, survey revives 
debate on fiscal deficit, argues growth push best 
way to counter global risks

POPULAR PERCEPTION

Monday’s Union budget to be 
growth-oriented: instaVaani poll
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Four-fifths of the respondents
to an instaVaani survey

expect the 2016 budget, which
finance minister Arun Jaitley will
present in Parliament on Mon-
day, to help push growth. And
over 60% expect a populist bud-
get this time, the poll found. 

A total of 548 people across
major metros were polled by
instaVaani to assess how impor-
tant the annual exercise is in
popular perception. Seventy-six
per cent (306 out of 404 respon-
dents) replied that the budget
matters to them and 52% (284 of
548 people) said they would fol-
low Jaitley’s speech live on tele-
vision.

Eighty per cent of the respon-
dents (273 of 341 respondents)
said in reply to a specific ques-
tion that the budget would help
growth; 61% (184 of 303 respon-
dents) were of the opinion that
Jaitley’s second full-year budget
would be a populist one.

In Monday’s budget, the
National Democratic Alliance
government needs to introduce
measures to kick-start stalled
private investment against the
backdrop of a global economic
downturn that has hurt exports.
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Yes No

Do you think it will help growth?

Will you be 
following the 
Union budget 
speech live?

Do you think the budget 
matters to you?

76%52% 48%

24%

Can we expect a populist 
budget this time?

61%

39%

80% 20%
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India’s capital market regulator
is examining the deal struck

between Diageo Plc. and Vijay
Mallya under which the latter
stepped down as non-executive
chairman of United Spirits Ltd
(USL) in return for a payout of
$75 million (around `515 crore
today).

The Securities and Exchange
Board of India (Sebi) is looking
into possible violations of corpo-
rate governance and insider
trading norms in the settlement
announced on Thursday, said
two persons familiar with the
regulator’s thinking. They spoke
on condition of anonymity.

As part of the settlement, Lon-
don-based Diageo also agreed to
drop all charges of irregularities
at USL under Mallya’s watch. 

“Diageo Plc.’s agreement with
Vijay Mallya for his resignation
as chairman and non-executive
director of USL is under exami-
nation. Sebi will seek details of
the deal from USL,” said one of
the two persons cited above.

Sebi is examining the fine
print of the deal and is also look-
ing at trading patterns in the USL
stock to determine whether
insider trading norms had been
breached.

Shares of USL had risen for
five consecutive days till Thurs-

lator and deciding that there will
be no personal liability,” it said. 

The second person quoted
above said that USL’s decision to
drop charges against Mallya will
not have a bearing on the pend-
ing investigations against the
company and Mallya.

“A financial deal between two
companies would not have any
bearing on the pending probe,”
said this person.

A Sebi spokesperson did not
respond to an email seeking
comment. A USL spokesperson
declined comment. 

In April 2015, Sebi initiated a
probe into suspected irregulari-
ties at USL following a complaint
from Diageo. The probe was also
looking into allegations of diver-
sion of funds and lapses in dis-
closures between 2012 and 2014.

On 27 April 2015, the regulator
wrote to USL seeking details of
its accounts for 2013 and 2014.
USL subsequently moved the
Securities Appellate Tribunal to
obtain a stay on the probe by
Sebi; the appeal is still pending.

Diageo’s complaint to Sebi
was based on a forensic probe by
PricewaterhouseCoopers, which
disclosed that between 2010 and
2013, funds were diverted from
USL and/or its subsidiaries to
certain UB Group firms includ-
ing Kingfisher Airlines.

Sebi is currently examining all
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POSSIBLE VIOLATIONS

Sebi looking at Diageo-Mallya deal
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Vi jay  Ma l l y a,  w h o
turned 60 in Decem-

ber, isn’t doing too badly. 
Sure, everyone takes

swings at him. 
And some banks have

te r me d him a  w i l f u l
defaulter. 

But the man—who on
Thursday said he was step-
ping down as non-execu-
tive chairman of United
Spirits Ltd (USL), the
former crown jewel of his
shrunken empire—gets to
walk away with $75 million
that Diageo Plc., which
bought a majority stake in
the company—partly from
Mallya—will pay him. Dia-
geo has also agreed to drop
all claims connected to
some very serious charges
of alleged financial irregu-
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How Mallya 
inherited an 
empire and 
then lost it

Sweet exit: Vijay Mallya.
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A year ago, finance min-
ister Arun Jaitley 

tabled an Economic Survey 
that confidently said the 
Indian economy was in a 
sweet spot despite global 
troubles. Economic recov-
ery was getting stronger. 
Deficits were shrinking.

The report written by his
economic advisers this 
year has a more muted 
message, even as it reiter-
ates that India is a haven of 
stability in a volatile world. 
But there is a subtle warn-
ing that Indian growth will 
be seriously affected if the 
world economy slips into a 
crisis. It also talks of a need 
to recalibrate expectations.

The change is under-
standable. The past year 
has provided a reality 
check to Indian policymak-
ers. Recovery has been 
uneven, banking stress is 
now out in the open and 
public finances are still 
under pressure. There is 
still a call for expansionary 
policy—but that has been 
tempered with a warning 
that fiscal policy needs to 
maintain credibility.

The finance minister has
to negotiate these currents. 
How he does so will be 
revealed in his new budget 
on Monday.

QUICK EDIT

A reality 
check

ECONOMIC SURVEY: The course 
ahead >6-7

OPINION: State, market, institutions—
Subramanian’s imprint on the survey >4

POLICY: Why should the rich benefit 
from subsidies? >8

LABOUR: Survey argues for labour 
reform, rethink on pay deductions >10

The very definition of a 
republic is ‘an empire of 

laws, and not of men.’

JOHN ADAMS

is chief economist, Bank of 

Baroda, and author of 

‘Corporate Quirks: The Darker 

Side of the Sun’

Turnaround specialists can play 
a vital role in the revival of 

distressed businesses but are 
deterred by legal provisions that 
could hold them liable for past 

actions they had no part in.

To speed up corporate 
resolutions and help enterprises 
in distress retain their value and 
viability, the government should 
shield such professionals from 

being unduly hauled up.

Q U I C K  R E A D

from banks. The investment-deposit ratio has 
come down by almost 300 basis points, 
which has been more or less balanced by the 
rise in the industry’s CD ratio. RBI has been 
providing this facility on a near-continuous 
basis to assist banks that have found it pro-
gressively difficult to mobilize deposits in a 
falling interest rate environment. 

Therefore, the industry’s high CD ratio 
can be looked at in two ways. Either banks 
are using their capital more effectively by 
deploying it as loans or they are selling gov-
ernment paper and using these proceeds for 

lending. Either way, for 
the sector’s regulator, 
there should be no major 
concern so long as all the 
regulatory stipulations 
are being complied with. 

It should also be noted 
that India is largely a 
bank-financed economy, 
with most formal entities 
accessing bank loans for 
their funding. The corpo-
rate bond market is large, 
but access to it is largely 
limited to AA- or AAA-
rated companies. The 
external commercial bor-

banks are not limited to deposits. Deposits 
typically account for around 75-78% of their 
liabilities. Other borrowings and their own 
capital (equity plus reserves) have a share of 
17-18%. Logically, when optimal utilization 
of funds is being assessed, the resource com-
ponents of borrowings (mainly through 
bonds) and capital (reserves that include 
ploughed-back profits) should also be taken 
into account. In fact, the CD ratio should ide-
ally include these two components in the 
denominator along with deposits to offer a 
complete picture. 

As for bank assets, 
credit has a share of 
60-62%. The balance is 
deployed in investments 
and other assets. Interest-
ingly, when the CD ratio 
rises, the composition of 
bank assets changes too. 
In 2025-26, banks have 
lowered their holdings of 
government paper. This 
has happened because of 
RBI’s use of open market 
operations (OMOs) to 
supply liquidity to the 
system by purchasing 
government securities 

India’s banking industry has seen  
its CD ratio exceed its ideal 

threshold for a prolonged period 
without RBI’s prudential rules 

being flouted. So just how 
meaningful is this measure? 

The non-deposit borrowings 
of banks and their reserves must 
also be taken into account to run 

a resource-sufficiency check. 
That will offer a better picture 
of funds available for lending.

Q U I C K  R E A D

PTI

Clear pathways for turnaround 
artists to rescue firms in distress
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T
he recent Artificial Intelligence (AI) 
Summit in New Delhi has brought 
home the remarkable pace at which AI 
is changing the way we live and work. 
The jury is still out on whether an 
AI-led society would be utopian or dys-

topian. Meanwhile, we need to reset our thinking 
on many issues.  Around this time last year, in my 
presidential address to the Indian Econometric 
Society [Journal of Quantitative Economics, 2025, 
23:319–331 bit.ly/4s4McEJ], I had discussed India’s 
growth paradox: namely, that though India has 
been the fastest growing major economy in 
the world for quite some time, the number of 
unemployed in the country has also been growing 
almost as fast. To address this employment chal-
lenge, I had outlined a strategy based on three 
pillars. Within just a year, I now need to revisit 
that strategy, not because the pillars have changed 
but because the content of each pillar has to be 
adapted to a rapidly changing employment context 
driven by the rising tide of AI. 

The first pillar I had outlined, the short-term 
one, was the need to deploy ‘industrial policy’ for 
the non-agricultural sector to help accelerate the 
growth of employment-intensive industries in 
addition to high-tech industries and services. 
The latter add a lot to GDP but relatively little to 
employment. In comparison, just six employment- 
intensive sectors account for as much as two-thirds 
of all employment outside agriculture: construc-
tion, trade, land transportation, processing of food 
and beverages, apparel manufacturing, hotels and 
restaurants. Most jobs in these sectors require a 
low level of skills. The corresponding level of pro-
ductivity and remuneration is also low, but their 
low skill requirement matches the skill profile of 
the bulk of India’s labour force, which cannot be 
changed overnight. Accelerating the growth of 
these sectors will quickly expand the scale of 
employment and livelihoods, however modestly, 
in the short run; this will buy India time to 
appropriately skill the labour force and prepare it 
for higher productivity and better-paid jobs in the 
medium to long term.

Given the emerging labour market impact of AI, 
it is possible that these employment-intensive 
sectors will grow faster even without the prop of 
‘industrial policy.’ At the recent AI Summit in New 
Delhi, Kristalina Georgieva, managing director of 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF), made 
some very important observations. The IMF, she 
noted, is finding that AI will affect—not necessarily 
eliminate—40% of jobs globally. More interesting is 
its finding that demand for very high-skill jobs and 
that for low-skill jobs is actually increasing with the 
impact of AI, while demand for entry-level skilled 
jobs in the middle is disappearing. Human labour is 
being displaced by AI in these tasks. Why demand 

How artificial intelligence alters 
India’s challenge of employment
A three-pillar strategy outlined for the country must now take into account the impact that AI may have on job availability
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L
ast week’s AI Impact Summit ended 
the way these gatherings routinely do. 
This time with a ‘New Delhi Declara-

tion,’ a non-binding hymn to cooperation 
and the hope that “AI could be made to 
serve humanity.” It’s the sort of empty lan-
guage that dozens of countries and inter-
national organizations can sign up to with-
out changing a thing.

The most revealing statement came from 
the industry. Hours before the declaration, 
OpenAI CEO Sam Altman offered a bit of 
moral arithmetic in an interview with the 
Indian Express. “People talk about how 
much energy it takes to train an AI model,” 
he said, “but it also takes a lot of energy to 
train a human. It takes, like, 20 years of life, 
and all of the food you eat during that time 
before you get smart.” Altman likely meant 
it as a quip. It landed, however, as a sobering 
reminder that the people steering the AI 
race are starting to talk about raising chil-
dren the way they talk about training 
machines. So much for human-centred AI. 

New Delhi should have been a turning 
point for middle powers, from India and 
Brazil to Canada. Instead, it showcased the 
deadlock that has come to define global AI 
governance. AI superpowers won’t mean-
ingfully restrain themselves, AI companies 
won’t elect to slow down and everyone else 
is signing empty statements while being 
propelled by a fear of missing out.

The drift is apparent in the meetings 
themselves. The first at Bletchley Park in 
2023 was branded as an AI ‘Safety’ summit. 
That was dropped from the title in Seoul’s 
‘AI Summit.’ The theme then shifted to 
‘Action’ in Paris and ‘Impact’ in New Delhi. 
The word that started the series has been 
edited out. India this year got frontier firms 
to sign to broad commitments to study the 
impact of AI, but even these are voluntary. 

Middle powers, meanwhile, can’t wait 
for Washington or Beijing to take the reins. 
This year alone, American tech giants are 
expected to collectively invest some $650 
billion in AI. Such astronomical spending 
accelerates deployment, but it also distorts 
incentives away from safety and towards 
recouping a return. And with so much of 
the US economy now riding the tech boom, 
the White House has little appetite for 
rules that might slow it down.

China has its own safety labs and volun-
tary commitments from companies. But 
the government leaves scant room for plu-
rality of opinions or public debate about 
risk—especially if it collides with President 
Xi Jinping’s ambition to lead the world in 
technology. Safety leadership is unlikely to 
emerge from Washington or Beijing. 

At the same time, the harms are already 
piling up. Women and girls are digitally 
undressed, cyber attackers exploit new 
tools at scale and reports link teen suicides 
with the use of chatbots. AI systems are 
becoming exponentially more powerful 
and the rush for agents only encourages 
humans to cede more power to machines, 
raising fears of more existential risks. 

In that geopolitical race, hopes for 
meaningful US-China collaboration on 
safety are increasingly a fantasy. As was 
hinted at in Davos, each side can use the 
other’s acceleration as an alibi for why they 
can’t slow down even if they want to. It’s 
why middle powers matter more than ever. 
India hosted this year’s gathering explicitly 
to position itself as a bridge between the 
rest of the world and the US-China rivalry.

During a side event on safety, computer 
scientist and ‘AI Godfather’ Yoshua Bengio 
said that it’s ultimately up to these govern-
ments to unite and break the superpower 
deadlock before AI concentrates power. 
Courting favour from Washington or Bei-
jing in a bid to get ahead is a self-defeating 
strategy that cements dependence, not 
sovereignty—let alone safety. 

A middle-power coalition needn’t beat 
the US or China on frontier AI. It just needs 
to make access to markets of billions, as well 
as their schools, hospitals, courts and power 
grids, conditional on measurable safety 
commitments. They can start with near-
term essentials: disclosures of the data that 
goes into these tools and the energy use 
needed for training and running models. 
Mandate standardized, independent safety 
evaluations before deployment in sensitive 
domains like policing or politics. Insist on 
incident reporting and public transparency 
around model failures and risks.

The easiest thing policymakers can do 
right now, Bengio warned, is listen to the 
voices that make them feel good—which  
overwhelmingly belong to those selling the 
technology. But organized backlash is 
growing, uniting people across identities 
and political lines. “Governments won’t do 
anything until the general population 
wakes up,” he said. 

Delhi’s traffic gridlocks last week became 
a metaphor for the global AI safety debate: 
We keep convening, everyone is trying to 
get ahead and nothing moves. Declarations 
don’t protect, rules do. ©BLOOMBERG

Can middle powers break the 
global deadlock on AI safety?

Declarations at summits are not enough. The world needs action

Middle powers mustn’t wait for Washington 

or Beijing to act. AFP

should be rising for mass consumption products 
when income inequality is increasing is not clear. 
But if true, then in the Indian context, this would 
imply that demand for goods and services delivered 
by the employment-intensive sectors cited above 
would accelerate. That’s the good news.

The bad news is that, by the same token, the sec-
ond pillar of my suggested employment strategy 
will be much more challenging. I had proposed a 
skilling strategy called University Technical Edu-
cation (UTC). This is an alternative to the conven-
tional path of secondary educa-
tion which could replace the 
current dysfunctional vocational 
education programme. UTC 
would be a private sector-led, 
self-financing programme. It 
would combine STEM-oriented 
classroom education with inten-
sive shopfloor training in opera-
tional plants of corporate part-
ners. Students graduating from 
this alternative higher second-
ary education programme could 
go on to higher education if they 
so desired or opt for employ-
ment. In the latter case, their 
UTC graduation combined with 
shopfloor training would better 
position them for jobs than conventional higher 
secondary graduates. The UTC programme, along 
with a significantly reformed higher education 
system, could prepare India’s workforce for the 
21st century.

The broad structure of this second pillar would 
remain intact despite AI. But the content of the 
STEM-oriented courses would have to prepare 
students not for entry-level jobs but higher skills 

for use in roles where they would have to prompt 
AI models to perform elementary tasks. The same 
would apply to on-the-job training on the shop-
floor. But AI models are evolving so rapidly that 
today’s training in their use could become obsolete 
tomorrow. The UTC courses would therefore need 
to be designed in collaboration with experts from 
AI companies who can see in which direction AI 
models are headed. Fortunately for us, the fact that 
so many corporate leaders of Indian origin are 
embedded in leading global tech companies places 

India exceptionally well to move 
down this path. The develop-
ment of India’s own founda-
tional models like Sarvam is 
excellent news and should help 
the country prepare its work-
force even better for the future. 

My third pillar was raising pro-
ductivity in agriculture. No mat-
ter how the employment outlook 
outside farming might improve, 
agriculture will continue to be a 
major sector of employment for 
years to come. However, produc-
tivity is abysmally low in agricul-
ture. I had earlier discussed stan-
dard approaches to ramping up 
productivity. However, applica-

tion of AI could radically transform traditional 
farming—from water and land management to 
selection of seeds and crops, production tech-
niques, post-harvest technologies in storage and 
transportation, etc. This AI revolution in agricul-
ture, not unlike the ongoing revolutions in bio-
tech, medicine and other sciences, could raise 
labour productivity in ways unimagined so far. 

These are the author’s personal views.

The first pillar of deploying 
‘industrial policy’ can still work 

as a short-term measure to 
multiply jobs and buy us time 

to prepare our workforce 
for a challenging future.

The second pillar of technical 
education needs to be modified 

in accordance with changes 
wrought by AI  and the third of 
agricultural productivity could 

count on AI for support. 

Q U I C K  R E A D

CHANDRAKANT LAHARIYA bility beyond conducting drills. After each 
incident, children deserve age-appropriate 
explanations and reassurance. Mental 
health support should not be an after-
thought. Counsellors and trained teachers 
have an essential role to play in this. 

India recently concluded an AI impact 
summit that celebrated technology and 
innovation. Such events are meaningful, but  
they ring hollow if tech sophistication can-
not be harnessed to address disruptions like 
hoax threats. Advanced analytics, inter-
agency coordination and better cyber-fo-
rensics should make tracing and deterring 
such acts easier. Technology must serve 
public trust, not merely national prestige.

Ultimately, recurrent school bomb threats 
are a social challenge more than a security 
one. Why do these happen at all? Are our 
institutions—legal, educational and moral—
strong enough to absorb shocks without nor-
malizing them?

As children are remarkably adaptive, they 
may adapt to such disruptions. The more 
pressing question is why they should. The 
responsibility lies with adults—with institu-
tions, educators and governments—to 
ensure that schools remain anchors of sta-
bility in an uncertain world.

disruption compounds unease. The harm is 
rarely dramatic. It is incremental.

Beyond that lies a broader social concern: 
the normalization of ambient insecurity. 
Cities adapt to air pollution by purchasing 
air purifiers. They adapt to traffic conges-
tion by leaving home earlier. When they 
begin to adapt to bomb threats by adjusting 
school calendars and refining evacuation 
protocols, a deeper erosion may be under-
way. The belief that certain spaces are 
always safe begins to weaken.

Enforcement must be 
credible, investigations 
swift and transparent. 
Perpetrators need pun-
ishment that deters hoax 
calls. But society must 
also confront the cultural 
currents that make such 
acts conceivable. Digital 
citizenship cannot be 
reduced to warnings 
about passwords and pri-
vacy settings. It must 
include conversations on 
consequences, empathy 
and civic responsibility. 
Schools have a responsi-

schooling can become synonymous with 
anxiety. When academic pressure eclipses 
emotional resilience, disruption—however 
misguided—can seem like an escape. If that 
is the case, the issue is not only criminality; 
it is also culture. An educational system that 
prioritizes performance over well-being 
risks tempting evasion. The solution, then, 
cannot be limited to policing alone. It must 
include reflection on how we define suc-
cess, handle failure and how openly we 
address stress within our schools.

Child psychology 
offers further insights. 
Research shows that 
repeated exposure to 
perceived danger—even 
if no harm occurs—can 
elevate baseline anxiety 
in children. It can affect 
concentration, disturb 
sleep and weaken a 
child’s sense of control. 
The threat may be 
declared false, but the 
physiological response it 
triggers is real. For chil-
dren already carrying 
invisible burdens, each 

and that tomorrow will look much like 
today. Stability is part of the promise. When 
bomb threats recur, they chip away at it. The 
classroom becomes a site of interruption, 
not just learning. The damage is subtle, but 
it accumulates. It would be convenient to 
frame this purely as a law-and-order prob-
lem: anonymous actors exploiting digital 
anonymity, investigators struggling to trace 
IP addresses across jurisdictions, encrypted 
servers masking identities. 

But repeat hoaxes say something also 
about the moral climate of a society. In a cul-
ture increasingly mediated by screens—
where provocation, virality and spectacle 
are rewarded—the line between prank and 
harm blurs. The sender may never see the 
frightened faces of children or the distress 
of parents, but they see the reaction through 
media. In behavioural terms, this feedback 
loop is powerful for disruptors.

There is an uncomfortable possibility 
that some of these threats may originate 
from students trying to delay exams. Even if 
such cases are rare, the mere plausibility 
should give us pause. In hyper-competitive 
educational environments, where exam 
results carry disproportionate weight and 
fear of failure is rarely discussed openly, 

I
n the past few days, nearly every alternate 
day has brought news of bomb-threat 
emails sent to one or more schools in 

Delhi. The script is wearyingly familiar. An 
email lands in multiple school inboxes—
often routed through encrypted servers, 
sometimes crudely drafted with digital trails 
left behind. So far, all have proven to be 
hoaxes. Yet, there has been no let up and the 
invisible damage they cause continues. 

After winter air pollution, which now 
routinely suspends on-campus classes, 
these anonymous threats have become the 
city’s other disruptor of education. Each 
episode may end without physical harm, but 
the true cost cannot be measured only in 
cancelled classes, postponed exams or 
police deployment. It alters society’s idea of 
safety and a child’s sense of normalcy.

Schools are among the first public institu-
tions that children learn to trust. Young 
minds internalize a quiet assurance: that 
adults are in control, routines are reliable 

Frequent school bomb threats hold a mirror to society 

is a practising physician 

and specialist in parenting 

and child development.

Each episode may end without 
physical harm, but its cost goes 

beyond cancelled classes or 
postponed exams. It reshapes 
society’s idea of safety and a 

child’s sense of normalcy.

Recurrent threats are a social 
challenge more than a security 

one. Why do these happen? Are 
our legal, educational and moral 

institutions capable of containing 
the silent damage they cause? 

Q U I C K  R E A D
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It’s unwise to bite the hand that decides your fate in court. GoI,
specifically NCERT, responsible for contents of  its latest soci-
al sciences textbook, ‘Exploring Society: India and Beyond,
Vol II’, found itself  in hot water after the Supreme Court found
a section, ‘Corruption in the Judiciary’, not just an assault to
the judiciary’s reputation but a ‘deep-rooted conspiracy’ to in-
culcate in the minds of  school-going 13-14-yr-olds ideas that co-
uld leave them prejudiced forever. The removal of  all copies of
the book from public access thereby ensures that alleged
shortcomings in the judiciary are kept out of  sight, and out of
impressionable minds.

For the rest of  us who are not school-goers, judicial corruption
is a concern. Former CJI B R Gavai had sta-
ted in July 2025: ‘Sadly, there have been in-
stances of  corruption and misconduct that
have surfaced even within the judiciary.
Such occurrences inevitably have a negati-
ve impact on public confidence, potential-
ly eroding faith in the integrity of  the sy-
stem as a whole,’ a quote that finds its way

in the NCERT textbook. The blanket ban by a 3-judge bench led
by CJI Surya Kant is, thankfully, limited to the Class 8 textbook.

One can presume that at that age, curious as they may be, yo-
ungsters will be protected from such warts-and-all news and no-
tions freely available on various platforms. For a student, a text-
book has the quality of  a testament to it. And appearance of  such
unsavoury information, valid as it may be, in agovernment text-
book, can be construed as an indictment — in other words, politi-
cal motive — that young learners can do without. Outside the
school syllabus, of  course, it would be most effective to weed out
purported malpractices, rather than simply put a lid on them.

Out-of-Syllabus Bits
In School Syllabus Bell Curves  R Prasad

ChatGPT

SHAIRI
OF THE DAY

The global offi cial legal waste management market was 
valued at $1.2 trillion in 2024. According to a report by 
the UN, that’s about three times more than the value 
($410 billion) estimated for 2011. Industrial waste is the 
largest waste category globally, followed by agricultural 
waste, construction and demolition waste, and municipal 
solid waste. Hazardous waste, medical waste, and e-waste 
contribute much less but are more costly to manage...

WASTE GENERATION

Estimates of global legal waste generation

Estimated global average for municipal solid waste from 2016; estimated 
yearly global average for the other waste types from 2011-2017

If India once thinks, 
‘Why not ice?’

And trains hard instead 
of just being nice.

From Winter 
Olympics snow,

We’d steal quite a show —
With jugaad-engineered 

skates half the price!

Industrial 
waste

Agricultural 
waste

Construction 
& demolition 

waste

Municipal 
solid waste

Hazardous 
waste

Medical 
waste

Electronic 
waste

He might have prayed to 
me a couple of times, but 
I swear I’ve never visited 

him even once!
Source: Global Analysis on Crimes that Affect the Environment SA
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Telecom regulators across countries, including Trai, are
having to review their stance on net neutrality in light of
5G networks that allow tiered offerings. The scope of  mo-
netising slicing capabilities, such as defined upload or la-
tency criteria, has been a key driver for operators to up-
grade their networks. Telecom companies argue that 5G
network slicing is based on technology and not on con-
tent, and does not run afoul of  the original regulatory in-
tent of  keeping internet traffic free of  discrimination.
Moreover, they add that the neutrality debate took place
when network slicing was not an option, and some of  the
conclusions are due for a fresh appraisal.

The EU and the US are reinterpreting net neutrality
principles with proposals to lump 5G network slicing into
abasket of  specialised telecom services. These moves have
run into opposition from critics who see neutrality in iso-

lation from advancements in technolo-
gy. There remains a risk that an immu-
table position on neutrality could delay
investor confidence and network up-
grades if  monetisation plans are block-
ed. Trai, which has not revealed its
mind in the current round of  conversa-
tions over the matter, will have to balan-

ce commercial flexibility with equitable internet access.
And it may have to do so simultaneously with other regula-
tors as the race heats up for 6G telecom networks.

The existing neutrality framework emerged amid pub-
lic outcry, and any move perceived as discriminatory co-
uld still face opposition. There will be consumer resis-
tance if  the perceived value is not clear or if  the internet
experience is degraded. Enterprises have their own set
of  issues with security, privacy and service quality. Yet,
uncertainty over large-scale adoption should not be allo-
wed to hold telecom investment hostage. Services provi-
ded by differentiated telecom networks need innovation
that is being delayed by the neutrality hurdle. The matter
needs to be resolved transparently without compromi-
sing the interests of  the general internet user, who is un-
likely to become a customer of  specialised 5G services.

No More Buffering in
Net Neutrality Debate
Align 5G innovation rules with access for all

Budget 2026 resolves a key macroecono-
mic debate by pairing higher public
investment with credible fiscal consoli-
dation, opening a policy window. Focus
has shifted from whether India can
afford to invest, to whether such invest-
ment can ensure income stability and
everyday confidence for households.

That challenge is visible in how famili-
es spend today. Consumption decisions
are increasingly made with spreadsheet
precision. Brands are rotated rather than
rejected, discretionary purchases post-
poned, not abandoned. Grocery baskets
are optimised around offers, appliances
repaired rather than replaced, and even
festivals are budgeted with restraint.

This behavioural shift will shape In-
dia’s growth. The budget boosts public
capex to ̀̀ 12.2 lakh cr while targeting a
4.3% fiscal deficit, a disciplined yet
ambitious mix. The key question now
is: can this space generate a jobs and
consumption cycle that reaches house-
holds, not just balance sheets?

While consumption grows, the neo-mid-
dle class — about 40% of  the population,
nearly half  in rural and semi-urban
areas — remains the backbone of  mass
consumption. Positioned above vulner-
ability and mostly outside the I-T net,
their spending shapes demand, employ-
ment and fiscal outcomes.

Consumption growth is becoming un-
even, with more accruing to the upper-
middle class (35% of  the population) and
top 10% wealthiest. While headline gro-
wth may stay strong, spending patterns
of  mass households will determine how
growth is felt and sustained.

The neo-middle class is often framed as
aquestion of  confidence. But it’s really
about volatility. They adjust spending not
because of  doubt in India’s prospects,
but due to irregular incomes, costly me-

dical shocks, rising rent and transport,
and frequent job changes. Still forming
about a third of  India’s consumption
base, even small behavioural shifts can
affect demand, and a few disrupted
months can erase years of  progress.

The next phase of  public investment will
be judged not by assets built but by inco-
mestability. Roads, ports and urban infra-
structure matter because they should
deliver predictable incomes. Without
stable employment — if  work remains
casual, intermittent or mediated throu-
gh insecure subcontracting — neo-mid-
dle-class households will keep spending
defensively, even amid economic growth.

The budget’s focus on derisking priva-
te investment reflects capital’s caution.
The challenge is to apply the same logic
to labour and households. For the neo-
middle class, the real constraint isn’t
taxes or credit — it’s exposure to shocks.
Without insurance against health costs,
job changes and income gaps, precaution
will outweigh aspiration.

This reframes how future budgets and
policy follow-through should be assessed.
uEmployment quality matters as
much as quantityPublic capex aimed
at attracting private investment should
be assessed by the stability and continu-
ity of  jobs it creates. Projects that provi-
de steady monthly incomes and reduce

More living room

Rajesh Shukla

Letters to the editor may be addressed to

editet@timesofindia.com

In the Golden Age
Of Attention Deficit
We are told — in constant, spasmodic, short ‘2-min long (to
read)’, itchy thumb-scrolling news reports — that compul-
sive watching of  short videos and reels erodes attention
span, impulse control, and the ability to remember why
you walked into the kitchen. Prolonged exposure to fast,
emotionally-charged content keeps neural networks in a
state of  perpetual DEFCON 1: restless, twitchy and primed
for anxiety. In short, our brain becomes a hamster on a caf-
feine drip. But here’s the twist: this is the golden age for pe-
ople with attention spans of  a gnat. For the perpetually dis-
tracted, instead of  being sent to ‘concentration’ camps, the
world now has on offer a gargantuan buffet of  dopamine-
snacks, each bite-sized and monetisable.

Once, restlessness was frowned upon. Now? You channel
that jitter into endless scrolling, and the algorithm pats
you on the head with another video of  a cat with subtitles.
Creators, doomed earlier to obscurity for producing con-
tent shorter than a sneeze, are thriving. They monetise our
inability to sit still and are profiting from all that neural
chaos, including their own. So, yes, reels may corrode con-
centration. But they also democratise distraction. The
hamster is no longer trapped. Now, it’s a brand ambassa-
dor, mascot for ‘move!’ And in this ‘Next, next, next!’ world,
attention deficit’s a neat business model.

Don’t fret! Make hay while
short videos and reels shine

JUST IN JEST

LAKSHMI R SRINIVAS

Often, people feel envious of  oth-
ers’ success, wealth and joy, inclu-
ding friends and family. When
envy makes a home in an indivi-
dual’s heart, it eats up happiness.

There are umpteen young stu-
dents pursuing their academic
careers while earning a living. If
they started envying those whose
parents can afford to send their
children abroad, they would not
be able to achieve either their go-
als or the joy of  being self-made
successful person. A poorly paid
employee, envious of  a better-paid
schoolmate, could become inef-
fective. If  a differently abled per-
son envies the able-bodied, it wou-
ld only make them give in to des-
pair and hinder them from reach-
ing their full potential.

Harold Coffin says, ‘Envy is the
art of  counting another’s bless-
ings instead of  your own.’ Why
should we not count our blessings,
then? Students who must work
while earning must be happy to
have the opportunity. So also the
poorly paid employee, who by dint
of  their diligence, can try to rise
in the hierarchy. The differently
abled must recognise their other
gifts and build on them.

Everyone is unique and has the
potential to fulfil their dreams
and aspirations. Finally, doing
our best but being contented wor-
kswonders. This realisation will
root out envy and bring peace and
enthusiasm to the heart.

Count Your
Blessings
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I
ndia stands with Israel firmly,
with full conviction, in this mo-
ment and beyond,’ said Narend-
ra Modi in the Israeli Knesset on
Wednesday. ‘No cause,’ he ad-

ded, ‘can justify the murder of  civili-
ans. Nothing can justify terrorism.’
This has been India’s policy for a very
long time. But in West Asia, particular-
ly in Jerusalem, the statement was re-
plete with significance.

India’s geopolitical play in West
Asia has acquired new depth and sco-
pe. For a country that has spent deca-
des balancing between Persian and
Arab, Shia and Sunni, Iran and Saudi
Arabia, and Iran and Israel, this is a
new moment. Shifting geopolitics of
the Gulf/West Asia has prompted a ke-
ener approach by New Delhi. It’s not
without its risks. But India no longer
has the luxury of  living life on the side-
lines of  global geopolitics.

The May 2025 India-Pakistan con-
flict didn’t merely expose how deeply
China was integrated into Pakistan’s
operational systems, but it also sho-
wed the extent to which Türkiye was
involved. Meanwhile, Donald Trump’s
open endorsement of  Pakistani army
chief  Asim Munir prompted New Del-
hi to make their own conclusions. This
was followed by the Pakistan-Saudi
Arabia mutual defence pact in Sep-
tember, which also apparently had
Washington’s blessings.

The pact, which showcased Riy-
adh’s nervousness after Israel’s hit on
Qatar, also appeared to range Saudi
Arabia against India. That was some-
what of  a shock, particularly since In-
dia had been in-
vesting in the
Saudi relations-
hip. Israel was
the other country
that felt the adver-
se impact of  this
defence pact, gi-

ven Pakistan is the only nuclear wea-
pons power in the Islamic world. (It has
been believed forever that Saudi finan-
cial support helped the Pakistani nu-
clear programme.)

The subsequent blow-up of  the Sau-
di-UAE relationship over Yemen (and
Sudan, to an extent) created new fault li-
nes in West Asia — and, inevitably, new
coalitions of  the willing. It brought
UAE ruler Zayed al Nahyan to New Del-
hi in January. Armed with a letter of  in-
tent for a defence and security partners-
hip, a new alliance is being given shape.

We can see the desert winds chang-
ing course. Just a little further afield,
the Horn of  Africa is in the middle of
its own geopolitical flux. New Delhi is a
big swing player there. India, Israel
and the UAE are big players in Ethio-
pia, which serves as a lynchpin in eas-
tern Africa. Ethiopia’s landlocked con-
dition and its traditional rivalry with
Somalia may be slowly tilting it to-
wards Somaliland, which Israel has
just recognised. India is not likely to go
that far yet. But it may not be averse to
opening channels of  communica-
tion there. Decades ago, this region
used Indian rupee as legal

tender.
Trump has

been the external catalyst to these geo-
political shifts — the US is defining its
power and remit much more narrowly,
moving more towards an isolationist
approach than as arbiter of  a global or-
der. Europe has felt the heat. As has
West Asia. India needs to mo-
ve fast, secure its own coa-
litions without leaving
this vital region to the
tender mercies of
China.

Think I2U2.
Think IMEC. And
now, think ‘hexa-
gon alliance’,
which is where the
shifts are heading.
IMEC, announced
in 2023 and inspired
by the Abraham Ac-
cords, and I2U2, may
have seemed like it
had died with the
Oct 7, 2025, Hamas
attacks and subsequent Israeli wars.
But it has not only survived but has fo-

und new takers in the Mediterrane-
an (Greece, Cyprus) and Europe
(France, Italy). This region requires

India to become the prime mover
to build these new-age partners-
hips. For all those asking the qu-
estion on Modi’s Israel visit,

‘Why now?’ the answer is
blowing in the wind.

So, India doubling
down on its Israel and
UAE relationships goes
beyond the bilateral. In
the ongoing global shifts,
India is choosing sides,
and building stakes. In-
dia needs to balance Sau-

di Arabia, and neutralise Pakistan. It
needs to balance Chinese influence in
this region. The US will remain a pre-
mier power and occasionally on Indi-
a’s side. So, everyone in this region is
investing in geopolitical insurance.

We can see the areas of  emphasis —
defence, space, tech, including emer-
ging technologies, advanced manufac-
turing, diverse but shorter and more
resilient supply chains, energy and
new markets. India is looking to fill the
gaps in its defence and security. But so
are Israel and the UAE. Space coopera-
tion will form a big part of  these part-
nerships, as will air defence like Iron
Dome, or even BrahMos (which the
UAE may acquire).

Investment within these partners-
hips is likely to increase. Witness the

UAE’s investment in Dholera
and in LNG. Israel-In-

dia FTA will provide
Israel with a mas-

sive market,
while
In-

dia provides massive scale.
Which brings us to Iran. Both India

and the UAE enjoy very good relations
with Iran, which adds to regional stabi-
lity. Because no matter how you look at
it, Tehran, weak and battered, is still a
considerable power, and one can imagi-
ne a future where Iran can play a more
beneficial role in the region. Saudi Ara-
bia is the other big power where India
is building a robust economic rela-
tionship. Riyadh has to make its own
choices on security.

The region blows up with alarming
regularity. That’s the big risk for a co-
untry like India. Is it a risk worth ta-
king? New Delhi is betting on it.

The writer is CEO, Ananta Centre

Smart Salaam in Jerusalem
GLOBESPOTTING Shifting geopolitics has prompted a keener approach by India in West Asia

Getting more selfie-assured

Indrani Bagchi

Blockbuster 2.0:
Sau Din SaaS Ke
Apropos ‘No Funeral, But Bapti-
sm by Fire’ by Jaspreet Bindra
(Feb 26), the shift from Software-
as-a-Service to Service-as-a-Soft-
ware explains what’s changing
in the IT industry. The arbitrage
model built on cheap labour is un-
der pressure, but the transition
will not be uniform. Smaller fir-
msmay adapt faster precisely be-
cause they carry less legacy. The
real challenge is for mid-sized IT
companies caught between scale
and agility. Reskilling workforces
to supervise and audit AI agents
is not optional but urgent. Indus-
try bodies and universities need
to work together on this now, not
after the disruption fully arrives.
S M Jeeva
Chennai

Rewriting Legacy
Language Model
This refers to ‘The Bell Tolls for
Big Blue’ by Himanshi Lohchab
and Srishti Achar (Feb 25). For
decades, the stewardship of  lega-
cysystems underpinned the busi-
ness models of  firms such as IBM,
TCS, Infosys and Wipro. Anthro-
pic’s breakthrough in automat-
ing Cobol has triggered a struc-
tural reassessment within the
global IT services industry. The
volatility reflects deeper uncer-

tainty about
how traditional
service models
will adapt in an
era of  intellige-
ntautomation.
Yet, disruption
also signals op-
portunity. For

India’s IT sector, the imperative
is clear: evolve from custodians
of  legacy systems to architects of
next-gen digital ecosystems. The
present turbulence may mark a
transition rather than a decline,
which will reward firms capable
of  integrating automation into
their core strategy and redefin-
ing leadership in a rapidly trans-
forming technological landscape.
Amarjeet Kumar
Hazaribagh, Jharkhand

Stare Dread
In the Face
Apropos the Edit, ‘Striking at the
Heart of  Terror’ (Feb 25), the sp-
ectre of  terrorism has bled many
corners of  India over the decad-
es, especially in absence of  a uni-
fied policy. India’s newly releas-
ed National Counter-Terrorism
Policy and Strategy marks a sig-
nificant attempt to bring coher-
ence to the country’s long-stand-
ing fight against terrorism. How-
ever, the policy’s effectiveness
will depend less on its intent and
more on implementation. India’s
federal structure has historically
complicated counter-terror coor-
dination, with states often guard-
ing operational autonomy. Ensu-
ring seamless cooperation bet-
ween central agencies and state
police units will be critical to
translating policy into action.
Gregory Fernandes
Mumbai

Chat Room

Take time out and waiting
for your kettle to boil. It’s a
little pleasure that modern
life, with its compulsive mul-
titasking, rarely allows. The
kettle demands patience. It
hums, it clicks, it gathers it-
self  like a monk preparing
to chant. And in those few
minutes, you are suspended
in a rare pocket of  purpose-
lessness.

You could check your pho-
ne. But don’t. Simply stand.
Listen to the slow crescendo

of  water gurgling into steam.
Rediscover the art of  wait-
ing. The hiss becomes a me-
ditation, the rattle a remin-
der that anticipation is its
own kind of  bliss. The ket-
tle insists on ritual. It teach-
es that the pour is sweeter
when preceded by pause. The
inaction on your part is dis-
tilled presence.

And when the boil finally
arrives, it is earned. The tea
or coffee, the pour — all rich-
er because you stood still,
resisting the itch to fill the
gap. In a world obsessed with
speed, the kettle offers a lit-
tle rebellion. Waiting beco-
mes luxury. Doing nothing
becomes everything. It tells
you that you haven’t run out
of  steam, after all.

Wait for the
Kettle to Boil

ALGO OF 
BLISSTECHCash, Stabilising Catalyst

churn generate stronger consumption
effects than those dependent on frag-
mented or informal labour.
uSocial infrastructure will shape
demand sustainabilityReliable pri-
mary healthcare, skilling systems link-
ed to placement and wage progression,
and efficient urban services reduce the
need for precautionary savings. When
households feel better able to absorb
shocks, discretionary consumption can
return organically.
uGeography of  growth shapes its
durabilityNeo-middle-class households,
concentrated in small towns and peri-ur-
ban areas, face uneven services and high
labour mobility. Capex that boosts con-
nectivity without improving local servi-
ces may raise asset values but not every-
day welfare, widening the gap between
measured growth and lived experience.

The smart buyer’s insight matters be-
cause it’s forward-looking. Consumpti-
on hasn’t collapsed. Households adapt,
trading down, delaying upgrades and
stretching product life. Macroeconomi-
cally, this shows resilience; from a po-
licy view, it signals caution. Substitu-
tion maintains demand but slows the
shift from recovery to a self-reinforcing
growth cycle.

The budget has done the difficult macro
work of  restoring fiscal discipline while
sustaining investment momentum. The
next question: how growth is transmit-
ted to households. The coming years will
test whether public spending can move
from building assets to underwriting
income stability for households that live
month to month, not quarter to quarter.

The budget’s success should be judged
less by deficit ratios and more by behavi-
oural shifts. When neo-middle-class hou-
seholds stop behaving like procurement
managers, constantly optimising, post-
poning and hedging, and begin upgrad-
ing with confidence, the jobs and con-
sumption flywheel will become visible
in everyday life. That transition, more
than any single budget number, will
determine whether India’s growth is
merely sustained or genuinely shared.

The writer is MD-CEO, People Research on
India’s Consumer Economy (PRICE)
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India 
doubling down on its

Israel and UAE
relationships goes beyond

the bilateral. In the
ongoing global shifts, India

is choosing sides, and
building stakes

It’s not without its risks. But
India no longer has the
luxury of living life on the
sidelines of global geopolitics

CCI NG 3.17 Product: ETDelhiBS PubDate: 27-02-2026 Zone: DelhiCapital Edition: 1 Page: ETDCECO3 User: raman.kapoor@timesofindia.com Time: 02-26-2026 22:44 Color:

CMYK



There isn’t a better word to describe India-Israel relationship
than the Hebrew ‘firgun’ – genuine pride in the accomplish-
ments of  another. And Modi’s second visit has only strengthened

it, like the sycamores of  Tel Aviv. You can pore over MoUs and deals 
to grasp this. Or, pay heed to chants of  “Modi” in Knesset, Netanyahu’s
recollection of  his “first or second” date with his wife at an Indian 
restaurant, and Modi telling Israeli lawmakers he was born the day
India recognised Israel in 1950. Clearly, this bilateral relationship has
progressed beyond business, to bonhomie. And how sycamore-like its
growth has been. Between 2014, when India really started warming 
to Israel, and now, both sides have come to trust each other deeply.

India is now Israel’s second biggest trade partner in Asia, after
China. Bilateral trade had zoomed to $10.8bn in 2022-23 before troubles
in Red Sea made movement of  goods difficult. India is also Israel’s top
arms buyer, and its strongest ally in the east. Netanyahu is keen on 

involving India in a new “hexagonal alliance”
against “radical adversaries”. There’s also the

old, Biden-era “I2U2” grouping of  India, 
Israel, US and UAE for containing China in
West Asia. The first time Modi visited Israel,
in 2017, Netanyahu had spelt out his idea of
bilateral ties as a mathematical equation:

ITxIT = I2T2. Tachles – Hebrew for “to the 
point” – Indian Talent combined with Israeli

Tech would define India-Israel future ties.
That’s happening already. Mutual cooperation extends from 

agriculture to water treatment, education and space technology. But
AI, cybersecurity and defence are major focus areas. Although Israel 
is a small country, it ranks 14th out of  139 countries on the Global 
Innovation Index. Which isn’t surprising because it spends over
6% of  GDP on R&D, as against only 0.7% in India. It has chip-making
factories, and an impressive record in defence production.

So, as India and Israel deepen their engagement, what do they seek
from each other? For Israel, India is invaluable as a vast market, and
a friendly power. India would want greater access to defence tech,
such as the Iron Dome missile shield. Israel’s Hermes 900 drones are
already made in India, but given the increasing importance of  UAVs
in war, it would want more advanced know-how too. The good news
is that Israel seems happy to share its tech, although US approvals
are needed in some cases. But for the relationship, intent is what
matters most. Sababa – that’s great.

I To I
India-Israel ties have moved beyond business. 

As they say in Hebrew, sababa, that’s great

– MARK ANTONY, Julius Caesar

The evil that men do 
lives after them

CONTRAPUNTO

In Indic epistemological parlance,
abhava, absence, is not a mere void. It
is a distinct way of  examining reality

through the lens of  nonexistence. Take,
for instance, the air inside a pot. When
the pot is merely a lump of  clay, air inside
the pot is absent but only in a relational
sense. Hence, when the Supreme Court
recently observed that some mechanism,
not necessarily punitive, could be 
devised to make voting compulsory, it
raised a deeper philosophical question:
Is abstention not a gentler way to 
express disapproval?

Abstention is a form of  censure that
can speak louder than words. Take for
example, an elephant in the room. It’s
absent yet it cannot be ignored. The
dictionary meaning of  the word 
‘abstention’ is ‘the fact of  not voting 
in favour of  or against someone or
something.’ Hence, like, abhava, 
abstention is not mere absence from
voting; it could be many things: a silent

critique of  available choices, a 
protest against binaries, or even a
philosophical refusal to reduce one’s
conscience to pressing a button.

The act of  choosing is inherently
dualistic: civic agency must be 
expressed through a preference for one
option over another. For a sage in
Brahmn Samadhi, this may
appear futile, for he knows
that ‘there is no two,’ and
therefore no choice is to be
made. The ultimate Truth
includes play of  opposites,
yet one who chooses the
Divine rises above 
dvaitavad, the realm of
dualities. Such a person, Gita says, is a
Sthitaprajna – even-minded in victory
and defeat, joy and sorrow, love and
hate, trust and disgust.

For the spiritually inclined, voting
may thus pose a dualistic proposition. It
could be examined whether participation
in structured dualisms compromises a
nondual orientation? Or is abstention a

and in centre of  Western nationalism;
its basis is not social co-operation,” says
Rabindranath Tagore. Jacques Derrida,
a French philosopher, took upon 
himself  the task of  deconstructing 
the nation itself. The nation is not an 
eternal essence; it is a narrative, a story
told about common language, memory,
and destiny. Jürgen Habermas wrote
the Postnational Constellation
suggesting a world where democracy
and polity must adapt to global 
interdependence, moving beyond the
limits of  exclusive national identity. 

Abhava is not a barren void but a
meaningful absence: a shift in relational
form. When clay becomes a pot, its
configuration, function, and field of
relations within which it exists change.
In much the same way, postnationalism
does not signal the demise of  sovereign
nations; it gestures towards the need 
for transformation. It calls for a 
recalibrated response to certain crises
that exceed the moral and geographic
limits of  a nation-state. 

way of  remaining equanimous? 
For many young citizens, political

binaries may feel outdated, too simplistic
to capture the complexity of  their 
concerns. Sam Altman recently suggested
that young people should not 
automatically defer to older generations,

as the pace of  technological change
and AI are blurring boundaries

in economic and informational
spaces. Old maps no longer
match the terrain. Yet the
dominant political narrative
in India is rife with 
hypernationalism, marked
by exaggerated patriotism,
aggressive assertion of

religious identity, and hostility towards
perceived ‘others’. In this framework,
abstention, like the epistemological
concept of  abhava, is meaningful 
relational absence. 

Nations run on engines of  competing
nationalisms that must harvest patriotism
for fuel. “The truth is that spirit of
conflict and conquest is at the origin

Democracy Of Silence: When Not Choosing Is A Choice
Sonal Srivastava

Shortly after Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor, formerly known
as Prince Randy Andy Andrew, was arrested by the police for
his close association with sex offender Jeffrey Epstein, Bill Gates
suddenly quit the AI summit in Delhi where he was scheduled to
make a keynote address, his precipitate departure reportedly
linked to his nominal connection with Epstein.

The so-called Epstein Files read like a Who’s Who of  Big Names, including
Donald Trump, Elon Musk, Bill Clinton, Richard Branson, linguist Noam
Chomsky, and motivational maestro Deepak Chopra.

Though in most cases, no wrongdoing has been ascribed to those so named,
the very fact that they have been mentioned in Epstein’s copious correspondence
with innumerable people is enough to make headlines. 

The vile Epstein seems to have been an indefatigable networker, corresponding
with all and sundry with the frenzied dedication of  an army of  spam
senders selling 3BHK apartments, or urging you to divulge your
bank details so that they can deposit the ten-million-dollar prize 
you won in a lottery, even though you forgot to buy a ticket for it. 

The Epstein list keeps growing. Who’ll pop up next?
The Pope? That’s what worries me. Not that it might be the
Pope. But that it might be someone much closer home. Me.

I’ve never communicated with the fellow. But suppose
the chap’s tried to contact me through emails or texts that unnoticed by me have
gone into spam. Does that make me an accomplice by association, like an 
unwitting recipient of  stolen goods? 

True, Epstein connected only with capital-letter Big Names and I’m very
much a lower-case small name. But suppose the bozo did so by mistake, or as an
April Fool lark, or just to show he wasn’t too snobbish to hobnob occasionally
with hoi polloi, me being about as polloi as you can hoi? 

So far, my lower-case name hasn’t cropped up Epstein-wise. But as put by
Nassim Nicholas Taleb – don’t say he’s in the Epstein dossier too! – no evidence
of  guilt is not evidence of  no guilt. 

So I might as well confess: Guilty, as not charged – yet.

Jeffrey and me

Jug Suraiya

As more Big Names are linked to Epstein, 
the needle of suspicion moves closer home

jugularvein

Hamnet, directed by Chloé Zhao, is a
strong contender at this year’s Oscars.
It is a heart-wrenching fiction about
Shakespeare and his wife, Agnes (or
Anne), and the event that allegedly 
inspired the play Hamlet: the loss of

their only son, Hamnet, at the age of  eleven.
Agnes never forgives her husband for being 

absent at their child’s death. Years later, she attends 
a performance of  Hamlet and realises that he has 
transmuted his grief  for a dead child into the
grief  of  a Danish prince for a dead father. 

Does any of  this hold up in the cold light of
historical truth? And if  so, does it matter?

The documented facts are these: in 1582, Shake-
speare, aged 18, married Anne Hathaway, aged 26.
In 1583, Anne gave birth to a daughter, Susanna.
Two years later the twins Judith and Hamnet
were born, named after neighbouring friends.
The next trace we have of  Shakespeare stems
from 1592, when a rival playwright published 
a sneering attack on the ‘Upstart Crow’ who 
was making a name for himself  in London. In
1596, Hamnet died of  unspecified causes.

Nothing is known about the emotional ties
that shaped Shakespeare’s life. The sonnets depict
alove triangle between the poet, a young man and
a dark lady, but generations of  scholars have 
been unable to identify whom they correspond
to. The affair may have taken place entirely in the
poet’s mind. Anne is explicitly mentioned only once:
in Shakespeare’s will, in which he bequeaths his
“second-best bed” to her. The rest is speculation.

Every age reinvents Shakespeare in their own 
image. Based on a novel by Maggie O’Farrell, the film
reclaims the shadowy figure of  Shakespeare’s wife as a
free-spirited proto-feminist. Hamnet lets Shakespeare
off  lightly. He might be an absentee father, but redeems
himself  through his art. But the film raises a far 
broader question. What is the relationship between the
life and the work? Can art be reduced to biography?

In the case of  Shakespeare, reading art as a mirror of
the artist’s life fuels the ever-smouldering Shakespeare
authorship controversy. Since the mid-19th century, 
legions of  enthusiasts have set out to prove that the 

plays cannot have been written by a glovemaker’s son. 
No one from such a humble background, they argue,

could have penned works that reveal such a wealth of
knowledge about classical literature, court politics,
law, or foreign countries. Alternative candidates are
Sir Francis Bacon, philosopher and statesman, and 
Edward de Vere, Earl of  Oxford, poet and patron of  
the arts. Ample documentary evidence attests to the
authorship of  Shakespeare. 

In our age of  conspiracy theories, however, the 
debate has gained fresh momentum. Even people who
don’t know a line from Shakespeare (apart from “To be

or not to be”) flaunt their insider wisdom and proclaim
that Shakespeare wasn’t Shakespeare.

Our fascination with the hidden lives of  the famous
is not a recent development. Over the years, lurid 
details about the moral failings of  thinkers, writers and
musicians have emerged. We are now all too familiar
with Kant’s racism and the “outlandish” experiments
of  Mahatma Gandhi, while Hemingway and Norman
Mailer, Miles Davis and Michael Jackson have been 
exposed as despicable individuals. 

Needless to say, even outstanding personalities 
should be accountable to justice for any crimes 
they commit. But to what extent does their tarnished

personal record disqualify their achievements? Or do
we need to distinguish between the person and their
work, the artist and the art?

Moral outrage about the repellent behaviour of  
celebrated artists has reached a frenzied pitch in the era
of  social media, where the boundaries between private
and public have collapsed. One of  the latest casualties is
Picasso. Today his work is discussed mainly in terms of
misogyny and cultural appropriation. 

Female artists too have come in for their share of  
vitriol. Joni Mitchell and Doris Lessing are castigated 
for abandoning their children, Virginia Woolf  for her 

antisemitism. What we overlook is that we too are
flawed, fragmented, and contradictory beings.
The lives of  the famous harbour sordid secrets in
the same way as do our own.

While we live in a world in which the rich
and the powerful operate with impunity, the 
demand for moral purity has established a
stranglehold over the arts. Dead or alive, artists
are expected to conform to a high moral 
standard and promote worthy sentiments. The
art is equated with the artist. But artworks are
much more than a sublimated version of  the 
artist’s biography. And rather than confirming
our opinions, powerful art unsettles us by 
evoking deeply ambivalent emotions – and 
accordingly, captures the conflicts and moral
complexities of  being human. This is why art
from the past still speaks to us.

The death of  Hamnet may or may not 
have inspired Hamlet. The play is, however, 
immeasurably richer than a tearjerker. It
wrestles with dark moral dilemmas: guilt and

resentment, the desire to break free from family bonds
and nostalgia for a lost Eden.

“Remember me”, the ghost urges. What he demands
is not remembrance, but revenge. Self-deluded and 
posturing though Hamlet might be, he resists to the 
extent possible. Once he embarks on a spree of  violence,
like all revengers, his actions become increasingly dubious.

Set in a surveillance state in which corruption and
betrayal are rampant, the play depicts a disintegrating
moral order, a world without clear answers. It is a play
for our times. 

The writer is former professor, English Literature, 
University of  Fribourg, Switzerland

Indira Ghose

Hamnet: To Judge Or Not To Judge
The film raises the question, should we separate the artist from the art. Should we really 

let artists’ tarnished personal records disqualify their achievements?

Policy is all very well, but what about pleasure? It gets little 
mention in politically charged shouting matches about the
Centre’s three-language policy, or its heated two-language 

rebuttals. In all the earnest talk of  national identity, competitiveness
and cultural preservation, joy barely gets a footnote. In classroom
models too, language learning is more grim duty than delicious 
discovery. And yet, look around. Teenagers are picking up Korean
because they adore BTS and binge-watch Squid Game. Others slip
into Spanish thanks to Despacito and Money Heist. They are gaming
with friends in Brazil, France and Italy, absorbing slang and syntax
as casually as oxygen. No previous generation has had such easy, 
daily contact with peers across continents. For them, language isn’t 
a syllabus; it’s a soundtrack.

To learn most naturally and efficiently, the
language has to feel like an invitation. Like 
being pulled into a darkened cinema where
unknown joys await. Neuroscience tells us the
teenage brain releases more dopamine in 
response to rewarding experiences; motivation
matters. So do our schools understand this?
Do they fling open doors to the mysterious 
continents students long to explore, or do they

quietly use nationality to fence them in? Remember that even as 
visa controls tighten in some corners of  the world, the traffic of  
ideas remains gloriously free. As Michael Erard writes in Babel 
No More, that means our brains also have to flow, to stay plastic,
stretch towards new sounds and skills. Multilingualism, after all, is 
a workout for neuroplasticity.

Yet, parents and teachers still wave away a student’s fascination
with some foreign culture as frivolous. But a language acquired
through teenage passion compounds like an investment. Beyond 
all the possibilities of  direct career enhancement, it sharpens those
softer skills – empathy, flexibility, executive control – that employers
will prize even more tomorrow. What joy and utility are joining 
together, let no school put asunder. So the student may forever sing,
Non, je ne regrette rien.

Knock,Knock...Who’s Fluent?
Teenagers are naturally attracted to foreign
cultures, and thus languages. Encourage this 
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Trump recently said Europeans would
‘all be speaking German’ had America
not ‘won’ WWII. By oversight or design,
he didn’t acknowledge Britain’s and
Soviet Union’s big role in wresting 
Allied victory. Also ignored was the

historical context and pillars of  US’s postwar might.
Emerging from WWII as a global superpower, US needed
and cultivated transatlantic partners to bolster its 
dominance and help fight Soviet communism. Whether
through the Marshall Plan or Nato’s formation, 
America served itself  by safeguarding Europe.

In Trump-speak, though, Europe owes America, 
Atlas that’s shrugged. It must refund US for ‘globalism’ –
post-1945 trade and collective security arrangements that
boosted US power-projection. Besides ‘burden-sharing’,
US’s eternally indebted allies must also satisfy every
demand of  their Trumpian protector-in-name, one that
wants maximum power with minimum responsibility.
For instance, they must cede Greenland even if, 
deprioritising Europe’s security and Ukraine’s 
deliverance, US defence strategists write off  Putin-led
Russia’s revanchism as a ‘manageable threat to Nato’s
eastern members’.

Most important, Europe must help America revitalise
the West, jointly defending their ‘sacred inheritance’. At
the recent Munich Security Conference (MSC), secretary
of  state Marco Rubio lauded ‘Western civilisation’, the
‘greatest’-ever, expanded by explorers, missionaries,
pilgrims and soldiers – read: superior Western 
science, faith and arms. US could go solo with the task
of  civilisational renewal, he said, but transatlantic 
fates were ‘connected’ spiritually and culturally. 
So US preferred if  its allies abandoned deluded 
internationalism, and embraced their shared heritage:
the empire-building, Christianity-spreading Europe
whose ships crossed oceans and birthed America. 

According to Rubio, in 1945 Europe lay prostrate for
the first time ‘since the age of  Columbus’. But what had
hastened the ‘decline’ of  ‘great Western empires’? No,
he didn’t mention disastrous great power rivalries,
scrambles for land and resources, arms races, 
Hitler’s abominations, or the economic strain, social

disruption and moral calamity of  barbaric world wars
that wrecked faith in progress based on Western 
‘rationality’. He blamed, in the same breath, ‘godless
communist revolutions’ and ‘anti-colonial uprisings’.

Why are ‘evil’ commies lumped with people 
Occidental powers had subjugated across the world?
Both apparently imperilled the hitherto-‘expanding’
West, one by challenging free societies, the other by
wanting to be free! Rubio is fine with 13 American 
colonies attaining independence – perhaps because
they fought not imperialism per se but specifically the
British empire, as historian Bernard Porter noted,
partly to gain ‘freedom to imperialise their own 
continent’. Ergo, what was wrong for, say, ‘anti-colonial’

India, Vietnam or Algeria in the 20th century was right
for ‘infant nation’ America in the 18th.

Go from Eurocentric Trumpian history to Trumpian
geography. When ‘new continents’ are seen as vast, 
unclaimed places, colonial appropriation becomes 
‘guilt’-free. In his latest State of  the Union address,
Trump said nation-building Americans ‘carved through
an unforgiving wilderness, settled a boundless frontier’
and ‘tamed’ the ‘Wild West’. Rubio similarly romanticises
Europe’s seemingly bloodless conquest of  the ‘New
World’, and American settlers’ westward expansion.
Trump talks of  ‘empty marshes’, ‘wide-open plains’;
Rubio describes ‘frontiers’, heartlands, ‘empty plains’
and interiors shaped by industrious Euro-Americans.
Neither mentions native populations, upon whose 

misery, displacement and/or extermination empires –
and America – were built.

Rubio extolls Spain-payrolled Italian explorer 
Columbus’s ‘adventure’ as defining ‘the imagination of
our pioneer nation’. He seemingly forgets Columbus set
sail in 1492 to find the ‘Indies’, Asian civilisations that 
existed before ‘America’ was born. The Caribbean lands
he stumbled upon – heralding colonisation of  the 
Americas – weren’t unpeopled. Nor did the systematic
exploitation and enslavement his ‘discovery of  America’
triggered go uncontested by Christian colonists. Spanish
priest Bartolomé de las Casas, for one, witnessed carnage
firsthand. Relinquishing his slave-driving estate, he 
tirelessly petitioned against 16th century Spanish 
conquistadors’ brutality towards indigenous peoples.

Expectedly, for Trumpists, who lives where seems
irrelevant if  ‘America First’ can straddle where they 
live. Hence Gaza is ‘real estate’ rather than home to two
million-plus Gazans. Mineral-rich Greenland is a ‘piece
of  ice’ 56,000-plus Greenlanders should let America 
acquire. And Canada, Latin America and the Caribbean
should submit to Donroe doctrinaires.

In a not-unrelated ideological takeover bid based on
blackening the West’s accomplishments, Europe’s asked
to don ethnonationalist robes. Scientific enquiry, 
democracy, human rights, secularism, anti-militarism,
trade’s peace dividends, media freedom, environmental
protection – these hard-wrought values, however 
imperfectly upheld, are denigrated. Indulging far-right
elements, Trumpists rap anyone across ideological 
lines who defends rules-based coexistence, or red-flags
supremacism, expansionism, wealth concentration,
climate scepticism or disease risks.

Not everyone favours whitewashing history. At
MSC, German chancellor Friedrich Merz warned
America of  the ‘limits’ of  unilateralism, contrasting
autocracy’s followers with democracy’s partners. 
Pitting European solidarity against big power politics,
he rejected ‘hegemonic fantasies’ that once led Germany
astray. ‘Might-makes-right’ took his country to a ‘dark
place’, down a path to the ‘bitter’ end, he said – alluding
to the catastrophe of  WWII. Telling his multilingual 
audience about this enduring lesson never again ‘to go
it alone’, Merz championed Europe – speaking in 
German. A point Trump should note. 

IT ALL GOES BACK TO COLUMBUS
In MAGA’s book, Western civilisation has no discontents. If only Europe would agree

Rupa Sengupta

How important it is for us to 
recognise and celebrate our heroes

and she-roes!

Sacredspace

Maya Angelou

THE TIMES OF INDIA
FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 27, 202620 TO BUILD A BRAND TELL A STORY

PD: 27-02-2026 Z: Delhi E: 1 U: c-jatin.kumar@timesofindia.com T: 02-26-2026 22:36

CM
YK



DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 

In one of my seminars, a student once beamed while check-
ing her phone and said, “My brother sent me a meme.” Then
she paused and added quietly, “We don’t talk much
though.” Her statement reflects a peculiar truth of modern
households. Many siblings today share reels, memes and
forwarded jokes almost every day, but rarely share their
real thoughts, fears or emotions. They live under the same
roof, eat at the same table and celebrate the same festi-
vals, yet somewhere along the journey from childhood to
maturity, conversations become formal, constrained and
sometimes altogether absent.

Childhood tells a different story. Siblings are our earli-
est companions. They share secrets under blankets, fight
over television remotes, complain about parents and
defend each other fiercely in front of outsiders. They grow

up in the same environment, shaped by the same values
and memories. They know each other’s strengths, weak-
nesses and vulnerabilities better than anyone else. Yet, as
years pass, something changes. Responsibilities increase,
careers begin and marriages happen. Individual identities
take precedence over shared ones. Slowly, without any dra-
matic conflict, emotional distance replaces emotional inti-
macy. In Indian families, this silence is often
misunderstood. Parents feel relieved that
their children are no longer fighting and
interpret silence as maturity. But silence is
not always peace. Sometimes, it is simply
unexpressed emotion.

One of the most overlooked reasons behind this silence
is emotional conditioning. From a young age, children -
especially boys — are rarely taught to express affection
openly towards siblings. Love is shown through duty rather
than words. A brother may ensure that his sister reaches
home safely but never tell her he misses her. A sister may
worry endlessly about her brother’s well-being but may
never articulate that concern.

Technology has further complicated this dynamic.
Digital communication has created an illusion of connec-
tion. Sending birthday wishes on a family WhatsApp group
or reacting to a social media story appears to sustain rela-
tionships. Yet these small gestures often replace deeper,
meaningful conversations, resulting in reduced emotion-

al exchange. Implicit childhood roles also play a part. Labels
such as the ‘responsible one’, the ‘rebellious one’, the ‘sen-
sitive one’ or the ‘successful one’, assigned consciously or
unconsciously, continue to shape sibling relationships in
adulthood. Sometimes, distance is not created by present
circumstances but by past perceptions.

Despite this quiet distance, the emotional tie rarely dis-
appears. In moments of crisis, siblings often
stand beside each other without hesitation.
They may not speak daily, but their presence
carries a familiarity and security that few
other relationships offer. Unlike friend-
ships, sibling relationships are not chosen.

Unlike parental relationships, they exist on equal ground.
But like all relationships, they require nurturing.

Emotional connection does not survive on memories alone;
it demands effort in the present. Breaking the silence does
not require grand gestures. Bridging the sibling gap is less
about logistics and more about intimacy.

In a society where individuals are constantly connect-
ed yet emotionally distant, the most meaningful conver-
sations may be waiting within our own homes. Sometimes,
the person who has known us the longest is also the one
we speak to the least. And sometimes, one honest conver-
sation is enough to revive a lifetime of connection.
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objective was to highlight youth unemployment,
technological displacement or inequality, those
concerns required detailed articulation, struc-
tured alternatives and sustained engagement.
A dramatic gesture cannot substitute for policy
seriousness.

There is a decisive difference between protest-
ing outside a venue and breach-
ing proceedings within. Outside,
dissent confronts power while
respecting institutional space.
Inside, it risks undermining the
very platforms that represent the
nation before the world.

Across established democracies, high-level
summits attract protesters. In the United
States and Europe, climate meetings, eco-
nomic forums and global conventions draw
vocal opposition. Authorities designate protest
zones, negotiate boundaries and maintain firm
security. Demonstrations occur — sometimes
intensely — but secured proceedings continue.

The principle is clear: visibility without paral-
ysis. Authoritarian systems respond differently.
In 1989, at Tiananmen Square in Beijing, dissent
was met with tanks. Debate was extinguished
by force. That is how insecure regimes react.

India is not that system. The AI summit
protest occurred. It was reported, debated and
legally processed. That itself reflects democra-
tic openness. But openness must not be confused
with permissiveness. A state that cannot secure
its international platforms signals fragility, not
freedom. Order is not the enemy of liberty; it is
its guardian.

Artificial intelligence raises profound nation-
al questions. Will automation displace workers
faster than reskilling mechanisms can respond?
How will India protect data sovereignty in a
world dominated by global platforms? What
regulatory architecture will ensure algorithmic
accountability? How can technological growth
remain inclusive rather than exclusionary?
These questions deserve rigorous parliamen-
tary debate, expert consultation and alterna-
tive policy frameworks. They demand persis-
tence and intellectual seriousness. Democratic
influence is built through argument, documen-
tation and sustained mobilisation — not

through fleeting spectacle. When protest
becomes performative, it risks diminishing the
gravity of the issue it claims to elevate. A viral
moment may dominate one news cycle; it
rarely shapes legislation or regulatory design.

India today stands at a pivotal moment. It
seeks to position itself as a technological power
and a responsible global actor. Investors
assess stability. Diplomatic partners assess
institutional coherence. Global perception
carries economic and strategic consequences.

Disruption inside the arena of a global summit
shifts attention from substance to theatrics. It
hands critics an easy narrative. It distracts from
national ambition. Political actors must ask
whether such conduct strengthens India’s voice
in the world or dilutes it. Democratic politics does
not exist in isolation from national interest. In
a competitive global environment, internal
conduct influences external credibility.

There are moments in history when dramat-
ic protest becomes morally imperative — when
institutions close and avenues of accountabili-
ty disappear. In such contexts, extraordinary

tactics gain legitimacy because
the system has failed. That is not
India’s present reality. Parliament
functions. Courts intervene.
Media debates flourish.
Opposition leaders campaign

freely. Elections remain fiercely contested.
In such an environment, political capital is

earned through persuasion, not provocation.
Disruption of secured national platforms is
neither necessary nor constructive. It confuses
noise with influence and visibility with 
credibility.

A rising nation requires maturity from both
government and Opposition. The government
must act firmly yet proportionately. Overreach
weakens democratic authority; indifference
weakens institutional strength.

The Opposition must calibrate tactics to
context. Passion is understandable.
Accountability is essential. But seriousness is
indispensable. Democracy is not measured by
how dramatically proceedings are interrupted.
It is measured by how effectively public opinion
is shaped and policy is influenced.

The AI summit protest will pass. What must
remain is a principled standard: protest is legit-
imate; breach of secured national platforms is
not. India’s democratic space is expansive. Its
global aspirations are rightful. Protecting both
requires discipline as much as freedom, restraint
as much as resolve.

Patriotism and protest are not adversaries. But
when protest diminishes national platforms
without elevating democratic reasoning, it
ceases to serve the republic.

A confident nation does not silence dissent.
It expects dissent to rise to the level of the nation
itself. India deserves politics that matches its
stature — firm in conviction, responsible in
conduct, and conscious that national dignity is
not a partisan asset but a shared inheritance.

Editor’s

West Asia is a quagmire very few world leaders are keen to step
into. The situation here is complex and the reality so twisted
that it is difficult to identify the perpetrator, let alone judge the
situation. When Prime Minister Narendra Modi touched down
in Israel, he had a very difficult task at hand: to strengthen
relations with Israel but at the same time remain steadfast in
India’s West Asia policy that has supported Palestine’s right to
self-determination. Modi’s historic address to the Knesset, a first
by an Indian Prime Minister, was indeed a defining moment in
India’s West Asia diplomacy.

Modi’s message — that “no cause can justify the murder of
civilians” — was multilayered; it was directed at all concerned
without naming anybody. Modi condemned violence and kept
his pitch generic, stating that India was for peace in the region
and that nothing whatsoever could justify the killing of
innocent people. Modi’s visit is also filled with realism, though
it is loaded with rhetoric. Standing alongside Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, Modi described Israel as a
“trusted partner” and reaffirmed India’s support “with full
conviction”. It was a razor-edge walk, as Modi in the same breath
reiterated India’s backing of the UN Security Council-approved
Gaza peace initiative, signalling that India was not shunning its
well-articulated and practised West Asia policy. This dual
messaging - solidarity with Israel’s security concerns while
endorsing a pathway to “just and durable peace” - encapsulates
India’s balancing act.

The India-Israel partnership today is both strategic and
substantive. Since Modi’s landmark 2017 visit - the first by an
Indian prime minister — ties between the two countries have
improved significantly. India is Israel’s largest arms buyer, and
defence cooperation has become the backbone of the
relationship. From advanced missile systems to surveillance
technologies, Israeli defence exports have played a critical role
in modernising India’s military capabilities. Beyond security,
both countries are deepening collaboration in artificial
intelligence, quantum technologies, water management, and
agriculture. The recent Bilateral Investment Treaty further
institutionalises economic engagement.

However, India has traditionally championed Palestinian self-
determination in multilateral forums and continues to endorse
a two-state solution. Indeed, New Delhi recently joined over
100 countries in criticising Israeli moves in the West Bank. The
tension between principle and pragmatism is therefore
unmistakable. What has now changed is that India’s West Asia
policy is interest-driven rather than ideological. Security
cooperation, technology partnerships, and geopolitical
convergence matter more than symbolic posturing. Finally, the
future of India’s West Asia policy will depend on its ability to
sustain this delicate balance. Moral consistency — particularly on
civilian protection —must complement strategic partnerships.
Modi’s Knesset address was more than a ceremonial milestone.
It was a statement that India seeks to be both a steadfast
partner and a principled actor — navigating West Asia not
through binaries, but through calibrated conviction.

As tensions in West Asia deepen, India must ensure
that its strategic partnerships are matched by a

consistent moral stance

Signals from Modi’s
Knesset address

Conflict continues without clear resolution
Four years after its outbreak, the war between Russia
and Ukraine shows no credible path towards resolu-
tion. What began as a strategic confrontation has now
hardened into prolonged attrition, leaving civilians to
endure displacement, destruction and insecurity.

Despite repeated mediation efforts by the United
Nations, negotiations remain constrained by mistrust
and uncompromising positions. President Vladimir Putin
continues to frame the conflict in existential terms, lim-
iting scope for compromise, while President Volodymyr
Zelenskyy maintains that sovereignty and territorial
integrity remain non-negotiable.

External military assistance has sustained Ukraine’s
resistance but has also deepened global polarisation.
Energy markets and food supply chains continue to
experience instability, disproportionately affecting
developing economies.

The conflict today represents not strategic manoeu-
vring but a test of endurance. Neither side appears
capable of achieving decisive advantage without
risking dangerous escalation.

Even when hostilities eventually cease, rebuilding
confidence across Europe and beyond will remain a for-
midable challenge.

N SADHASIVA REDDY | BENGALURU

Cultural identity needs equal recognition
The Union Cabinet’s approval to rename Kerala as
“Keralam” marks an important step towards restor-
ing linguistic authenticity and cultural identity. The
decision, announced on February 24, 2026, initiates
the constitutional process under Article 3.

While this recognition of Malayalam identity is
welcome, it revives the unresolved case of West
Bengal’s long-pending proposal to rename itself
“Bangla”. 

Passed unanimously by the State Assembly in 2018,
the proposal continues to await approval.

Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee has repeatedly
highlighted the delay as discriminatory, especially
when similar requests from other states have been
accepted. State renaming is not merely symbolic. It
reflects cultural self-definition and addresses prac-
tical  concerns,  including representation in 
official forums.

If Keralam’s adoption is celebrated as a victory for
linguistic heritage, consistency demands that similar
aspirations be treated equally. A transparent and non-
partisan approach to such proposals is essential to
uphold the spirit of cooperative federalism. Cultural
identity must not be subject to selective recognition.

VIDYASAGAR REDDY KETHIRI | TELANGANA

TAKE

SAKSHI 
SETHI

Democracy gives citizens the right to protest. It
does not confer the right to disrupt the nation’s
institutional platforms. That distinction is not tech-
nical; it is civilisational. A republic survives not
merely because dissent is permitted, but because
institutions function with authority, continuity and
public trust. When that order is deliberately
breached, the issue is no longer only about griev-
ance; it becomes a question of national respon-
sibility. The shirtless protest staged by members
of the Indian Youth Congress inside Bharat
Mandapam during the recent AI summit in New
Delhi was not an ordinary expression of dissent
in a public square. It was a calculated disruption
inside a secured international event designed to
project India’s technological ambition before
global delegates, investors and policymakers. The
venue was chosen for impact. The optics were
chosen for virality. The disruption was chosen for
maximum visibility.

That choice demands scrutiny.
India’s Constitution guarantees freedom of
speech and peaceful assembly. These guarantees
form the backbone of democratic life. The
Opposition is fully entitled to question the gov-
ernment’s AI strategy, trade posture, economic
direction or employment record. Dissent is not
anti-national; it is intrinsic to democratic account-
ability. Yet constitutional freedoms operate
within a framework of reasonable restraint. When
the security perimeters of an international
summit are breached and proceedings are inter-
rupted from within, the character of protest
changes. The debate shifts from policy substance
to procedural violation. It ceases to be merely
expressive and becomes obstructive.

A democracy must protect protest. It must also
protect order. These principles are complemen-
tary. Without order, rights cannot be exercised
meaningfully. Without rights, order degenerates
into control. The strength of a republic lies in bal-
ancing both.

When India hosts a global summit on artificial
intelligence, it is not organising a routine con-
ference. It is signalling strategic intent. Artificial
intelligence will shape industrial competitiveness,
national security, governance models and eco-
nomic power in the coming decades. Hosting
such a summit asserts that India seeks to help
shape technological norms, not merely adapt to
them. Bharat Mandapam, in that moment, was
more than architecture. It was a national stage.
It reflected confidence in India’s capacity, ambi-
tion and stability. To stage a shirtless protest
inside the arena converted that moment into
spectacle. The imagery ensured headlines. Yet
the clarity of argument was far less visible. If the
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A participant performs with a traditional circular acrobatic prop during the Nagar
Devi Yatra of Goddess Bhadra Kali in Ahmedabad, Gujarat.
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The recent accidents underline
how fragile aviation safety
becomes when procedures are
treated casually. While
investigations often highlight
pilot error, the deeper issue lies
in systemic lapses-training,
oversight and enforcement.
Practical steps can help. The
DGCA must ensure that Standard
Operating Procedures are not
just written but actively
monitored through routine
audits and transparent
reporting. Airlines should invest
in recurrent training, not as a
formality but as a culture of
safety. Equally important, the
Pilot-in-Command must be free
from commercial pressure, with
decisions respected even if they
cause delays.

One area that deserves
greater attention is weather
assessment. Several accidents in

India have involved poor
visibility or adverse conditions
that were either underestimated
or ignored under operational
pressure. Strengthening pre-
flight meteorological briefings
and equipping smaller aircraft
with updated navigation aids
should be a regulatory priority.

. Crew fatigue, inadequate
rest protocols and poor cockpit
communication have contributed
to accidents worldwide. India
must align its crew duty-hour
regulations with international
standards and enforce them
strictly.

Public confidence in air travel
depends on visible
accountability. Aviation safety
cannot be compromised; it must
remain the first principle, not
the last consideration.

A MYILSAMI | COIMBATORE

STRENGTHENING SYSTEMS CAN PREVENT
FUTURE AVIATION ACCIDENTS
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Democracy protects dissent, but a rising nation must also protect the sanctity of its institutional platforms — the AI summit disruption 
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A pragmatic diplomatic move
The visit of Prime Minister Narendra Modi to Israel is
significant in view of the evolving relationship
between the two nations, which gained momentum
after his landmark 2017 visit. 

Historically, ties between India and Israel remained
cautious, shaped by India’s vote against the creation
of Israel in 1947 and its delayed establishment of full
diplomatic relations in 1992, despite recognising Israel
in 1950.

India’s consistent support for Palestine often
restrained open engagement with Israel. PM Modi
became the first Indian Prime Minister to move
beyond this hesitancy while continuing to support
Palestinian concerns without allowing them to
restrict bilateral cooperation.

The warm reception extended by Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu symbolised the growing
warmth between the two countries. By addressing the
Israeli Parliament, PM Modi reinforced India’s com-
mitment to strengthening strategic cooperation
despite ideological differences. The visit reflects a
pragmatic shift in India’s foreign policy, signalling that
national interest and regional stability now guide
engagement in West Asia.

SUNIL OKHADE | INDORE
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post of Vice-President, an interim Vice-
President may be elected by MPs only for
the rest of the term. If both the regularly
elected President and Vice-President are
not in office, fresh simultaneous elections
for both posts should be held without
waiting for the five-year period.

The Prime Minister/Chief Ministers,
along with the Speakers and Deputy
Speakers of the Lower Houses, should be
elected through a secret and compulso-
ry vote of members of the Lower Houses
through Electronic Voting Machines (EVMs)
equipped with VVPAT on nominations
signed by at least 34 per cent of members.
Such an elected Prime Minister/Chief
Minister may be removed by the same
process, but with the compulsion of
naming an alternate leader in the same
motion. Members not opting to vote may
lose their voting rights in the House, even
while retaining membership. Without
adopting such a system, the aspect of “One
Nation, One Election” can never become
a reality because of mid-term elections
caused due to a hung Lok Sabha/State
Assembly or the fall of governments in
between. Even the present Prime Minister,
Chief Ministers, Speakers and Deputy
Speakers may be re-elected along the lines
suggested above.

Since a person cannot represent two
constituencies or become a member of
both Parliament and a State Assembly, no
person should be allowed to contest from
more than one constituency or for both
Parliament and a State Assembly. A sitting

MP or MLA should first resign from his/her
earlier seat before filing nomination for
another. Membership of a Parliamentarian
must be auto-terminated upon taking
oath in a State as a Minister (or Chief
Minister) and vice versa, to prevent situa-
tions such as the Atal Bihari Vajpayee gov-
ernment falling due to the single contro-
versial vote of the then
Odisha Chief Minister
Girdhar Gomango,
who did not resign
from the Lok Sabha
even after being sworn
in as Odisha Chief Minister.

Secret voting for Rajya Sabha elections
should be restored, but through EVMs
equipped with the VVPAT system, with
simultaneous elections for full-time and
part-time members. Persons receiving
more votes should be declared elected for
full terms, while those with fewer votes may
be declared elected for part terms. The
Constitution should be amended to abolish
the useless provision of Legislative Councils,
which practically serve as political assign-
ments to favourites and relations of polit-
ical leaders. Only those who have not con-
tested any election in their life should be
appointed as nominated members of the
Rajya Sabha. No MP or MLA should retain
any type of post in their party or even in
society. Ministerial strength should be
reduced to 10 per cent of the strength of the
Lower House. The post of Parliamentary
Secretaries should be abolished.

Persons losing security should be barred

from contesting elections for the next six
years. The ‘None of the Above’ (NOTA)
option should be made practically useful.
All candidates receiving fewer votes than
NOTA may be barred from contesting any
future election, even though, in case
NOTA wins in any constituency, the can-
didate next to NOTA may be declared
elected, but only for that term. Thereafter,
he may lose the right to contest any elec-
tion in his lifetime.

An absconding Parliamentarian from
court summons/warrants, if present at
Sansad Bhawan even for attending the
session, should not be allowed to leave
until police authorities arrive for execu-
tion of the warrants. Parliamentarians and
legislators with attendance of less than,
say, 75 per cent in the House should not
be allowed to contest any election for the
next six years. Immunity to elected rep-
resentatives should be withdrawn even
from legislative proceedings because, in
the infamous JMM bribery case, even the
Apex Court expressed its inability to act
against the guilty, as their bribed act to
vote for the Narasimha Rao government
was considered immunised under
Parliamentary proceedings. Usually,
Chairpersons of the Lok Sabha/Rajya
Sabha/Parliamentary Committees are
ultra-soft  on impropriety by

Parliamentarians. Rules of
the Lok Sabha and Rajya
Sabha should be re-written
in a stringent manner by
encoding fixed punishments
for Parliamentarians for not

following rules and norms, removing dis-
cretionary powers of Chairpersons and
Parliamentary Committees. The Lok Sabha
mildly punished its member Rajesh Manjhi
for taking his lady friend as his wife on a
foreign trip at government expense by
merely barring him from a few sittings,
even though such an act was not immu-
nised under Parliamentary proceedings.

Parliamentarians should be required to
compulsorily fill in all particulars in their
biodata, including details of their assets
and the name of spouse(s), to be placed
in the public domain on the websites of
the Lok Sabha and Rajya Sabha. 

This can check several malpractices,
such as hiding the name of an addition-
al spouse, as was done by Dharmendra
when he did not disclose the name of
Hema Malini as his wife.

Rules should mandate that all deduc-
tions of government dues such as water,
electricity, telephone, rent, or any other

charges be made from salary/perks/pen-
sions payable to them. Pensions should be
withheld until  former
Parliamentarians/Ministers vacate gov-
ernment accommodation. Defaulters
should be barred from contesting any
future election until all dues are cleared
and unauthorised accommodation is
vacated. Since even persons posted as
Prime Minister have been defaulters of
dues for using Indian Air Force aircraft for
non-official purposes, either the Prime
Minister or the political party sponsoring
the Prime Minister should deposit advance
payment for such use.

Since political parties are not comply-
ing with the CIC verdict bringing them
under the purview of the RTI Act, all direct
or indirect government funding - includ-
ing tax exemptions, subsidised land,
leased government accommodation, free
voters’ lists, and free Doordarshan/Radio
time — should be abolished. Political
parties not contesting any election in the
last five years should be de-recognised.
Sections 13A, 80GGB, and 80GGC of the
Income Tax Act regarding contributions
received by and made to political parties
should be abolished to prevent the
whitening of black money through regis-
tered but inactive parties. Live TV debates
between prominent leaders and Prime
Ministerial/Chief Ministerial candidates
should replace mega-budget rallies and
roadshows, which should instead be
banned. Corruption-generating MPLADS
should be abolished. Pensions for MPs and
MLAs have no logic when they have been
abolished for government servants.
Persons with more than two children
should not be allowed to contest elections.
To avoid lifelong ambitions to remain in
power, there may be an upper age limit
of 65 years to contest direct elections.
Experienced persons, if needed in min-
istries, can be elected as Rajya Sabha
members. Retired judges of the Supreme
Court and High Courts must not be given
post-retirement assignments or allowed
to enter politics for two years after retire-
ment, or else they may lose post-retire-
ment benefits or appointment as arbitra-
tors.

To avoid the usual delay in approving
poll reforms by Parliament, the Election
Commission should be empowered to
implement reforms by giving one year’s
notice to Parliament. If Parliament does
not disapprove of the reforms proposed
within the stipulated one year, these
should be deemed approved.

With the advent of Artificial Intelligence (AI) as the
harbinger of technological reformation, the
world is set to be reshaped. An advanced restruc-
turing encompassing all arenas - from finance,
manufacturing, healthcare, services and educa-
tion — has already taken off. The recently held
India AI Impact Summit 2026 starkly reflected
India’s ambition to be a global AI hub. The event
brought together world leaders, policymakers,
researchers and innovators from across the
globe to discuss and derive the potential bene-
fits of AI and also the unavoidable need for inclu-
sive AI development.

While every economy is ready to reap the ben-
efits AI offers in terms of promising productivity
and innovation, there is also a flip side. AI poses
a paradox of serious long-run challenges in terms
of negative externalities. There is a grave threat
to the future course of human
development and the widening of
the economic and digital divide
among nations. Human brains
adapt to environmental changes,
and therefore human traits of
curiosity, ideas and focus are indispensable to crit-
ical and analytical minds. In an AI-driven world,
this is expected to diminish, as software may limit
the inquisitiveness required for mental growth.
The next generation, born and growing in such
an environment, is at higher risk as it faces serious
challenges to cognitive development and the tra-
jectory of human evolution. The digitally smart
world has already created a revolution, where the
comfort of easy availability, access and conve-
nience has replaced the need for hard work,
exploration and creativity, especially among
young minds. Moreover, AI, which offers virtual
assistants, reduces human interactions and
interdependence necessary for social develop-
ment. This, in the long run, may create an isolat-
ed environment as empathy, communication
skills and cultural understanding slowly decline,
impacting overall well-being and holistic human
development.

Macroeconomic models identify growth as a
function of labour force expansion, technologi-
cal progress and human capital formation. India,
and other countries in the developing stage, with
population pressure and high unemployment,
face an additional risk of structural shock. AI unde-
niably enhances productivity, but it has the capac-
ity to develop technologies of such a nature and
pace that can substitute labour, causing a dis-
placement effect which can intensify the problem
of unemployment. In a labour-surplus economy
like India, this can have severe repercussions.
Furthermore, the ubiquity of AI in every sphere
means that the nature of unemployment may

widen, affecting even the educated class. India
is presently enjoying a demographic distribution,
with the maximum population centred around
the earning age; such structural disruptions
and the resulting unemployment can be detri-
mental to long-term sustainable growth.

Further, there is a possibility of deepening
income inequality, with favourable returns
accruing to digital literates, technology develop-
ers, data controllers and established entrepre-
neurs able to incorporate the latest AI-driven tech-
nologies. Internationally, emerging economies
attempting to enter global value and supply
chains may face setbacks. Developed economies
with technological advantages may further dom-
inate and create digital dependencies for devel-
oping economies, aggravating the economic gap
and concentration of economic power. The
restructuring of the world due to the AI revolu-
tion is inevitable, and the way forward is not to
resist or avoid it but to find ways to embrace it
judiciously for the benefit of society.

The education system, especially schools,
needs to take maximum responsibility for
keeping curiosity alive among children and
reducing dependence on technology. AI should
rather be used to augment human capability with

customised learning mecha-
nisms and adapt to both fast and
slow learners. Higher educa-
tion institutions, at the same
time, should invest in skilled edu-
cation, which will make the

younger generation competent and market-
ready. The future of education has to be a
hybrid and blended learning curriculum at every
level, with a focus on AI and technology as assis-
tive tools to provide students with a higher plat-
form for learning. The Indian knowledge system,
which aims to conserve a cultural and value-based
society, will play an important role in the evolu-
tion of posterity.

Governments and policymakers, at the same
time, need to frame strategies and provide
incentives for promoting indigenous innovation
to reduce digital dependence. India’s dream of
becoming a manufacturing-driven growth
economy, following China, will now have to be
integrated with AI-based development, which can
also help accelerate the rate of growth.
Additionally, India should innovate ways to
incorporate AI technologies to mitigate environ-
mental degradation and waste management
resulting from rapid industrialisation and urban-
isation.

The key to AI as a paradox lies neither in escap-
ing nor becoming dependent on it, but in com-
plementing human development with techno-
logical advancement and using it as a catalyst to
activate progress.

At sunrise in a village in Sundargarh along the
highway in eastern India’s Odisha, 32-year-old
Sushila walks half a kilometre to fetch water.
She uses her sari to shield her face from the coal
dust that settles on her skin and in her lungs
as coal-laden Tata Hyva trucks drive past.
These trucks ply day and night, transporting coal
dispatched for thermal power from the big
open-cast coal mine five kilometres from
Sushila’s village. Her daily walk illustrates
how far removed women like Sushila are
from the climate negotiations that affect
them; that women and marginalised com-
munities in India’s coal regions are already
living the future the world is trying to avoid.
Their everyday struggles are part of the real-
ities of coal production in India, exacerbat-
ing the effects of climate change felt glob-
ally — polluted water, degraded forests, inse-
cure livelihoods, rising care burdens, and the
social stresses of an economy in transition.

This is why the adoption of the Belém
Gender Action Plan (GAP) at COP30 deserves
attention in India. For the first time, UNFCCC
signatories have agreed on a nine-year,
legally anchored global framework that
places women and girls at the centre of
climate action. UN Women called it a “blue-
print for action”. For countries like ours, where
the transition away from coal is inevitable to
achieve net zero, the Belém GAP provides the
policy scaffolding to ensure the shift is not only
low-carbon but also socially just.

A reality India cannot ignore
In India’s coal-bearing districts — from
Jharkhand and Chhattisgarh to Odisha —
women face layered risks that national climate
policy has yet to fully confront. Water sources
remain compromised. Forest products that
tribal women rely on for income have declined
because of environmental degradation. As
men migrate in search of work due to the shift-
ing economy following old coal mine closures,
women bear the full weight of caregiving,
farming, managing household debt, and coping
with a power dynamic skewed against them.

These are not isolated anecdotes. They mirror
exactly the challenges the Belém GAP identifies:
deteriorating health, increased violence, unequal
access to decent work, and the compounding
effects of discrimination on Indigenous, rural,
disabled and marginalised women. Importantly,
the new plan introduces explicit provisions on

women’s health, gender-based violence, decent
work, and protection for women environmen-
tal defenders - issues that have long remained
at the periphery of climate policy.

India’s transition plans must now catch up
India has taken important

steps towards just transition
planning, and the adoption of
the Belém Gender Action Plan
offers an opportunity to
strengthen this work further.
The Plan provides a clear roadmap for ensur-
ing that women are not only included but
actively supported in shaping transition strate-
gies. It encourages countries to anchor climate
policy in human rights, recognise unpaid care
work as a factor that limits women’s participa-
tion in the labour force, and advance meaning-
ful representation and leadership of women at
every level of decision-making.

The Belém GAP also sets out commitments

to safeguard women environmental defenders
— who frequently lead community efforts to
address pollution and land-use concerns -
and to expand gender-responsive finance that
can enhance women’s livelihoods, mobility,
enterprises and local institutions.

For India’s coal districts, these provisions are
not abstract principles. They mirror what women
have been consistently asking for: clean water,
safe homes, stable livelihoods, recognition of
their labour, and a seat at the planning table.

A transition that works for women
works for everyone
There is compelling evidence that when women
are included in climate and energy governance,
policies are more ambitious, equitable and
durable. TERI’s recent work in Giridih illustrates
this potential: through the People-Centric
Transition initiative, women’s groups in four
coal-adjacent villages established micro-enter-
prises — from mop and wiper units to incense
stick production, home décor manufacturing
and beautician services - after receiving finan-
cial literacy, business ideation and technical
training. Forty-nine women and adolescent girls

are now running enterprises that were set up
through group and individual models, support-
ed by joint liability groups and seed capital.

These experiences show that with targeted
investment and structured capacity-building,

women in coal regions can
move from informal, low-pro-
ductivity work to managing
viable businesses that strength-
en local economies and support
a more people-centred transi-

tion. India has an opportunity to align its dis-
trict-level just transition plans with the Belém
GAP, turning global commitments into local
action. This means earmarking funds — espe-
cially District Mineral Foundation (DMF)
resources and the ESCROW funds for coal
mine closure — for women’s health, mobility,
skill development and entrepreneurship. It
means measuring the impacts of transition on
women as rigorously as emissions are tracked.

And it means redesigning governance
mechanisms so that women are not
merely present but influential.

The cost of ignoring women is
too high
Evidence from global climate pro-
grammes consistently shows that gender-
responsive approaches lead to stronger
outcomes across mitigation, adaptation
and resilience. By incorporating the pro-
visions of the Belém Gender Action Plan
into national and state-level strategies,
India can strengthen transition gover-
nance, reduce social risk, and expand eco-
nomic opportunity in regions that have
historically borne the costs of extraction.
It means earmarking District Mineral
Foundation (DMF) and coal mine closure
ESCROW funds for women’s health,

mobility, skills and enterprise development;
tracking gender-differentiated impacts with
the same rigour as emissions; and redesigning
local governance so that women are not merely
present but influential in decision-making.

The adoption of the Belém GAP sets a clear
global benchmark for embedding gender
justice in climate governance. For India, the real
test lies in translating these commitments into
district-level action that protects livelihoods and
expands opportunity for women in coal regions.
These questions — on finance, leadership and
accountability — will be central to discussions
at the forthcoming Silver Jubilee edition of TERI’s
flagship World Sustainable Development
Summit (WSDS), where leaders will examine
how to ensure the energy transition is not only
low-carbon, but genuinely inclusive.
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Wide-ranging poll reforms are necessary to
make quantitative democracy qualitative as
well, in such a manner that such an ideal
democratic system may be followed by
other countries too. It is ridiculous that such
well-educated officers from the IAS and
allied services are at times ruled by uned-
ucated political leaders. It is shameful to note
that invalid votes exist even in elections to
the posts of President and Vice-President,
where MPs and MLAs vote.

There must be at least some minimum
educational qualification to contest any elec-
tion. It would be best to constitute an “Indian
Political Service” on the lines of the “Indian
Administrative Service (IAS)”. The system will
automatically abolish the faulty practice of
family politics, where politicians often
misuse politics like a family business rather
than as a tool for service to the people.
Experience reveals that senior bureaucrats
have done remarkably well when appoint-
ed as ministers. On the contrary, there are
cases where less-educated ministers were
not given a repeat chance due to non-per-
formance.

Other wide-ranging poll reforms are also
urgently needed to be implemented simul-
taneously without requiring any never-to-
be-achieved political consensus. The case of
George Fernandez being elected to the Rajya
Sabha despite having lost his memory even
calls for medical fitness certificates before
allowing candidates to contest elections. An
RTI response reveals that even the oath for
his membership of the Rajya Sabha was read
by a party colleague of George Fernandez.

Simultaneous elections to the Lok Sabha
and State Assemblies should be three-tier,
with elections to municipal bodies also
included in the ideal system. Elections for
the President and Vice-President should also
be held simultaneously by all MPs and
MLAs in the same manner as the President
is elected, but through EVMs equipped
with VVPAT on nominations signed by at
least 34 per cent of MPs to ensure direct elec-
tions. In case of a vacancy caused in the post
of President, the Vice-President may be
made President for the remainder of the
term. However, in case of a vacancy in the

Towards qualitative democracy: Need for poll reforms

The writer is Guinness World
Record Holder for writing

most letters and RTI
Consultant

dailypioneer

@subhashrti

The Pioneer

dailypioneer

@TheDailyPioneer

dailypioneer

The writer is an assistant 
professor at Sri Guru

Gobind Singh College of
Commerce, Delhi

University

dailypioneer

@TheDailyPioneer

kajleen-kaur-
930472209

Jiwesh Nandan, Distinguished
Fellow & Advisor, World

Sustainable Development
Summit (WSDS) 2026, TERI;

Arpita Elisheba Victor, Research
Associate & Contributor, 

WSDS 2026, TERI

SUBHASH C
AGRAWAL

TO AVOID THE
USUAL DELAY IN
APPROVING POLL

REFORMS BY
PARLIAMENT, THE

ELECTION
COMMISSION
SHOULD BE

EMPOWERED TO
IMPLEMENT
REFORMS BY
GIVING ONE

YEAR’S NOTICE
TO PARLIAMENT. 

Parliamentarians should be required to compulsorily fill in all particulars in their biodata, including details of their assets and the name of spouse(s), to be placed
in the public domain on the websites of the Lok Sabha and Rajya Sabha

KAJLEEN 
KAUR

ARPITA 
VICTOR

JIWESH 
NANDAN

Coal belt climate reform starts with women AI and the progress paradox



OPINION THE TRIBUNE CHANDIGARH | FRIDAY | 27 FEBRUARY 202608

T
HE Indian defence
budget announced
for 2026-27 has been
broadly welcomed by
the armed forces and

the industry. Defence allocation,
at Rs 7.85 lakh crore, has
increased by 15.19% over the
previous year’s estimates of Rs
6.81 lakh crore. In a push for
modernisation, the capital budg-
et is almost 22% higher than last
year, with 75% spending ear-
marked for the domestic
defence industry. 

Approximately 20% of the total
defence budget is earmarked for
revenue expenditure on suste-
nance and operational prepared-
ness. Although revenue expen-
diture is often viewed as not
contributing to modernisation, it
is critical to ensure the readiness
of forces deployed on our unset-
tled borders and in the maritime
spaces that are vital for India’s
economic growth.

While the government’s focus
on national security is clear, we
must ask the larger question:
how is defence spending con-
tributing to the development of
our military power? This ques-
tion is important because we
often equate military capability
with inputs, assuming that high-
er defence spending automatical-
ly translates into better capability.
While budgets matter, outputs
are the real measure — what is
our readiness status today? And
there are some concerns here.

The Indian Air Force (IAF) is
down to 29 squadrons, the lowest
figure since the 1960s. A total of
180 Tejas Mk1A are on order, but
deliveries have not yet com-
menced. Media reports indicate
that some pending issues remain

before the IAF can accept the air-
craft, but assuming these are
resolved, the delivery of 180 air-
craft will be completed by 2033. 

The government has approved
a deal to procure 114 Rafale
fighter aircraft at a cost of about
$36 billion. Eighteen aircraft will
be procured in fly-away condi-
tion from France, and 96 are to be
manufactured in India with 60%
indigenous content. Consider-
ing the current backlog of orders
with Dassault Aviation, the first
aircraft is likely to arrive in India
after three years.

The shortfall in air-to-air refu-
ellers will be made up by con-
verting six second-hand Boeing
767 airframes into tankers by
Israel Aerospace Industries, in
partnership with Hindustan
Aeronautics Limited. Also
approved are six additional Air-
borne Early Warning & Control
Systems, based on the Embraer
aircraft. Both these projects are
likely to see completion by 2032. 

There is justifiable pride in the
Indian Navy’s indigenous ship-
building capacity. Project 17A,
which aims to equip the Navy
with seven advanced stealth
frigates, is on track with four
frigates commissioned and the
remaining three to be delivered
this year. Project 15B, which was
to provide the Navy with four
stealth guided-missile destroy-
ers, was completed in 2025.

The challenge before the Navy
is the induction of a new class of
frigates and destroyers. Project
17B, the next-generation
frigates, was approved in 2024,
but the Request for Proposal has
yet to be issued. Project 18, the
next-generation destroyers, is in
an advanced planning stage, but
formal approval is pending.
Therefore, it appears unlikely
that any new frigate or destroyer
will be inducted into the Navy in
the next five years. 

There is a similar situation with
Project 75I for six advanced diesel-
electric submarines with Air-Inde-
pendent Propulsion technology.
Approved in 2019, the project is in
advanced negotiations, and the
first submarine is expected to be
commissioned in 2032.

The Army is also seeking replace-
ments for its existing infantry
fighting vehicles and battle tanks.
Both projects have experienced
numerous delays, and the earliest
induction is unlikely before 2030.
Due to delays in the procurement
of new equipment, the Army has
initiated projects to upgrade exist-
ing infantry fighting vehicles, air
defence guns and artillery.

India ranks among the top five
spenders globally on defence.
There are voices in India’s securi-
ty establishment that regularly call
for increasing the defence budget
to at least 2.5% of the GDP, up from
the current 2%. However, the cen-
tral challenge is not the amount of
funds, but the effectiveness of the
ecosystem and processes that sup-
port military capability develop-
ment. In this regard, three recom-
mendations are made. 

First, the military must be
funded in accordance with a
long-term plan. Each service pre-
pares a 10-year Integrated Capa-
bility Development Plan (ICDP)
that the Chief of Defence Staff
harmonises. The ICDP is
approved by the Defence Acqui-
sition Council in the Ministry of
Defence. However, since there is
no approval of this plan by the
Ministry of Finance, annual
budgetary allocations reflect
funding for annual requirements
rather than a long-term plan. The
government must approve the

ICDP and ensure a regular flow
of funds to ensure its completion.

One problem plaguing the mod-
ernisation of the military is that
decision-making is hesitant and
personalised. There are numerous
examples, from fighter aircraft to
submarines to tanks, which took
decades from initiation to
approval. A well-defined long-term
capability plan can help mitigate
this problem by making decisions
more structured, predictable and
institutionally anchored.

Second, the procurement
process requires structural
reform. While some corrective
steps have been taken, including
updated acquisition manuals,
the underlying culture remains
overly compliance-driven, pro-
cedurally cumbersome and risk-
averse. As Defence Secretary
Rajesh Kumar Singh observed
in June 2025, the real bottleneck
is the acquisition cycle itself,
with the purchase of weapon sys-
tems stretching five to six years.
Such delays mean that systems
risk obsolescence by the time
they enter service and also
undermine private-sector partic-
ipation, since firms wait for years
with no clear idea of orders.

Third, India must invest more in
research and development (R&D).
India’s spending on R&D is about
0.65% of the GDP, well below the
global average of 2%. Roughly two-
thirds of R&D funding comes from
the public sector, with the private
sector contributing the balance. In
most advanced economies, the sit-
uation is reversed, with private
industry accounting for the bulk of
R&D spending. Under-investment
in R&D has left India import-
dependent on critical technologies.

The real challenge facing India
is not about how much it spends
on defence, but how it converts
resources into usable combat
power. That will require reform in
procurement, greater investment
in critical technologies and a
stronger alignment between long-
term planning and execution.
Otherwise, India will continue to
spend heavily while remaining
short of the military capability its
strategic ambitions demand.

Military funding merits long-term planning

One problem plaguing
the modernisation of

the military is that
decision-making is

hesitant and
personalised.

LT GEN DS HOODA (RETD) 
FORMER NORTHERN 
ARMY COMMANDER

The real challenge for India is to convert resources into usable combat power
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Judicial integrity
Textbook row lays bare fault lines

A
controversial section in a Class 8 textbook has
outraged the judiciary and embarrassed the
Union government. The Supreme Court has
imposed a ban on the book published by the
National Council of Educational Research

and Training (NCERT), terming the inclusion of the “Cor-
ruption in the judiciary” subchapter a “well-orchestrat-
ed conspiracy”. The NCERT has apologised, while Edu-
cation Minister Dharmendra Pradhan has promised to
take action against those involved in drafting the con-
tentious portion. The entire episode has reignited the
debate over judicial accountability — and also the plat-
forms where this vital issue can or can’t be discussed.

Courts derive their authority from the constitutional
mandate as well as public faith. Any narrative that appears
to paint the judiciary as systemically corrupt, especially for
impressionable students, can erode trust in the institution.
Judicial challenges and reforms have long been part of the
national conversation, debated in courtrooms, legislatures
and the media alike. However, a classroom of adolescents
is certainly not an appropriate forum for such discussions.

The Court has clarified that it does not seek to stifle legit-
imate criticism or the exercise of the right to scrutinise the
judiciary. This assurance is significant as there is a key dis-
tinction between defamatory insinuation and constructive
critique. Notably, the passage in question mentions then
Chief Justice of India BR Gavai’s lament over instances of
corruption and misconduct within the judiciary. Greater
emphasis on institutional integrity and transparency in the
justice delivery system is the need of the hour. The lesson
for the government: strengthen checks and balances so that
such controversies don’t recur. Above all, sincere efforts are
a must to bridge the trust deficit between the executive and
judicial organs of the government. Harmonious relations
between them are indispensable to a healthy democracy.  

A heavy toll
Transport tax will hit industrial momentum

T
HE protest by truck operators against the pro-
posed toll hike in Himachal Pradesh’s indus-
trial belt is more than a sectoral grievance; it is
a warning about the fragile balance between
revenue generation and economic growth. The

increase, scheduled to take effect from April 1, has trig-
gered strong opposition from transport unions operating
in the Baddi-Barotiwala-Nalagarh (BBN) corridor, the
state’s principal manufacturing hub. For an industry
dependent almost entirely on road transport, logistics
costs determine competitiveness. Any sharp escalation in
toll charges raises freight expenses, which are ultimately
passed on to manufacturers, traders and consumers. Phar-
maceutical units, small manufacturing enterprises and
ancillary industries located in the BBN region already
operate under geographical disadvantages typical of hill
states, including higher fuel consumption and longer tran-
sit times. Higher transport costs risk eroding the very
industrial attractiveness that Himachal has painstakingly
built through policy incentives over the past few decades.

The impact extends beyond industry. Thousands of work-
ers commuting daily from the neighbouring Punjab and
Haryana will face higher travel expenses, while increased
freight rates could quietly push up prices of essential goods
and raw materials. What appears to be a targeted revenue
measure thus risks becoming an economy-wide burden with
inflationary consequences. States grappling with fiscal stress
understandably seek new revenue streams. Yet infrastruc-
ture financing cannot rely on abrupt user-charge increases
without stakeholder consultation and transparent cost justi-
fication. Excessive tolling may yield short-term gains but it
weakens long-term investment confidence, particularly in
regions competing with better-connected plains.

Himachal’s economic future depends as much on
industrial stability as on fiscal prudence. Policymaking
must therefore move beyond immediate revenue con-
siderations toward a calibrated approach that protects
logistics efficiency while ensuring sustainable infra-
structure funding. A negotiated solution with trans-
porters and industry is economically necessary.

on this day...100 years ago

Punjab Budget
IN his speech in the Punjab Legislative Council while presenting
the Budget for 1926-27, Sir John Maynard endeavoured to show that
Punjab had now recovered from the after-effects of the War and
entered on a more or less assured career of prosperity. “The six budg-
ets of this province for whose preparation I have been responsible,”
he said, “have travelled over the whole range of the financial barom-
eter from discontent and drought and deficit, through the stages of
gradual recovery, to the present time which, with all the caution and
modest reserve becoming to one who has seen the clouds of misfor-
tune pass suddenly over the fair face of an untroubled heaven, I ven-
ture to describe as one of happy promise.” We have no doubt that Sir
Maynard will be the recipient of general congratulations on his
almost unique good fortune. Let us take a bird’s eye view of the facts
revealed by his speech. Taking ordinary and extraordinary accounts
together, the total budgeted receipts for the current year amounted
to Rs 13.95 crore and fell to Rs 13.12 crore in the revised ones which,
with the opening balance of Rs 1.41 crore, made a gross total of Rs
14.53 crore. On the disbursement side, the budgeted figure of Rs
13.82 crore fell to Rs 12.52 crore (revised), thus leaving a total surplus
of Rs 2 crore. Turning to the details of the expenditure, Sir Maynard
was able to claim that the government was now able to do for the
beneficent departments what it could not do in the days of poverty,
and that those departments were receiving a much larger share of
the advantages of opulence than other departments.

the tribune, saturday, february 27, 1926 

thought for the day

Looking beyond GDP
Refer to ‘A blueprint for all-round growth’;
although the size of Indian economy is grow-
ing fast, the gulf between the rich and poor
persists. GDP measures only the monetary
value of produced goods and services, and
not income distribution. The GDP does not
capture fully the contribution of the unorgan-
ised sector as well as the domestic care serv-
ices provided by women in Indian society. All-
round development requires moving beyond
GDP to ensure that the benefits of growth are
shared across all sections. The focus should
not only be increasing economic output, but
also the dignity and well-being of citizens.

KR BHARTI, SHIMLA

Symbols can’t substitute change
Refer to ‘Cosmetic changes won’t heal the
nation’; the article is right in raising caution
against mistaking symbolic gestures for
genuine transformation. A key limitation of
the article is its emphasis on colonialism
largely as a cultural or psychological inheri-
tance. British rule was not primarily cultur-
al; it was fundamentally extractive. Renam-
ing avenues, removing statues or
rearranging memorials cannot address his-
torical injustice. Symbolic acts may start a
process they cannot themselves complete.
Symbols, however visible, cannot substitute
substantive change. Yet, symbolism need
not be dismissed as politically irrelevant. If
questioning leads to serious scrutiny of
institutional design, such churning can
move toward meaningful reform.

MANU KANT, BY MAIL

Institution supreme
Apropos of ‘Won’t allow insult to judiciary:
CJI slams NCERT graft chapter’; judiciary is
not a sacrosanct holy cow which cannot be
questioned on the issue of corruption. Former
Delhi High Court Judge Yashwant Varma is
an example. Almost a year has passed but no
concrete action has been taken against the
judge except a transfer and no assignment of
judicial work. The Punjabi language has a
very apt proverb, ‘apni pidi thale sota mar-
na’, which means before judging others, we
ought to judge ourselves. The institution is
supreme, but not its incumbents.

ARUN HASTIR, GURDASPUR

Schools crucial to utilise AI 
Refer to ‘Equipping kids to face AI’s brave
new world’; the article rightly highlights the
transformative impact of AI on jobs and the
urgent need to prepare our younger genera-
tion for a rapidly evolving future. Strengthen-
ing primary and secondary schools is essen-
tial if children are to acquire not only technical
knowledge, but also critical thinking, creativ-
ity and ethical awareness. The role of parents
and society is crucial too. Parents must guide
children toward responsible and meaningful
use of technology, nurturing curiosity and
resilience. Society, including educators, poli-
cymakers and industry leaders, must work
collectively to make AI viable.

AJAY KUMAR MINHAS, SHIMLA

Air safety non-negotiable
Apropos of ‘Unsafe flights’; the real problem is
not individual pilot error but organisational cul-
ture. Airlines and charter operators routinely
allow commercial pressures to override safety
judgment. A pilot who diverts or cancels a flight
should be supported, not quietly penalised
through rosters or appraisals. That change can-
not come through audits alone. What is needed
is transparent, time-bound follow-up on audit
findings, mandatory SOP refresher pro-
grammes and an independent safety reporting
mechanism where the crew can flag concerns
without fear. The DGCA’s public safety ranking
proposal is promising, but only if implemented
with genuine rigour. Safety must be treated as
non-negotiable, not a performance metric
reviewed after the next accident.

SM JEEVA, CHENNAI

Harassment at the hands of police
Apropos of the news item, ‘HC seeks DGPs ’
affidavits on non-registration of FIRs’; it is a
harsh reality that the police do not register
an FIR unless and until the complainant is
well-connected or influential. The common
man is not entertained in police stations at
all. Even if an FIR is registered under pres-
sure, investigation is not done properly,
rather the complainant is harassed. I went to
the police station to get an FIR registered
regarding chain snatching but to no avail. I
hope conditions will improve after the High
Court’s intervention.

HARWINDER SINGH, MOHALI
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letters to the editor

Sanjeev Suri

Asqually wind shook the windows before dawn. Some-
where between a dream and a worry, I woke up. The
room was cold. My phone lay beside me, glowing faintly

— resting off my breast like a small, obedient heart. For once,
I did not reach for it. I wrapped myself in a shawl and stepped
outside. A phantom light from distant lamps rimmed roofs and
branches. Mossy trees leaned quietly over the footpath. 

I walked without purpose. For months, my days had been filled
and empty at the same time — meetings, messages, deadlines.
My mind played dissonant music: half-remembered promises,
unreturned calls. I functioned efficiently like a well-oiled
machine, but I was no longer certain that I was fully alive.

Near the park gate, I noticed a woman standing alone. She was
middle-aged, dressed simply, holding a small cloth bag. In one hand,
she carried a notebook; in the other, a pen. She was writing some-
thing while watching the sky. Out of curiosity, I slowed down. “Good
morning,” I said. She looked up and smiled: “It is, if you notice it.”

We stood together as clouds thinned and colour spread qui-
etly across the horizon. She closed her notebook. “I come here
every day,” she said, “to write one sentence.”

“About what?” I asked. 
“About what made me feel alive yesterday.”
I laughed softly. “Only one sentence?”
“Yes,” she replied. “Anything more becomes an excuse.”
She told me that three years earlier, she had survived cancer.

Hospitals, medicines, fear, waiting — life had been reduced to
numbers and reports. When she returned home, she realised
something frightening. “I was alive,” she said, “but I didn’t
know why.” So she began this ritual. Each morning, one sen-
tence. Each day, one honest reason to exist.

She opened the notebook and showed me a page. Yester-
day’s line read: Watched my grandson learn to tie his
shoelaces. Nothing dramatic. Everything precious.

We walked together for a while. The air reverberated with birds’
cries. A tea stall opened. The city stretched itself awake. Even the
mossy trees seemed more attentive. Before leaving, she said, “We
take care of our bodies, our homes, our careers. Rarely do we take
care of our meaning.” I watched her walk away.

When I returned home, the television was blaring. Messages
were waiting. The world wanted my attention back. I did not
give it immediately. Instead, I picked up a notebook. That day,
I wrote the first sentence: Stood under a winter sky and
remembered I was more than my schedule.

Since then, I write every morning. Some days, the sentence is
small. Some days, it is brave. Some days, it is uncomfortable.
But it reminds me that I am not merely surviving. I am choos-
ing. And that, perhaps, is what it truly means to be a moral being
— not perfection, not success, not applause — but the courage
to live deliberately. Even when no one is watching.

The writer teaches English at MCM DAV College, Kangra

The day I learned 
to breathe again

DELAY : A total of 180 Tejas Mk1A are on order, but deliveries have not yet commenced. PTI

We are modernising our forces through new platforms, technologies and structures. — Rajnath Singh
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Profit over miners’ lives in Meghalaya

T
HE tyranny of dis-
tance was perhaps
never more clearly
emphasised than
when India

watched as a couple from New
Delhi was hunted down and
arrested by the city police for
abusing, threatening and
using racist epithets at three
young women from
Arunachal Pradesh who lived
in a flat above theirs.  The inci-
dent, which went viral, was
apparently triggered after
some dust fell onto the cou-
ple's space while an air condi-
tioner was being installed.  

We applaud the effective
action of the Delhi police. But
over 2,000 km away, when a
furious blast in an illegal
underground mine in Megha-
laya on February 8 blew away
at least 34 men in one of the
worst mining disasters in
recent times, there were no
loud protests, no massive
media coverage. What is more
astounding is the flaccid
response of the state govern-
ment whose appointment of a
judicial commission came
under blistering criticism from
the Meghalaya High Court.
The court said the terms of ref-
erence were inadequate and

the commission needed to
examine the nexus between
big money that pushed the
process of supply and demand.
This, it said, was the key.

What the court found aston-
ishing was that while the fami-
lies of eight persons had
received compensation (appar-
ently, they were from the state),
there were 15 from Nepal and
13 from Assam whose next of
kin had not been notified or
identified. So this is not just a
local tragedy but an interna-
tional disaster. One hopes the
Nepal embassy in Delhi has
been notified and the Assam
government and families too in
the neighbouring state. 

In any other part of India,
perhaps the streets would have
been packed with crowds
demanding justice and also the
government's resignation for
inaction. But not in Shillong or
elsewhere in the East Jaintia
Hills, despite this being the sec-
ond time in 10 years that some-
thing like this has happened in
the district. The sense of out-
rage, so visible across Delhi
and the country, on the racism
incident was missing.

When businessman Raghu-
vanshi of Indore was killed in a
conspiracy by his wife, her
lover and others in Sohra or
Cherrapunji in Meghalaya, the
first finger of suspicion was
pointed at local people. The
metro media wasted no time in
attacking the alleged criminal
tendencies in the region before
learning to their embarrass-
ment that the reported master-
minds included his wife.  

As these incidents have

shown, social media has posi-
tive uses.  They fade in signifi-
cance though when compared
with the thunderous explosion
which ripped through the tiny
tunnels underground, giving
little or no chance of escape as
methane gas, the silent, odour-
less killer, ignited. 

The Meghalaya government
under CM Conrad A Sangma
announced compensation of
Rs 2 lakh for each victim while
his Assam counterpart Himan-
ta Biswa Sarma pledged Rs 5
lakh to each of the dead. That is
little comfort for the families of
those who have been killed in
this brutal fashion, working
desperately at the risk of life
and limb in a banned "rat hole"
procedure, for a measly few
hundred rupees every day. 

In 2022, the Meghalaya gov-
ernment set up a one-man
commission to review and
recommend measures to
stamp out illegal mining. Jus-

tice BP Kakety, a former
judge of the Gauhati High
Court, has been at it doggedly,
seeking to fix responsibility
and pushing the government
to move files. The fact that the
state government, despite as
many as 35 reports by Justice
Kakety, has failed to act on the
matter shows that it does not
really care about the issue.

CM Sangma said that
accountability would be fixed
and that "those responsible will
face strict legal action. There
will be no compromise when it
comes to the safety of lives."

What is missed in all this in
the mainland media is that the
CM himself has held the min-
ing portfolio since 2023, seek-
ing to develop a transition from
illegal to "scientific mining".  

In December 2018, water
flooded a mine killing 18 per-
sons in the same district where
the latest tragedy struck. There
were mine disasters in the

Garo Hills district in 2012 and
2014. Yet the practice was never
really stopped, some say,
because too many stand to
profit from the gravy train. 

These mines are referred to
as rat holes, underlining both
the indignity of the process as
well as the inherent dangers
accompanying it. Their
employment is not just a viola-
tion of labour laws but flies in
the face of a ban issued by the
National Green Tribunal. By
failing to act against the coal
miners and mafia barons who
control the business, the
Meghalaya government is
complicit in the continuance of
these death traps.

Meghalaya is one of the top
10 states with coal reserves.
Coal from the state is a huge
informal business — it is smug-
gled out in trucks to Assam
from where it is dispatched to
other destinations. The names
of political leaders reportedly
involved in the process are
whispered from time to time.
Huge money purportedly
funds campaigns and net-
works that assures protection
and helps maintain their dom-
inance in the coal-rich areas. 

In addition, numerous dis-
turbing issues come up. The
first is that there is very little
outcry in civil society in gener-
al on such matters.  A part of
the rationale for local silence is
a mixture of dependence for
livelihoods, which these
mines represent, and fear of
what activists call the power of
the mining mafia. 

Various commentaries have
said that the state has not

learned from the past. The
question is whether it is inter-
ested in doing so. 

One of its ministers, when
asked last year about how thou-
sands of tonnes of illegally
mined coal which had been pho-
tographed suddenly vanished,
gave an absurd answer: that the
rains had washed it down to
Bangladesh. This approach
speaks loudly to the issue,
underscoring the systemic rot
and lack of accountability.  

The issue is coming to the
door of the mining minister
who, in this case, is the Chief
Minister himself. Sangma is
popular, known for his affable
nature, public relations skills
and clarity of articulation. He
plays a mean guitar and deals
with difficult issues with suavi-
ty and patience. However, he
has been facing a sharp chal-
lenge from the new Voice of
Peoples Party (VPP) which has
done well in local and legisla-
tive elections over the past
three years. The VPP has
received a burst of sympathy
after the sudden passing of its
popular MP, Ricky Syngkon.

The law is catching up with
the abusers but what about
those responsible for the
deaths of the miners? Surely
responsibility does not just lie
on the heads of the mine own-
ers (who've been arrested) and
district administrative staff
(who've been suspended or
otherwise punished)? 

What is needed is a clear
process of ensuring accounta-
bility, robust prosecution and
adequate punishment, while
protecting whistle-blowers.

SANJOY HAZARIKA
INDEPENDENT COLUMNIST 

Surely responsibility
does not just lie on

the heads of the
mine owners?

NO ESCAPE :The issue is coming to the door of the mining minister who, in this case, is the CM himself. X@01NDRF

T
HE concept of a ‘sector’
in Haryana once repre-
sented disciplined urban
planning. What was con-
ceived as an orderly resi-

dential layout increasingly appears
fragmented and functionally
strained. Planned sectors were engi-
neered environments, not organic
settlements. Road cambers were sci-
entifically designed to ensure
smooth storm-water runoff. Sewer-
age networks were calibrated to
maintain self-cleansing velocity.
Drain inlets, manholes and outfalls
were positioned according to con-
tour-based drawings. 

Developed by the Haryana Urban
Development Authority, now the
Haryana Shahari Vikas Pradhikaran
(HSVP), these sectors were support-
ed by structured engineering over-
sight intended to preserve long-term
technical integrity. I have been a res-
ident of Sector 17 in Yamunanagar
since 1996 and have seen the gradual
erosion of planning discipline. 

The challenge begins when insti-
tutional continuity weakens and
responsibilities blur between HSVP
and municipal corporations. In
smaller cities, municipal bodies
operate under staff shortages and
limited availability of skilled engi-

neers. Preventive inspections give
way to complaint-driven mainte-
nance. This reactive approach
dilutes the structural discipline
envisioned in sector planning.

A noticeable shift is visible in road
surfacing practices. Bituminous
roads, when properly laid, provide a
continuous riding surface and pre-
serve designed gradients. In contrast,
the increasing use of cement concrete
tiles has altered both performance
and appearance. While tiles offer ease
of removal during utility repairs, their
durability depends heavily on sub-
base precision and edge restraint sta-
bility. Minor settlement creates
uneven joints and disturbs surface
uniformity. Even small depressions
compromise intended drainage
slopes, causing water stagnation.

Encroachments further weaken
sector discipline. Front setbacks are
altered, temporary projections
extend into public space and bound-
ary lines deviate from approved lay-
outs. Corner plots present a particu-
larly sensitive issue.

Roadside parking adds another
layer of strain in Yamunanagar. The
presence of the Mini Secretariat and
District Courts significantly increas-

es vehicular inflow on working days.
In the absence of structured parking
management, roads are informally
converted into parking corridors.
Household vehicle ownership has
increased and public carriageways
are frequently used as private exten-
sions of residential parking space. 

An additional dimension con-
cerns the community centres with-
in the sector. Inadequate mainte-
nance has gradually reduced their
usability. Poor upkeep, functional
limitations and lack of consistent
management make them less
attractive for residents, who either
shift to private banquet halls out-
side the sector or attempt to organ-
ise events within residential streets.
In some instances, adjoining roads
are barricaded or partially blocked
to manage gatherings, inconve-
niencing other residents.

Across the main Jagadhri-Yamu-
nanagar road, commercial establish-
ments contribute significantly to the
local economy. While showroom
facades are generally maintained,
the rear service lanes often remain
unattended. Poorly maintained mar-
ket toilets, waste accumulation and
irregular drainage behind commer-
cial blocks create sanitation con-
cerns. This infrastructure needs
focused civic attention rather than
peripheral neglect.

Utility infrastructure further com-
pounds the issue. Overhead electric
lines intermingle with cable televi-
sion and broadband networks, pro-
ducing visual clutter inconsistent
with planned development princi-
ples. Preserving planning discipline
in Haryana's emerging cities is
essential not only for order and aes-
thetics, but for safety, sustainability
and long-term urban resilience.

H
ARYANA’S recent
journey reflects the
timeless ideal of peo-
ple-centric gover-
nance. For a long

period, despite its natural advan-
tages — fertile land, strategic loca-
tion and proximity to the national
capital -— the state was unable to
fully translate its potential into
broad-based prosperity. 

Since the BJP assumed power in
Haryana in 2014, the party leader-
ship has guided the administration
with a clear, consistent purpose to
deliver honest, accountable gover-
nance, where merit prevails, cor-
ruption finds no place and every
citizen's progress becomes the true
measure of success.

Former CM Manohar Lal Khat-
tar’s foundational tenure estab-
lished transparency as the corner-
stone of administration. He often
emphasised that people's trust in
zero corruption and merit-based
opportunities is the government's
greatest strength. 

CM Nayab Singh Saini has car-
ried forward the same ethos, priori-
tising good governance, transpar-
ent recruitment, timely service
delivery and empathy in public
administration, reinforcing that
public service must remain the top

priority for every official. 
Together, their aligned vision has

translated into deliberate, endur-
ing actions, championing trans-
parency across all facets of govern-
ment, institutionalising
merit-based systems, especially in
recruitment and opportunities,
leveraging technology for citizen-
centric services like the SARAL
portal and ensuring zero tolerance
for injustice or discrimination. 

These foundational principles have
restored direction to the state, rebuilt
deep trust among youth and
investors and ignited a sustained
phase of inclusive, outcome-driven
development across Haryana.

A comprehensive diagnostic
assessment, including the 2015 White
Paper on State Finances, revealed
deep-rooted challenges at the end of
the Congress decade — the declining
share of the state's own revenue (from
89.5% in 2004-05 to 80.4% in 2013-14),
rising dependence on Central grants,
chronic losses in power Discoms (part
of national losses exceeding Rs 67,000
crore in 2013-14), opaque and litiga-
tion-prone recruitment.

Industrial growth was concentrated
around Gurugram and weak social

indicators were on display such as a
sex ratio at birth of 871 in 2014.

The government responded with
institution-driven reforms that
directly addressed these pain points
and delivered superior outcomes. 

Transparent, merit-based recruit-
ment through bodies like the
Haryana Staff Selection Commis-
sion more than doubled government
job creation — from approximately
86,000 positions in the 2004-14 period
to over 1.43 lakh between 2014 and
2024 — while reducing litigation and
restoring youth trust. 24.35 lakh jobs
were created during 2015-2025. 

One significant change that
occurred was that earlier,  farmers
were abandoning agriculture rapid-
ly and involuntarily, which slowed
down during 2015-25. This means
that labour movement became
structural and opportunity-driven,
not distress-driven.

The government has achieved sig-
nificant milestones by prioritising
farmer welfare, income stability and
sustainable practices. Haryana
stands out as the only state procuring
all 24 crops from farmers at Mini-
mum Support Price, benefiting over
12 lakh farmers. 

More than 16 new universities
have been announced, with the
government ensured that colleges
are established within a 20-km
radius and schools within a 10-km
radius. This  has made learning
more inclusive, leading to a steady
rise in the gross enrolment ratio to
33% and strengthening the state's
human capital base.

Haryana has evolved into a
resilient, inclusive and future-
ready growth model that balances
economic expansion with equity
and stability.

RAJ NEHRU
OSD TO HARYANA CM

VIPIN GUPTA
EX- ADDITIONAL MISSION DIRECTOR,

URBAN DEVELOPMENT

Urban drift in Haryana State’s decade of reform

Preventive inspections
give way to

maintenance that is
complaint-driven.

Haryana has evolved
into a resilient, inclusive

and future-ready
growth model.
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Yesterday’s Solution
Across: 1 On the town, 8 Aloft, 9 Hearsay, 10 Fitful, 11 Census,
12 Free will, 15 Come true, 18 Ramble, 20 Shrewd, 21 Vivaldi,
22 Occur, 23 Think tank.

Down: 2 Niece, 3 Heresy, 4 Transfer, 5 Native, 6 Forfeit, 7 Still
life, 11 Crack shot, 13 Exertion, 14 Embrace, 16 Thwart, 17
Impact, 19 Laden.

YESTERDAY’S SOLUTION

HARD

2 8
1 5 6

1 5
1 7 2 5

7 1 3 8
4 8 9 7

6 9
8 2 3

2 7

SUNSET: FRIDAY 18:20 HRS
SUNRISE: SATURDAY 06:50 HRS

CITY MAX MIN
Chandigarh 28 14
New Delhi 31 15
Amritsar 26 12
Bathinda 29 10
Jalandhar 26 12
Ludhiana 28 15
Bhiwani 30 14
Hisar 30 12
Sirsa 29 12
Dharamsala 22 11
Manali 17 04
Shimla 17 08
Srinagar 17 02
Jammu 25 13

Kargil 08 --06
Leh 06 --07

Dehradun 27 12
Mussoorie 18 08

5 3 6 4 9 2 8 1 7

8 2 1 3 6 7 9 5 4

4 7 9 1 5 8 2 6 3

6 4 3 2 1 9 5 7 8

1 5 8 7 4 6 3 2 9

2 9 7 8 3 5 6 4 1

3 1 5 6 8 4 7 9 2

7 6 4 9 2 3 1 8 5

9 8 2 5 7 1 4 3 6

FEBRUARY 27, 2026, FRIDAY
■ Shaka Samvat 1947

■ Phalgun Shaka 8

■ Phalgun Parvishte 16

■ Hijari 1447

■ Shukla Paksha Tithi 11, up to 10:33 pm

■ Ayushman Yoga up to 7:44 pm

■ Aardra Nakshatra up to 10:49 am

■ Moon enters Cancer sign 3:53 am

ACROSS
1 A cushy job (8)
5 As soon as (4)
9 Acknowledge (5)
10 On horseback (7)
11 Rapidly (2,5,5)
13 Breed of sheepdog (6)
14 A tendency in 

person’s character (6)
17 In impetuous, 

blundering way (12)
20 Go away to avoid arrest (7)
21 Mass of cast metal (5)
22 Heartfelt (4)
23 Quiet and 

out-of-the-way (8)

DOWN
1 False (4)
2 Only in name (7)
3 Begin to see (5,5,2)
4 Observation (6)
6 Distinguished (5)
7 Long-lasting (8)
8 Quite ordinary (3-2-3-4)
12 Sheath for sword (8)
15 So-called (7)
16 Waste time (6)
18 A fine cotton thread (5)
19 Horse-breeding

establishment (4)





A  lesson  for  India 

Top  nuclear  power  obliged  to  cut  its  arsenal
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The United States is once again reminding the world 
that its trade policy can turn on a dime ~ and that 
reminder matters far beyond Washington. When 
President Donald Trump signals that countries which

“play games” with trade commitments will face steeper 
penalties, he is not merely posturing for a domestic audience. 
He is reasserting a worldview in which tariffs are not a 
last-resort instrument but a permanent negotiating weapon, 
deployed to keep partners off balance.  

For economies like India’s, this is not just an irritant. It is a 
structural risk that forces hard choices about how much faith to 
place in deals that can be reinterpreted, reissued, or replaced by 
executive fiat. The President's response to the US Supreme Court 
ruling his tariffs illegal has been revealing. Instead of treating the 
ruling as a signal to stabilise policy, the administration has 
reached for other statutes ~ Section 122 for short-term tariffs, 
Section 301 for “unfair” trade practices ~ and promised continuity 
of pressure. The message to trading partners is simple: the toolbox 
may change but the leverage will not. 

For India, this arrives at an awkward moment. New Delhi has 
spent the past year trying to balance strategic alignment with 
the United States against a long-standing instinct for trade 
autonomy. Talks on market access, technology, and investment 
have inched forward, but always under the shadow of 
Washington’s tariff threats ~ on steel, aluminium, and now 
potentially across a wider range of goods. When negotiations 
are conducted in a climate where one side can credibly threaten 
sudden, sweeping duties, the resulting agreements look less like 
stable compacts and more like ceasefires. 

Trade is about supply chains, compliance costs, and 
long-term investment decisions. A pharmaceutical 
manufacturer in Hyderabad or an auto-parts exporter in Pune 
does not plan on six-month horizons. They build  
capacity assuming rules will hold long enough to justify the 
capital outlay.  

If the United States signals that even settled arrangements 
can be reopened whenever domestic politics demands, the 
rational response is not trust ~ it is hedging. Companies 
diversify away from exposure, and governments quietly look for 
alternative markets and partners. 

There is also a broader institutional cost. The World Trade 
Organisation, already weakened, becomes even less relevant 
when major powers prefer bilateral pressure backed by 
unilateral penalties. The US Congress, divided over tariff 
extensions, is sidelined by creative lawyering. Courts become 
speed bumps rather than guardrails. What remains is a system 
where predictability is replaced by permanent negotiation. 

Supporters of this approach argue that it extracts concessions 
and corrects imbalances. Sometimes it does. But leverage-based 
trade has diminishing returns. Over time, partners learn to give 
only what is necessary to avoid punishment - and to keep their 
real strategic bets elsewhere.  

For India, the lesson is not to walk away from the United 
States, but to stop treating any single trade track as 
foundational. A world in which tariffs are policy by mood 
demands a portfolio strategy: more regional deals, more 
domestic resilience, and fewer assumptions that today’s 
handshake will survive tomorrow’s headline. 

By striking down the tariffs imposed 
by the President of the United States, 
the Supreme Court of the United 
States (SCOTUS) has sent a powerful 

message to Constitutional courts across the 
world. The Court identified with precision 
the limited question of law before it, addressed 
that question directly, and delivered its 
ruling with clarity and speed. It discharged 
the responsibility assigned to it by the 
Constitution ~ without being overwhelmed 
by the political or economic consequences 
of its decision, without venturing into the 
realm of policy prescription, without allowing 
the question before it to become academic 
or infructuous and without allowing the 
policy to remain in a prolonged phase of 
uncertainty pending adjudication. These 
are all hallmarks of an institution firmly 
committed to upholding the majesty of the 
law, conscious that it is the final interpreter 
of the Constitution. 

Under the United States Constitution, the 
President heads the executive branch and 
is charged with implementing laws enacted 
by the legislature ~Congress. A strict separation 
of powers ensures that no individual can 
simultaneously serve in Congress and hold 
executive office. The judiciary, in turn, retains 
the final authority to interpret the law, 
creating a nearly perfect system of checks 
and balances. The narrow question before 
SCOTUS in the tariffs case was whether the 
International Emergency Economic Powers 
Act (IEEPA) authorized the President to 
impose tariffs. The Court answered in the 
negative and in words that merit close 
attention, observed: 

“The President asserts the extraordinary 
power to unilaterally impose tariffs of 
unlimited amount, duration and scope. In 

light of the breadth, history and constitutional 
context of that asserted authority, he must 
identify clear Congressional authorization 
to exercise it. IEEPA’s grant of authority to 
‘regulate importation’ falls short. IEEPA 
contains no reference to tariffs or duties. 
The Government points to no statute in 
which Congress uses the word ‘regulate’ to 
authorize taxation. And until now no 
President has read IEEPA to confer such 
power. We claim no special competence 
in matters of economics or foreign affairs. 
We claim only, as we must, the limited 
role assigned to us by Article III of the 
Constitution. Fulfilling that role, we hold 
that IEEPA does not authorize the President 
to impose tariffs.”  

Simply put, while the executive argued 
that the power to “regulate” imports was 
broad enough to include the “imposition 
of tariffs,” the Court held that such an 
expansive reading lacked clear Congressional 
authorization. The Court neither deferred 
reflexively to the executive nor assumed 
the mantle of economic policymaker nor 
tried to find a viable work around leaving 
the issue ‘open’. It simply confined itself 
to interpreting the statute and enforcing 
constitutional limits. The clinical approach 
of the SCOTUS in this can be a valuable 
guide for Constitutional Courts in India. 

Hypothetically speaking, if a similar 
case were to arise before the Supreme 
Court of India, and the Court were to 
find tariffs imposed by the Union 
Government illegal, would it unhesitatingly 
set them aside? What if the Attorney General 
or Solicitor General argued that such a ruling 
would result in massive fiscal loss because 
collected tariffs would need to be refunded? 
Would the Court nonetheless decide the 
legal question squarely? Or would it, citing 
lack of expertise in economics or foreign 
affairs, refer the matter to a committee - 
perhaps comprising officials appointed by 
the very executive whose action is under 
challenge - receive a report in a sealed cover, 
and dispose of the case in terms of that 
report in the name of protecting the nation’s 
economic security? 

Equally, would the Court confine itself to 
adjudication, or would it proceed to craft a 
policy framework of its own, invoking its 
wide discretionary powers to “balance 

competing claims” and “meet the ends of 
justice,” thereby entering the executive 
domain? Alternatively, would it prefer to 
nudge, prod, cajole or browbeat the Executive 
to review its stand or try the mediation 
approach so that somehow or the other, it 
does not have to decide the question before 
it and can dispose of the matter in terms of 

the undertakings given or 
agreements arrived at between 
the parties? 

These questions are no 
longer academic and require 
serious contemplation because 
in recent years, a new kind 
of jurisprudence appears to 
be emerging from the Supreme 
Court of India, one which 
has rightly been described 
by some as its “Illegal but 
Helpless and Sympathetic” 
Jurisdiction. This jurisdiction 
encompasses those cases in 
which the Court identifies 
and acknowledges the illegality 
or constitutional infirmity 
but then declines to grant 
full consequential relief citing 
one reason or the other 
ranging from practical 
constraints, national interest, 
subsequent developments, 
actions of the parties or 
simply because it would be 
too harsh. In most cases it 
appears that the Court is 

more focused on the consequences or 
managing the consequences of its answer 
than with speedily providing the answer to 
the constitutional question before it. 

If in Subhash Desai v/s Principal Secretary 
to Governor of Maharashtra, concerning 
the Maharashtra government crisis, the 
Court found serious constitutional violations 
but stopped short of restoring the previous 
government then in the Ayodhya dispute 
case (M. Siddiq v/s Mahant Suresh Das and 
others), it held that the 1949 desecration 
and the 1992 demolition were egregious 
violations of the rule of law but still awarded 
the disputed land for the construction of a 
temple and an alternative five-acre site for 
the mosque. If in the Enforcement Directorate 
Case (Dr Jaya Thakur v/s Union of India) 

the Court held that the Director’s extension 
in 2021 and 2022 was illegal and still allowed 
him to continue, then in the District Judge’s 
case of 2017 (Sivanandan v/s High Court of 
Kerala) it did not remove the Judges despite 
noting that their appointment was arbitrary 
by stating, ‘We cannot lose sight of the fact 
that all selected candidates are otherwise 
qualified judicial officers and have been 
working for a long of period time’. 

Even though the Demonetization case 
(Vivek Narayan Sharma v/s Union of India) 
was filed in 2016 immediately after the 
policy was announced, it was decided only 
in 2023, almost six years after the policy 
had been implemented and the matter had 
become academic. While upholding the 
policy decision, the Court observed that 
even if procedural flaws were found, “the 
clock cannot be put back.” Similarly, the 
Association for Democratic Reforms v/s 
Union of India (2024) case was filed in 2017 
challenging the electoral bonds scheme but 
instead of deciding the matter expeditiously 
before the General Elections in 2019, the 
Court struck down the scheme only in 2024 
and while doing so permitted the political 
parties to retain the funds already received 
and declined to enter into questions of 
bribery or quid pro quo. 

The SCOTUS decision underscores a 
fundamental principle: when a constitutional 
court is faced with a question of law, its duty 
is to formulate it quickly and then proceed 
to decide that question alone ~ clearly and 
without any fear. The moment a court avoids 
doing so for any reason whatsoever, defers 
excessively to the executive, or seeks refuge 
in committees and procedural devices, it 
risks abdicating the very responsibility the 
Constitution entrusts to it. Judicial review 
is not an exercise in governance. It is an 
exercise in constitutional fidelity. A court 
that confines itself to its assigned role does 
not weaken democracy; it strengthens it by 
ensuring that every branch of government 
remains within its constitutional bounds. 
The message from SCOTUS is simple but 
profound: Constitutional courts must not 
be overwhelmed by consequences. Their 
legitimacy lies not in crafting compromises, 
but in declaring what the law is - and ensuring 
that those who wield power, do so only 
within its limits.

The specter of nuclear weapons 
remains one of the most daunting 
challenges to global peace and 
security, with recent developments 

casting a glaring spotlight on the United 
States. The country's irresponsible actions, 
including its refusal to extend the New 
Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty after its 
expiration early this month, threaten to 
dismantle decades of progress in nuclear 
nonproliferation.  

Yet in order to justify its reneging on 
nuclear nonproliferation commitments, 
the US has made unfounded accusations 
against China regarding nuclear testing 
to pave the way for its own resumption of 
nuclear tests. “Because of other countries’ 
testing programs, I have instructed the 
Department of War to start testing our 
Nuclear Weapons on an equal basis,” the 

US leader said last October in a post on 
his Truth Social site. “That process will 
begin immediately.” US Under Secretary 
of State for Arms Control and International 
Security Thomas DiNanno, too, made 
unwarranted remarks at the Conference 
on Disarmament in Geneva recently, 
accusing China of having 
conducted a nuclear explosive 
test in June 2020.  

This prompted Robert Floyd, 
executive secretary of the 
Comprehensive Nuclear- 
Test-Ban Treaty Organization, 
to clarify in a statement that 
the International Monitoring System of 
the organization did not detect any event 
consistent with the characteristics of a 
nuclear weapon test explosion at that 
time. The remarks made by the US in 

regard to nuclear testing are nothing but 
lies told to serve the country’s own 
dangerous agenda at the cost of other 
nations’ security and global stability.  
The baseless claims that China is conducting 
“covert” nuclear tests serve as a pretext 
for the US to abandon a moratorium  

on nuclear testing it has upheld 
since 1992.  
As Foreign Ministry spokesman 

Lin Jian pointed out, the US’ distortion 
and slander of China's nuclear policy 
are essentially “political manipulation”, 
through which it aims to evade its 
own nuclear disarmament 

responsibilities. In fact, it is the US that is 
“the biggest source of disruption to both 
the international nuclear order and global 
strategic stability”. 

Indeed, the US has consistently undermined 

international efforts to promote nuclear 
disarmament. Its reluctance to ratify the 
Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty, 
as well as its recent threats to resume 
testing, stands in stark contrast to the 
global consensus on the need to prevent 
nuclear proliferation.  

By refusing to adhere to the nonproliferation 
framework, the US is effectively dismantling 
the very architecture that has constrained 
the nuclear threat for decades.  

The series of US maneuvers, which 
portend a significant shift in its nuclear 
policy, threaten to reignite a nuclear arms 
race that the world can ill afford.  

The narrative that the US propagates ~ 
of needing to resume testing to match 
the capabilities of other nations ~ is not 
only false and misleading but also  
dangerous. 

Lack of trust 

Sir, Apropos the editorial “A Delicate 
Ledger”, the ongoing dispute in West Bengal 
over electoral roll revision serves as a stark 
reminder that the administrative machinery 
of democracy is only as strong as the trust 
between its institutions.  

When routine cooperation between the 
state and the Election Commission breaks 
down, the process becomes a political 
battleground, leaving the citizenry in a state 
of anxious uncertainty about their most 
fundamental right.  

The Supreme Court’s intervention to 
deploy judicial officers is a pragmatic and 
necessary step to restore neutrality. It 
effectively places a non-partisan referee into 
a process that had become mired in mutual 
suspicion. While this infusion of judicial 
credibility can help clear the backlog of 
claims and objections, it also delivers a 

sobering lesson: once institutional  
trust erodes, even the most basic civic 
exercises require the heaviest constitutional 
tools to function. 

Yours, etc., K. Chidanand Kumar, 
Bengaluru, 24 February. 

 

Disgrace 
 Sir, The editorial “Voter Roll Trust” 

published today has aptly pointed out the 
lack of trust between the EC and the State 
Government. Millions of citizens are unsure 
whether their names will appear in the final 
electoral rolls or not. Many people have lost 
their lives only due to the inefficiency of the 
EC and its  lackadaisical attitude.    

The Constitution gives the EC wide 
authority over elections but they do not 
have the infrastructure to perform such a 
big task like SIR independently. They mostly  
depend on the state's manpower. Due to 

conflict between the EC and the State, people 
of Bengal have suffered from the beginning.  

The EC frequently changes its decision 
relating to accepting the documents from 
voters and this leads to confusion.   However, 
with the intervention of the Chief Justice of 
India, there may be a hope that genuine 
voters will get their voting rights at last. It is 
really disgraceful for the EC. 

Yours, etc., Deba Prasad Bhattacharjee, 
Kolkata, 24 February. 

 

No freebies 
Sir, The Supreme Court has rightly criticized 

the growing culture of announcing freebies 
and indiscriminate subsidies on the eve of 
elections. Reckless spending on freebies 
attracts voters and helps politicians to create 
vote banks. For example, when the government 
provides life-saving medicines, food, or 
funds during times of natural disaster or 

pandemic to all, it will come under essential 
services, but in normal times, these schemes 
are freebies.  Almost all state governments 
are under severe debt because of their freebies 
culture and essential services like roads, 
hospitals, schools, medical colleges, etc. are  
affected. Freebies disrupt state finances and 
throw governments into a debt spiral.  

Though, freebies give temporary respite 
to the masses, they put a dent in the country’s 
economy. If the money is spent on developmental 
activities, it will generate employment which 
help the economy to flourish.  

Yours, etc., S K Khosla, 
Chandigarh, 22 February. 

Mexico has seen this movie before: a man at the 
summit of a criminal empire falls, and the country 
holds its breath for the aftershocks. The death of 
Nemesio Oseguera Cervantes ~ known as El 

Mencho ~ has produced exactly that pause, filled with burning 
vehicles, shuttered streets, and a surge of soldiers into Jalisco 
and neighbouring states. The temptation is to treat the moment 
as a decisive blow. It is not. It is a hinge in a much longer 
struggle over who truly governs large parts of the republic. 

For years, the Jalisco New Generation Cartel built something 
closer to a franchise than a gang: logistics, territorial managers, 
propaganda, and a talent pipeline that replaced fallen 
commanders with alarming speed.  

That architecture is why the state’s success against one man 
immediately triggered coordinated disruption across multiple 
cities. Roadblocks, arson, and ambushes were not just revenge; 
they were a demonstration of reach, a message to rivals and 
residents alike that authority remains contested. In places like 
Puerto Vallarta or the outskirts of Guadalajara, the question on 
ordinary days is not who rules in theory, but who can close a 
highway in practice. 

President Claudia Sheinbaum’s government has answered 
with numbers ~ thousands of troops, armoured vehicles, 
checkpoints ~ and with the language of order. The deployment 
is necessary. No state can allow armed groups to stage a rolling 
veto over daily life.  

Yet the arithmetic of force has limits. Mexico’s security 
institutions have learned, repeatedly, that decapitation 
strategies create succession markets. They break a cartel’s 
symbolism while sharpening its incentives to prove continuity 
through spectacle. The National Guard can clear a road; it 
cannot, by itself, dissolve the business model that makes roads 
worth blocking. 

That model is not mystical. It rests on extortion, ports, fuel 
theft, synthetic drugs, and the quiet capture of municipal 
budgets. It survives because prosecutors are overmatched, 
courts are slow, prisons leak command authority, and money 
moves faster than warrants. Killing a kingpin changes the cast 
list, not the script. 

There is a harder, less cinematic path. It runs through boring 
victories: asset seizures that truly stick, prosecutors who can 
protect witnesses, judges who can finish cases, and prisons that 
sever, rather than transmit, command. It means treating ports, 
customs, and trucking routes as strategic terrain. It also means 
accepting that coordination with the United States - 
intelligence, finance, chemicals - will remain indispensable, 
even when it is politically uncomfortable to say so. 

The state deserves credit for confronting a figure who 
symbolised impunity. But credit is not closure. The real 
measure will be whether, six months from now, shopkeepers 
reopen without paying a tax to fear, whether mayors can govern 
without escorts, and whether a cartel can still choreograph a 
city’s paralysis on cue. If those answers change, then this 
moment will mark more than the end of a man. It will mark the 
beginning of a different balance of power. 

Tariff   Uncertainty 

After  the  Kingpin 

The SCOTUS decision 
underscores a fundamental 
principle: when a constitutional 
court is faced with a question of 
law, its duty is to decide that 
question - clearly and without 
any fear. The moment a court 
avoids doing so, defers 
excessively to the executive, or 
seeks refuge in committees and 
procedural devices, it risks 
abdicating the very 
responsibility the Constitution 
entrusts to it. Judicial review is 
not an exercise in governance. It 
is an exercise in constitutional 
fidelity. A court that confines 
itself to its assigned role does not 
weaken democracy; it 
strengthens it by ensuring that 
every branch of government 
remains within its 
constitutional bounds 
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Rehman will need to 
walk a tightrope

Wh e n 
Tarique 
Rahman 
t o o k 

oath as Bangladesh’s 
newly elected prime 
minister,  the 
swearing-in ceremony 
projected a sense of 
political closure. Years 

of turbulence under the interim 
administration led by Muhammad 
Yunus had left the country weary. 
Voters appeared to be seeking not 
ideological transformation, but 
restoration of economic stability, 
institutional normalcy, and social 
calm that the Yunus administration 
had promise d b ut  ende d up 
destroying. 

Yet Rahman’s return to executive 
authority marks the beginning of a 
far more complex chapter. He inherits 
an economy under strain, institutions 
that have lost public trust, and a 
political opposition that, though 
electoral ly weakened,  retains 
formidable capacity for mobilization. 
At the centre of this uncertainty 
lies his government’s delicate 
relationship with the Bangladesh 
Jamaat-e-Islami and the controversial 
“July Agreement” - a political compact 
forged during last year’s unrest that 
may now become the fault line of 
his tenure. 

Bangladesh’s economic narrative 
over the past decade had been one 
of cautious optimism. Under the 
Hasina government garment exports 
surged, remittances flowed steadily, 
and GDP growth rates placed the 
country among South Asia’s stronger 
performers. That trajectory faltered 
during the political uncertainty of 
the interim period under the Yunus 
administration. 

Foreign exchange reserves declined 
amid currency volatility and rising 
import costs. Inflation began squeezing 
urban and rural households alike, 
undermining purchasing power and 
fuelling public frustration. The 
garment sector, long the backbone 
of the economy, struggled with 
labour unrest and declining external 
demand. Investor confidence weakened 
as policy continuity appeared 

uncertain and administrative decisions 
became reactive rather than strategic. 

Rahman must now stabilize 
macroeconomic fundamentals while 
rebuilding investor trust. Fiscal 
discipline, currency management, 
and renewed engagement with 
multilateral lenders will be crucial. 
But economic stabilization cannot 
succeed in isolation. Markets respond 
not only to numbers, but to political 
predictability. And predictability 
remains elusive. 

The interim government period 
has left deep institutional scars. 
Bureaucratic decision-making slowed 
as civil servants sought to avoid 
political entanglement. Accusations 
of selective enforcement and politicized 
investigations eroded trust in law 
enforcement agencies. 

The judiciary, too, became entangled 
in high-profile political disputes, 
with rulings scrutinized for perceived 
bias. Public confidence in neutral 
arbitration weakened. The civil 
administrat ion,  t radit ional ly 
Bangladesh’s stabilizing force, 
emerged cautious and fragmented. 

Rahman’s challenge is to restore 
institutional credibility without 
appearing to weaponize reform for 
partisan gain. A sweeping purge 
could be interpreted as revenge. A 
cautious approach, however, risks 
perpetuating dysfunction. The 
balance between reform and restraint 
will define the tone of his early 
months. 

Beyond economics and governance 
lies a deeper social anxiety. Increased 
communal violence against the 
minorit ies  s ince  the Yunus 
administration took over have 
unsettled Bangladesh’s secular 
constitutional framework. While 
the country’s identity has historically 
blended religious devotion with 
constitutional secularism, recent 
periods of political uncertainty left 
behind a deep sectarian fracture. 
Minority communities have expressed 
concern over targeted violence, and 
have accused the state of selective 
responsiveness. 

Rahman must reaffirm constitutional 
protections without alienating 
religious constituencies whose 

political influence remains significant. 
This requires careful calibration by 
asserting secular governance while 
acknowledging religious sentiment 
in a way that prevents polarization 
from deepening. 

Although Jamaat did not secure 
dominant  parl iamentar y 
representation, its defeat at the 
ballot box does not equate to 
marginalization. Its organizational 
infrastructure particularly its student 
and grassroots wings remain intact 
and capable  of  rapid stre et  
mobilization. In Bangladesh’s political 
culture, electoral loss often precedes, 
rather than prevents, street activism. 

Rahman faces a strategic dilemma. 
Engaging Jamaat through political 
dialogue could reduce immediate 
confrontation but risks alienating 
secular allies and international 
partners wary of Islamist influence. 
Ignoring or sidelining the party 
could provoke a return to agitation 
politics. Direct confrontation may 
strengthen Jamaat’s narrative of 
victimhood. 

The July Agreement emerged 
during the height of nationwide 
protests last year, when political 
paralysis threatened to spiral into 
sustained instability. Under intense 
domestic and international pressure, 
major political stakeholders, including 
Islamist factions, reached a provisional 
understanding designed to de-escalate 
tensions. 

The agreement reportedly included 
commitments to electoral reforms, 
the release or review of cases against 
political detainees, assurances regarding 
political participation rights, and 
limitations on the use of force during 
demonstrations. It was less a detailed 
legal framework than a political 
ceasefire, a mechanism seen to cool 
the streets and facilitate elections. 

For Jamaat, the agreement became 
a strategic instrument. It legitimized 
their participation in the electoral 
process while preserving leverage. 
By framing themselves as co-signatories 
to a national stability pact, they 
positioned any perceived deviation 
as a betrayal of consensus. 

Now that Rahman leads a new 
government, the July Agreement 

poses a test. If his administration 
seeks to reinterpret its clauses, 
particularly regarding protest 
permissions, detainee amnesties, 
or the scope of political reforms, 
Jamaat  could argue that  the 
government is reneging on its 
commitments. Conversely, strict 
adherence may constrain Rahman’s 
ability to assert authority or pursue 
accountability measures. 

The agreement’s ambiguity is its 
danger. Its lack of precise legal 
codification allows competing 
interpretations. In moments of 
political tension, that ambiguity 
can quickly  transform into 
confrontation. 

Bangladesh’s political rhythms 
often align with religious gatherings. 
Post-Eid periods have historically 
provided both symbolic momentum 
and logistical opportunity for mass 
mobilization. Should negotiations 
over the July Agreement deteriorate, 
Jamaat  could use  p ost-Eid 
congregations as a launchpad for 
renewed agitation. 

A return to street-centred politics 
would place Rahman in a precarious 
position. A forceful crackdown risks 
international criticism and domestic 
backlash while permissiveness could 
encourage escalating demands. 
Each protest cycle would not merely 
test public order but would also 
strain the investor confidence and 
diplomatic credibility. 

Rahman’s mandate reads more for 
stabilization and not sweeping 
dominance. The electorate has delivered 
an overwhelming majority that would 
allow him unrestrained political 
manoeuvring. But his legitimacy rests 
on performance, economic revival, 
institutional repair, and social calm. 

The interplay between governance 
and street politics will define the 
coming months. The July Agreement 
stands as both shield and sword in 
that contest. If managed deftly, it 
could remain a transitional artifact 
of crisis politics. If mishandled, it 
may become the trigger for renewed 
confrontation. 

Bangladesh’s recent history 
demonstrates that power is rarely 
secured solely within parliament. 
It is contested in courts, markets, 
mosques, and streets. For Tarique 
Rahman, the challenge is not simply 
to govern but it is to prevent his 
governance from becoming hostage 
to perpetual mobilization. 

Whether he can transform his 
electoral victory into durable national 
stability will determine if Bangladesh 
enters a period of consolidation or 
returns to the familiar cycle where 
agreements unravel, protests reignite, 
and political equilibrium remains 
perpetually out of reach. 

 
 

(The writer is an independent journalist and 
columnist. He can be reached at 
raja.muneeb@gmail.com)

COTTON INTERESTS 
INDIA AND 
LANCASHIRE IN 
HARMONY 
LONDON, FEB. 

In the course of a felicitous speech at the Manchester 
Constitutional Club, Earl Winterton expressed the 
opinion that 15 or 20 years should see India more an 
integral part of the British Empire than it was even 
to-day. 

Regarding Lancashire’s sympathetic reception of 
the abolition of the Cotton Excise Duties, the 
Under-Secretary of State for India said it was at last 
recognized that the interests of Lancashire and India 
was not mutually destructive and that it was possible 
not only to prosper side by side but to cooperate and 
help each other. He thought the reconciliation was 
materially assisted by the recent visit to Lancashire of 
distinguished and representative Indian mill owners. 

Earl Winterton, by means of statistics, elaborated 
the favourable position of Indian trade which, he said, 
was better than he dared hope when he took office 
four years ago. He dwelt on the factors responsible for 
the relatively low imports into India, notably that the 
Indian as a shrewd businessman would not commit 
himself in a falling market. He reminded the businessmen 
of Lancashire that there was more actual competition 
in India than before the war and welcomed the interest 
that Lancashire was taking in the production of a 
better class of Indian cotton. Although such cotton 
was primarily intended for local mills Lancashire 
benefited from the fact that its production left 
Manchester more free in the market to East African 
and other cottons.—Reuter. 

 

STRIKE OF LONDON 
ENGINEERS 

THREAT OF NATIONAL 
LOCK-OUT 
LONDON, FEB. 

THE strike of 900 London engineers and labourers, 
which the Engineering Union refuses to recognise, 
has resulted in the threat of a national lock-out of 
the engineering trade. The trouble has arisen over 
wages and the men’s refusal to work with non-Unionists. 

Representatives of the Engineering Employers’ 
Federation and the trade unions met yesterday, 
after which it was announced that the Employers’ 
Federation had sanctioned the issue of notices of 
a national lock-out if the strikers did not resume 
immediately. 

It is hoped that the Unions will exert pressure 
and secure a resumption.—Reuter. 

 

BRITAIN�S AIR POLICY 
PLEA FOR MINISTRY 
OF DEFENCE 
RUGBY, FEB. 

INTRODUCING to-day into the House of Commons 
the Air Estimates for the next financial year, Sir 
Samuel Hoare, Secretary for Air, said these were not 
markedly different from those of last year. 

There was a net addition of about £500,000, and, 
against that, there was a reduction of the gross 
estimates representing a saving of nearly £350,000 
in the cost of defence in Iraq and Palestine, resulting 
partly from the visit which he had paid to the Middle 
East a year ago, but still more from the efficiency of 
the Air Command under Vice-Marshal Sir John Higgins 
and the Civil Administration, under Sir Henry Dobbs. 

The small net increase in the estimates was explained 
by new develop-ments and additional squadrons 
recently formed. The increase must have been greater 
but for the rigid economies practised. 
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OCCASIONAL NOTE 
BENGAL will rejoice at the appointment of Mr. 

Surendra Nath Mullick to the India Council. A man of 
many gifts, he has played an important part in affairs 
and would have played a greater had he not been 
foolishly attacked by Swarajist vehemence when 
selected as a Minister. His defeat at the polls meant 
the loss to political life—at least to the Bengal 
Council—of one of the ablest and sturdiest men in 
the province. When in charge of the Calcutta Corporation 
he won the confidence of every section of the people 
and it was confidently expected that his success there 
would carry him far. It must be admitted that public 
opinion has been restive in the belief that Government 
had overlooked his worth. Prophecy had assigned 
him to the Governor’s Executive Council in succession 
to the Maharajah of Burdwan. The secret is now out, 
and the best wishes of all who know him will attend 
him to London. He has qualities that will ensure him 
further success, among them a cheerful sense of 
humour and a way of speaking that makes men listen.

ACROSS 
 
1/2 Vocalist to 

improvise around 

unusual chord � 

it s a must-see 

(12,3) 

10  Methuselah had to 

complete a course 

his boss thought 

up (7) 

11  Naked man 

possibly relieves 28 

older women (7) 

12  With lead 

characters lost, 

hob must cast 

spells (5) 

14/4 Stirring cauldron, 

cut a sinister 

figure (5,7) 

17  One sent down for 

good over 

unsuccessful coup, 

originally (7) 

18  Endangered bat s 

taken to have 

wings clipped (2,5) 

20  A-list brought on 

board to create 

comedies (7) 

22  Old devil�s got a 

couple of old stars 

forgetting their 

lines (2-3-2) 

23  Tolkien has him 

following a ring of

gold around (5) 

24  Part of a 

Halloween 

tradition where a 

sucker is made to 

welcome a little 

rascal (5) 

27  Fancy gadget 

shown in Bond 

film�s teaser?  

(3,4) 

28  Troublemaker 

finally blowing 

entrance off Vlad s 

castle (7) 

30  Pole gives attack 

dog the slip and 

joins two Italians 

who escaped long 

ago (5,7) 

 

DOWN 
 

2    See 1 Across 

3    Slasher presumably 

showing vamp 

with a different 

origin (7) 

4    See 14 Across 

5    Downing Street 

figure working to 

upset some players 

(5) 

6    Wickedness to be 

sent from below 

(4) 

7    Part of window 

showing star now 

and then � shut it! 

(4) 

8    Dom s alibi when 

travelling is 

fiendish practice 

(9) 

9    Priest cracking 

hints about 

contents of early 

cardinal s tomb  

(9) 

13  Letters regularly 

dispatched from 

US to African 

capital  

(5) 

15  Little attention 

seekers in hotel 

with things 

available at 

reception (9) 

16  Initiating another 

session about 

action on pitch  

(9) 

19  Sharp, stinging 

pain (5) 

21  Sign of cross 

almost knocked 

European 

character over (7) 

22  A portion of 

scrambled egg on 

salmon�s picked up 

and necked (7) 

23  Gothic building in 

which there s a 

lack of reflection 

(5) 

25  Sorceress wants 

women to tickle (4) 

26  Dress like a folk-

tale wolf we�ve 

heard about (4) 

29  Ultimately 

obsolete little 

contraction which 

we still use 

occasionally today 

(3)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

8 9

10 11

12 13 14

15 16

17 18 19

20 21 22

23 24

25 26

27 28 29

30

P U B L I C F O O T P A T H
O E N T Y N I
P R I N C E C H A R M I N G
U N H C E R M H
L O T S F O U R T H W A L L
A I S N W E L Y
C O M P A S S P O I N T
E E L E R I C R

U M B R E L L A T R E E
G M O V D N A G
O R I E N T A L L Y A C T A
T R E T Y D K R
H E R A L D I C S H I E L D
I O L O A R E
C U R T A I N S C L O S E D

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

YesterdayÊs Solution

P E R S P E C T I V E
100 Years Ago

Front page of The Statesman  
dated 27 February 1926

News Items

Trade deals matter only if markets open
SHREY MADAAN 
 

India’s new trade deal with the 
United States will be celebrated 
as a diplomatic win. But trade 
agreements are not trophies. 

They are tests. And this one will be 
judged on a simple question: does 
it make Indian markets more open, 
more comp etit ive ,  and more 
affordable for ordinary people? 

If not, it is just paperwork.  At its 
core, the agreement brings down 
tariffs and opens markets on both 
sides. India will cut duties on 
American industrial and agricultural 
goods, while the United States 
lowers tariffs on Indian products. 
While it may appear technical, the 
outcome is clear,  competition 
increases, protectionism recedes, 
and consumers benefit from better 
prices and greater choice.  

For decades, many sectors have 
operated behind steep tariff walls. 
Import duties on automobiles, for 
example, have often exceeded 100 

per cent. The result has been 
predictable, higher prices, weaker 
innovation, and fewer choices than 
consumers would see in open, 
competitive markets. Protection 
kept competitors out, but it also 
kept progress out. 

Trade agreements disrupt that 
comfort zone. They expose protected 
industries to better products, sharper 
competition, and more demanding 
consumers. That pressure is not a 
problem. That is the point. India 
has seen this before. When the 
telecom sector opened to competition, 
call rates collapsed, and data became 
among the cheapest in the world. 
Hundreds of millions gained access 
to affordable connectivity. That 
transformation was not driven by 
protection or subsidies. It was driven 
by competition. Trade liberalisation 
works the same way. 

Trade works best when markets, 
not ministries, determine outcomes. 
Countries operating on government- 
mandated purchase targets distort 

competition and inflate prices, while 
lower tariffs and clear, simple rules 
allow businesses and consumers 
to respond to genuine demand. 
That is how trade creates lasting 
gains. 

T h e  s a m e  l o g i c  a p p l i e s  t o 
agriculture and industrial goods 
under this deal. Lower tariffs on 
items like nuts, fruits, or industrial 
inputs will increase competition 
at home. Some producers will feel 
the pressure. But that pressure 
usually leads to better quality, 
greater efficiency, and stronger 
export competitiveness over time. 
P ro t e c t i o n  p re s e r ve s  f i r m s. 
Competition improves them. 

What ultimately matters is not 
the size of the purchase pledges or 
the symbolism of the agreement. 
It is whether the deal makes India’s 
markets more open and dynamic. 
If tariff cuts lead to lower prices, 
better products, and more innovation, 
the agreement will deliver real value. 
If it becomes a system of managed 

trade and selective concessions, its 
benefits will be limited. 

Trade agreements are not about 
press releases or podium statements. 
They are about what changes in 
the marketplace. This deal will 
prove its worth only if it opens 

m a r ke t s  a t  h o m e ,  e x p a n d s 
competition, and lets people, not 
governments, decide what success 
looks like. 

 
 

(The writer is Indian Policy Associate, Consumer 
Choice Center.)

RAJA 
MUNEEB
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T
he outrage the Supreme Court has expressed over the publication of a
textbook that lists the shortcomings of the Indian judiciary including
allegations of corruption, long pendency of cases and large number of
vacancies being left unfilled is justified in that the referenced portion

looks only at the darker side of just one eminent pillar of the Indian State but
spares all others. The court has now ordered a complete ban of the Class 8 social
science textbook which contains a chapter “The role of the judiciary in our soci-
ety” wherein there is a section that is titled “corruption in the judiciary”.

On its part, the National Council for Education, Research and Training
(NCERT), the publishers of the book, have apologised to the court and decided to
withdraw the book. The Union education minister has also expressed profound
regret over the textbook containing the objectionable part. The court, however,
is not satisfied; it believes this to have been a “calculated move to undermine
authority and demean the dignity of the judiciary” and, therefore, initiated con-
tempt of court proceedings against the NCERT director and the secretary of the
department of school education in the Union government. The anguish of the
court is reflected in Chief Justice of India Surya Kant’s comment: “They have
fired the gunshot. The judiciary is bleeding.”

It may be noted that the court is not dismissive of the whole idea of corruption
in the judiciary; instead, as the CJI pointed out, the bench was “deeply hurt that
there is no mention of the judiciary’s positive work — protection of civil rights,
access to justice, free legal aid and safeguarding fundamental rights”. There was
no attempt to present the students with a balanced picture, it said.

It has been almost eight decades that India attained freedom and we have a
Constitution for the last 76 years. We have come a long way in improving the sys-
tem of governance in the country while remaining firmly committed to democ-
racy and its principles. It may be true that we have not been able to introduce all
the changes the founding fathers wanted, but every major step that India has
made in these decades was aimed at improving the lot of the people. The judicia-
ry has also played its role in it, especially in advancing the rights of ordinary peo-
ple. No one has a case that all the pillars have played their roles in full: there are
acts of omissions and commissions that can be traced to the door of the legisla-
ture and the executive. Focusing on the slip-ups of only the judiciary hardly
helps.

There will be skeletons in the cupboards of every single institution in the coun-
try, and for that matter, every country, but none would see it as prudent to pre-
sent them before schoolchildren and warp their outlook on life itself. Even if in
the interest of truth such a thing is attempted, it must be done in such a way that
young minds are encouraged to identify and use those tools to fight corruption.
Making the problem statement alone serves no right purpose.

That said, the judiciary will be making a big mistake if it thinks the issue that
it is indeed suffering from can simply be wished away. Glaring instances of
judges coming under suspicion of wrongdoing are no rare incident, as the dis-
covery of burnt currency notes from the house of a sitting judge of a high court
amply shows. There are CJIs on record pointing towards corruption in the judi-
ciary. The people will stand with the apex court in protecting the judiciary’s
image as the custodian of their rights, but they will be happier themselves if the
judiciary did some soul-searching as well.
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Why pick on judiciary
in school textbooks?

B
angladesh’s re-
cently held 13th
parliamentary el-
ection was an
exercise of para-

doxes. Parties which had for
over four decades consid-
ered themselves natural
allies spawned from the
same mother, and who had
twice jointly run govern-
ments for over a decade, con-
tested this time as inveterate
foes. Unsurprisingly, both
went full throttle in trying to
outwit each other through
one-upmanship and inge-
nious moves. For instance,
the BNP, concerned over the
American and Pakistani
Deep State’s unabashed role
in promoting the Jamaat-e-
Islami’s electoral prospects,
was forced to take counter-
measures, such as by win-
ning over its bête noire
Awami League’s sizeable
Hindu vote bank. Just the
way Sheikh Hasina’s August
2024 overthrow had been
orchestrated, similarly a
meticulously designed elec-
toral strategy had been
drawn jointly by Jamaat
backers as well as
Muhammad Yunus, who
wanted an outright victory
for the 11-party Islamic
alliance. They knew that
with the votebank’s protec-
tive shield gone (provided by
the top AL leadership), this
minority bloc (comprising
1.5 crore Hindu voters out of
a total 12 crore-plus
Bangladesh voters) had
become extremely vulnera-
ble and could easily be
preyed upon by Jamaat
through coercive and per-
suasive tactics. This embold-
ened their chief Shafiqur
Rahman to proclaim that he
could “clearly foresee his
party’s emphatic victory and
that February 12 would be a
turning point in Bangla-
desh’s political history”. His
comment was further rein-
forced by a Western news
agency’s prediction of a
shock result awaiting Bang-
ladesh, with JeI’s Islamic
alliance stealing a march
over the BNP at the hus-
tings. The Jamaat was so

confident of its success that
it even released names of its
five Cabinet ministers well
in advance.

But the BNP had an ace up
its sleeve. Its secretary-gen-
eral, Mirza Fakhrul
Alamgir, along with two
other senior party leaders
had already held two secret
meetings with three Hindu
apex bodies to seek the sup-
port of Hindu voters. A simi-
lar offer had been extended
to those bodies by the
Jamaat, but it got no
response. Hindu leaders, at
their meeting with Mr
Fakhrul, had been categori-
cally told “to stand by us to
resist Jamaat”. But the
Hindu community had laid
down one condition: the spir-
it of the liberation war for
which Bangladesh fought
and won, and which formed
the basis of the 1972
Constitution, must be pro-
tected and upheld.

Mr Fakhrul pledged that
his party would never com-
promise on the nation’s
ideals, but he knew his
assurances alone wouldn’t
convince Hindu voters.
Thus, a meeting was
arranged with BNP chair-
man Tarique Rahman, who
reasserted that the BNP was
a party of “muktijodhdhas”,
and while most Hindus
never backed his party, they
could give it a chance and
see the difference.

Mr Fakhrul, to ensure all
Hindu votes were cast for the
BNP, saw to it that leaders of
the apex bodies campaigned
across all 64 districts to con-
vince Hindu voters how cru-
cial their vote was for the
BNP to defeat Jamaat. But
the Hindu community was
unwilling to respond posi-
tively. They recalled how
BNP cadres had brutalised
them for having voted for AL
in the 2001 polls. It took a lot
of persuasion to bring them
around; they were warned
that in AL’s absence it would
be foolhardy for them to boy-
cott the elections as that
would help Jamaat romp to
power with ease, which
would land all the minorities

in an existential crisis. Even
Awami Leaguers were for
voting the BNP to power to
deny victory to Jamaat. This
appeal had a magical effect.

Saikat Paul, a young
Bangladesh Supreme Court
lawyer, clearly spelt out this
exceptional tectonic shift in
Hindu votes, a first in
Bangladesh elections: “The
1.5 crore Hindu voters, by
voting for BNP, kept
Bangladesh’s muktijudhdho
ethos and identity alive and
intact. They realised that if
this was not done, the
People’s Democratic Rep-
ublic of Bangladesh would
overnight become an Islamic
Republic.”

It was the Hindu votes that
saved the day for the BNP in
at least 80 seats, where the
party won by a slender mar-
gin of 2,000 votes and more.
Besides, the Jamaat chief’s
repugnant remark on work-
ing women, comparing them
to prostitutes, alienated
most women voters who,
along with Hindu voters,
heavily tilted the electoral
balance in favour of the
BNP. Realising the formida-
ble odds facing them, the
Jamaatis began widespread
rigging the night before and
on the day of the election.

The social media live-
streamed Jamaat cadres
furiously stamping ballots
and stuffing them into ballot
boxes, with the presiding
officers looking on 
helplessly. No wonder the
Election Commission at 11
am in its accounting of the
voting percentage, quoted
14%, which leapfrogged first
to 47.91% at 2 pm, and then to
65% at 5 pm. This galloping
percentage showed that this
“non-inclusive farcical” elec-
tion was no different from
those held under Sheikh
Hasina’s rule, which had
been labelled both by the
BNP and Jamaat as “lacking
in credibility”. Despite the
dubious nature of the

Jamaat’s electoral creden-
tials, its fairly spectacular
rise in the polls is the most
significant feature of this
election. From just two seats
it had won in 2008, it raised
its tally to 68, which has
brought about a significant
change in Bangladesh’s
p o l i t i c a l
landscape.

What is disconcerting for
India about the Jamaat’s
dramatic rise is that the bulk
of the 68 seats it won (around
40) are all along the West
Bengal border. This has
already raised security con-
cerns for poll-bound West
Bengal, whose border dis-
tricts have lately seen com-
munal clashes and bomb
blasts.

The Awami League’s most
significant gain is that
despite Muhammad Yunus
keeping it out of the poll fray
at the behest of the US and
Pakistan, the party has
proved its indispensability
in national politics. lts muk-
tijudhdho-centric policies at
times of national crisis have
worked as a political beacon
that guided Bangladesh to
overcome challenges posed
by Islamists. The political
support that its local leaders
and supporters extended to
the BNP has begun to min-
imise the trust deficit
between the two traditional
rivals. Their equation has
changed from open hostility
to one of growing under-
standing and cooperation,
which is reflected in local
BNP leaders initiating the
reopening of AL offices
throughout the country, ear-
lier shut down on the orders
of Mr Yunus. Given the
growing points of friction
that are developing between
Jamaat and the BNP, the lat-
ter knows that containing a
regimented, aggressive, for-
eign-backed JeI and other
Islamist forces requires AL’s
help, especially when JeI is
still scrambling to grab
power at any cost. A close
Jamaat ally has already
given a call to people to
“remain prepared for anoth-
er mass uprising” as it isn’t
happy “with the way the
country is now being run”.

Manash Ghosh is a veteran
journalist who had covered
the 1971 Bangladesh libera-

tion war, and is the author of
several books including,

most recently, Mujib’s
Blunders: The Power and

the Plot Behind His Killing

The equation between
the Awami League and
BNP has changed from
open hostility to one of
growing understanding
and cooperation,
reflected in local BNP
leaders initiating the
reopening of AL
offices throughout the
country

B’desh game of votes: How
Hindus aided BNP victory

With the midterm elections coming up, the stakes around this year’s
State of the Union address by the US President Donald Trump were
higher considering the hold of the Republicans on the legislature is

wafer thin. Little wonder then that it sounded more like the beginning of
an election campaign than a statement on the state of the USA or what the
President proposed to do about his promise to lower the cost of living to
alleviate the difficulties of the less well off.

The President’s wings may have been clipped by the Supreme Court ver-
dict on the illegality of the tariffs with which he had overturned global
trade with the US, but all he said was that the verdict was “unfortunate”, a
far more polite term than those he had used outside. And yet the tariffs are
the revenue he wants to take for his “America First” with the vague
promise that income tax could be done away with.

Was any light shed on the issues that got him elected over the Democrat
Kamala Harris in 2024, but which may have turned into susceptibilities
ahead of the midterms? Probably not as tough immigration actions were
the main reason the country may have been put off by its President, and he
hardly spoke about them nor mentioned at least two Americans killed in
ICE action even at the risk of alienating further those who are not in his
MAGA fan base.

Of course, he had the overriding, if tiringly repeated message of an
America doing well in its new golden age with claims that may not stand
up to fact checking but which will be sweet music to the conservative
Republican base. He said he had inherited a crisis-ridden US with a stag-
nant economy, record inflation, open borders and rampant crime at home
and wars and chaos around the world, but he did not say what he would
like to do about it.

Has anything changed is the question though Mr Trump avows that he
seeks dialogue with Iran even as his forces have assumed a most aggressive
posture with two aircraft carriers in waters near the Middle East and a
dozen of America’s most advanced F-22 Raptor jets to Israel. And Mr
Trump thinks that America is winning so much that they don’t know what
to do about it. 

Donald Trump brazens it out

Foreign service
or forest? IFS
in a tizzy over
acronym wars

O
nly in India can two of the country’s
most elite services find themselves in a
turf war over… three letters: IFS. Not
policy. Not budgets. Not national inter-

est. Initials.
In 2016, the ministry of external affairs essen-

tially told the forest fraternity: “We were born
in 1946. You arrived in 1966. Seniority applies.
Kindly relocate to IFoS.” It was the bureaucrat-
ic equivalent of “We were here first.”

The ministry of environment, forest and cli-
mate change was not amused. It shot back with
a deliciously pedantic question: how can a ser-
vice be both “Indian” and “Foreign”? Is it home-
sick? Confused? Philosophically unstable?
Perhaps, they suggested, the diplomats should
rebrand — maybe Indian Diplomatic Service.
Or Indian External Affairs Service. Problem
solved. And then came the heritage card. Forest
administration in India dates back to the 19th
century under the British. So, if this is the
longest-standing claim contest, shall we rewind
the clock further?

What makes this episode priceless isn’t just
the pettiness but the straight-faced seriousness
with which it was pursued. Letters were writ-
ten. Files were moved. Arguments were crafted.
Somewhere in North Block and South Block,
oxygen was consumed over consonants.

Meanwhile, citizens may have assumed IFS
officers were either protecting India’s interests

abroad or protecting its forests at home.
Instead, they were protecting brand identity. In
a system obsessed with hierarchy, acronyms
are rank badges. And in Delhi’s ecosystem, rep-
utation often begins with initials.

Three letters. Two egos. Zero irony. If this is
what counts as inter-service rivalry, perhaps
the tigers were the only calm participants in the
entire affair.

DEFAMATION DUEL IN KARNATAKA’S TOP RANKS
If Karnataka’s babudom had a prime-time slot,
this saga would be running in its third season.

In the latest episode, the Karnataka High
Court has declined to quash the defamation pro-
ceedings filed by IPS officer D. Roopa Moudgil
against IAS officer Rohini Sindhuri. This feud,
which began as an unfiltered exchange of accu-
sations and social media posts in 2023, has now
matured into full-fledged criminal litigation.
What started as a very public bureaucratic spat
has acquired affidavits, counter-affidavits,
Supreme Court detours, mediation suggestions,
and enough procedural drama to exhaust even
seasoned court reporters.

Frankly, civil servants occupy offices that
demand discretion, restraint and a certain
steel-trap composure. Instead, Karnataka
watched two senior officers conduct what
looked less like administrative disagreement
and more like gladiatorial combat with 

screenshots. Roopa alleges reputational harm.
Sindhuri wants the case scrapped. The High
Court’s message is refreshingly simple: argue it
out before the trial court. In other words, no
shortcuts.

There’s a larger discomfort here. When elite
officers turn adversarial in public, the damage
isn’t confined to personal reputations. It chips
away at institutional credibility. Bureaucracy
thrives on the perception of neutrality and pro-
fessionalism. Public crossfire erodes that mys-
tique fast. One can’t help asking: is this about
justice, vindication, ego, or all three?

Either way, the real winner so far is litigation.
And perhaps a lesson lurks beneath the wreck-
age: in the age of instant outrage and perma-
nent digital records, even India’s steel frame
can rust in public view.

WHEN TURBULENCE HITS, AIR INDIA 
CALLS A FAMILIAR PILOT

When the skies get rough, you don’t experiment
with new pilots. You bring back someone who’s
flown the route before.

That’s what Air India appears to be doing by
appointing former civil aviation secretary
Pradeep Singh Kharola as senior advisor. The
move comes amid a leadership reshuffle and
just ahead of the Aircraft Accident
Investigation Bureau’s much-anticipated final
report on the AI-171 crash. Coincidence?

Unlikely. Mr Kharola isn’t an ornamental hire.
He has been CMD of Air India in its government
avatar and later, as aviation secretary, oversaw
its disinvestment to the Tata Group. Few people
understand the airline’s bureaucratic DNA and
its regulatory pressure points better.

Industry chatter suggests he’ll function as a
bridge with the directorate general of civil avia-
tion. In plain English: when the regulator
knocks, it helps if someone inside knows exact-
ly how hard that knock can get.

For Tata Sons chairman N. Chandrasekaran,
this is textbook consolidation: tighten over-
sight, steady the narrative, and ensure there
are no mixed signals at cruising altitude. The
simultaneous changes in corporate communi-
cations only reinforce the sense that this is
about control, clarity, and getting ahead.

Air India’s makeover under the Tatas has
been bold, expensive and highly visible. But
aviation has a cruel memory. Safety questions
don’t fade with rebranding exercises. Bringing
Mr Kharola back into the fold sends a clear mes-
sage that when scrutiny intensifies, experience
beats experimentation. In this business, reputa-
tion flies first class, or it doesn’t fly at all.

Love them, hate them ignore them at 
national peril, is the babu guarantee and Dilip’s

belief. Share significant babu escapades
dilipcherian@hotmail.com.

Subhani

Dilip Cherian

Manash Ghosh

Dilli Ka Babu
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NCERT BOOK
Teaching students about
corruption in the judiciary
through the Class 8 Social
Science textbook by the
National Council of
Educational Research and
Training (NCERT) is con-
demnable (NCERT to
remove ‘judiciary graft’
from book, Feb. 26).
Judiciary is an independent
organ of the government. If
corruption is found,
impeachment of the judge
concerned is done through
a parliamentary process.
The impeachment process
can be taught to students,
but not about the corrup-
tion in judiciary.

P.T. Joy
Venkatachalam

INDO-ISRAEL TIES
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
visit to Israel stands as a highly
fruitful and forward-looking diplo-
matic engagement that strengthens
India’s global partnerships and
reinforces its commitment to tech-
nological advancement, agricultur-
al innovation, and strategic cooper-
ation (India backs Gaza peace plan,
PM tells Israel Parl, Feb. 26). At a
time when water conservation,
farmer welfare, and technological
self-reliance are crucial for India’s
future, collaboration with a nation
like Israel — known for its excel-
lence in innovation and efficient
resource management — holds
immense promise. The visit also
reflects India’s confident and bal-
anced foreign policy, guided by
national interest, mutual respect,
and long-term vision. Such diplo-
matic efforts contribute meaning-
fully to national progress.

Dr Challa Krishnaveer
Abhishek

Visakhapatnam

It's noted that Israel Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
both are nationalists. Ties have sig-
nificantly strengthened in the last
few years. Unavoidable friendship
with Israel enhances diplomacy in
defence, water technology and
space cooperation. Netanyahu
reminded the world about bonding
with India by addressing Modi as a
brother in the Knesset. Notwith-
standing political differences Modi
was given a standing ovation in the
Knesset is a great honour.

Veeranjaneyulu
Vuyyuru

LETTERS

Email your letters to
info@deccanmail.com, 

editor@deccanmail.com.
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T
he outrage the Supreme Court has expressed over the publication of a
textbook that lists the shortcomings of the Indian judiciary including
allegations of corruption, long pendency of cases and large number of
vacancies being left unfilled is justified in that the referenced portion

looks only at the darker side of just one eminent pillar of the Indian State but
spares all others. The court has now ordered a complete ban of the Class 8 social
science textbook which contains a chapter “The role of the judiciary in our soci-
ety” wherein there is a section that is titled “corruption in the judiciary”.

On its part, the National Council for Education, Research and Training
(NCERT), the publishers of the book, have apologised to the court and decided to
withdraw the book. The Union education minister has also expressed profound
regret over the textbook containing the objectionable part. The court, however,
is not satisfied; it believes this to have been a “calculated move to undermine
authority and demean the dignity of the judiciary” and, therefore, initiated con-
tempt of court proceedings against the NCERT director and the secretary of the
department of school education in the Union government. The anguish of the
court is reflected in Chief Justice of India Surya Kant’s comment: “They have
fired the gunshot. The judiciary is bleeding.”

It may be noted that the court is not dismissive of the whole idea of corruption
in the judiciary; instead, as the CJI pointed out, the bench was “deeply hurt that
there is no mention of the judiciary’s positive work — protection of civil rights,
access to justice, free legal aid and safeguarding fundamental rights”. There was
no attempt to present the students with a balanced picture, it said.

It has been almost eight decades that India attained freedom and we have a
Constitution for the last 76 years. We have come a long way in improving the sys-
tem of governance in the country while remaining firmly committed to democ-
racy and its principles. It may be true that we have not been able to introduce all
the changes the founding fathers wanted, but every major step that India has
made in these decades was aimed at improving the lot of the people. The judicia-
ry has also played its role in it, especially in advancing the rights of ordinary peo-
ple. No one has a case that all the pillars have played their roles in full: there are
acts of omissions and commissions that can be traced to the door of the legisla-
ture and the executive. Focusing on the slip-ups of only the judiciary hardly
helps.

There will be skeletons in the cupboards of every single institution in the coun-
try, and for that matter, every country, but none would see it as prudent to pre-
sent them before schoolchildren and warp their outlook on life itself. Even if in
the interest of truth such a thing is attempted, it must be done in such a way that
young minds are encouraged to identify and use those tools to fight corruption.
Making the problem statement alone serves no right purpose.

That said, the judiciary will be making a big mistake if it thinks the issue that
it is indeed suffering from can simply be wished away. Glaring instances of
judges coming under suspicion of wrongdoing are no rare incident, as the dis-
covery of burnt currency notes from the house of a sitting judge of a high court
amply shows. There are CJIs on record pointing towards corruption in the judi-
ciary. The people will stand with the apex court in protecting the judiciary’s
image as the custodian of their rights, but they will be happier themselves if the
judiciary did some soul-searching as well.
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Why pick on judiciary
in school textbooks?

B
angladesh’s re-
cently held 13th
parliamentary el-
ection was an
exercise of para-

doxes. Parties which had for
over four decades consid-
ered themselves natural
allies spawned from the
same mother, and who had
twice jointly run govern-
ments for over a decade, con-
tested this time as inveterate
foes. Unsurprisingly, both
went full throttle in trying to
outwit each other through
one-upmanship and inge-
nious moves. For instance,
the BNP, concerned over the
American and Pakistani
Deep State’s unabashed role
in promoting the Jamaat-e-
Islami’s electoral prospects,
was forced to take counter-
measures, such as by win-
ning over its bête noire
Awami League’s sizeable
Hindu vote bank. Just the
way Sheikh Hasina’s August
2024 overthrow had been
orchestrated, similarly a
meticulously designed elec-
toral strategy had been
drawn jointly by Jamaat
backers as well as
Muhammad Yunus, who
wanted an outright victory
for the 11-party Islamic
alliance. They knew that
with the votebank’s protec-
tive shield gone (provided by
the top AL leadership), this
minority bloc (comprising
1.5 crore Hindu voters out of
a total 12 crore-plus
Bangladesh voters) had
become extremely vulnera-
ble and could easily be
preyed upon by Jamaat
through coercive and per-
suasive tactics. This embold-
ened their chief Shafiqur
Rahman to proclaim that he
could “clearly foresee his
party’s emphatic victory and
that February 12 would be a
turning point in Bangla-
desh’s political history”. His
comment was further rein-
forced by a Western news
agency’s prediction of a
shock result awaiting Bang-
ladesh, with JeI’s Islamic
alliance stealing a march
over the BNP at the hus-
tings. The Jamaat was so

confident of its success that
it even released names of its
five Cabinet ministers well
in advance.

But the BNP had an ace up
its sleeve. Its secretary-gen-
eral, Mirza Fakhrul
Alamgir, along with two
other senior party leaders
had already held two secret
meetings with three Hindu
apex bodies to seek the sup-
port of Hindu voters. A simi-
lar offer had been extended
to those bodies by the
Jamaat, but it got no
response. Hindu leaders, at
their meeting with Mr
Fakhrul, had been categori-
cally told “to stand by us to
resist Jamaat”. But the
Hindu community had laid
down one condition: the spir-
it of the liberation war for
which Bangladesh fought
and won, and which formed
the basis of the 1972
Constitution, must be pro-
tected and upheld.

Mr Fakhrul pledged that
his party would never com-
promise on the nation’s
ideals, but he knew his
assurances alone wouldn’t
convince Hindu voters.
Thus, a meeting was
arranged with BNP chair-
man Tarique Rahman, who
reasserted that the BNP was
a party of “muktijodhdhas”,
and while most Hindus
never backed his party, they
could give it a chance and
see the difference.

Mr Fakhrul, to ensure all
Hindu votes were cast for the
BNP, saw to it that leaders of
the apex bodies campaigned
across all 64 districts to con-
vince Hindu voters how cru-
cial their vote was for the
BNP to defeat Jamaat. But
the Hindu community was
unwilling to respond posi-
tively. They recalled how
BNP cadres had brutalised
them for having voted for AL
in the 2001 polls. It took a lot
of persuasion to bring them
around; they were warned
that in AL’s absence it would
be foolhardy for them to boy-
cott the elections as that
would help Jamaat romp to
power with ease, which
would land all the minorities

in an existential crisis. Even
Awami Leaguers were for
voting the BNP to power to
deny victory to Jamaat. This
appeal had a magical effect.

Saikat Paul, a young
Bangladesh Supreme Court
lawyer, clearly spelt out this
exceptional tectonic shift in
Hindu votes, a first in
Bangladesh elections: “The
1.5 crore Hindu voters, by
voting for BNP, kept
Bangladesh’s muktijudhdho
ethos and identity alive and
intact. They realised that if
this was not done, the
People’s Democratic Rep-
ublic of Bangladesh would
overnight become an Islamic
Republic.”

It was the Hindu votes that
saved the day for the BNP in
at least 80 seats, where the
party won by a slender mar-
gin of 2,000 votes and more.
Besides, the Jamaat chief’s
repugnant remark on work-
ing women, comparing them
to prostitutes, alienated
most women voters who,
along with Hindu voters,
heavily tilted the electoral
balance in favour of the
BNP. Realising the formida-
ble odds facing them, the
Jamaatis began widespread
rigging the night before and
on the day of the election.

The social media live-
streamed Jamaat cadres
furiously stamping ballots
and stuffing them into ballot
boxes, with the presiding
officers looking on 
helplessly. No wonder the
Election Commission at 11
am in its accounting of the
voting percentage, quoted
14%, which leapfrogged first
to 47.91% at 2 pm, and then to
65% at 5 pm. This galloping
percentage showed that this
“non-inclusive farcical” elec-
tion was no different from
those held under Sheikh
Hasina’s rule, which had
been labelled both by the
BNP and Jamaat as “lacking
in credibility”. Despite the
dubious nature of the

Jamaat’s electoral creden-
tials, its fairly spectacular
rise in the polls is the most
significant feature of this
election. From just two seats
it had won in 2008, it raised
its tally to 68, which has
brought about a significant
change in Bangladesh’s
p o l i t i c a l
landscape.

What is disconcerting for
India about the Jamaat’s
dramatic rise is that the bulk
of the 68 seats it won (around
40) are all along the West
Bengal border. This has
already raised security con-
cerns for poll-bound West
Bengal, whose border dis-
tricts have lately seen com-
munal clashes and bomb
blasts.

The Awami League’s most
significant gain is that
despite Muhammad Yunus
keeping it out of the poll fray
at the behest of the US and
Pakistan, the party has
proved its indispensability
in national politics. lts muk-
tijudhdho-centric policies at
times of national crisis have
worked as a political beacon
that guided Bangladesh to
overcome challenges posed
by Islamists. The political
support that its local leaders
and supporters extended to
the BNP has begun to min-
imise the trust deficit
between the two traditional
rivals. Their equation has
changed from open hostility
to one of growing under-
standing and cooperation,
which is reflected in local
BNP leaders initiating the
reopening of AL offices
throughout the country, ear-
lier shut down on the orders
of Mr Yunus. Given the
growing points of friction
that are developing between
Jamaat and the BNP, the lat-
ter knows that containing a
regimented, aggressive, for-
eign-backed JeI and other
Islamist forces requires AL’s
help, especially when JeI is
still scrambling to grab
power at any cost. A close
Jamaat ally has already
given a call to people to
“remain prepared for anoth-
er mass uprising” as it isn’t
happy “with the way the
country is now being run”.

Manash Ghosh is a veteran
journalist who had covered
the 1971 Bangladesh libera-

tion war, and is the author of
several books including,

most recently, Mujib’s
Blunders: The Power and

the Plot Behind His Killing

The equation between
the Awami League and
BNP has changed from
open hostility to one of
growing understanding
and cooperation,
reflected in local BNP
leaders initiating the
reopening of AL
offices throughout the
country

B’desh game of votes: How
Hindus aided BNP victory

With the midterm elections coming up, the stakes around this year’s
State of the Union address by the US President Donald Trump were
higher considering the hold of the Republicans on the legislature is

wafer thin. Little wonder then that it sounded more like the beginning of
an election campaign than a statement on the state of the USA or what the
President proposed to do about his promise to lower the cost of living to
alleviate the difficulties of the less well off.

The President’s wings may have been clipped by the Supreme Court ver-
dict on the illegality of the tariffs with which he had overturned global
trade with the US, but all he said was that the verdict was “unfortunate”, a
far more polite term than those he had used outside. And yet the tariffs are
the revenue he wants to take for his “America First” with the vague
promise that income tax could be done away with.

Was any light shed on the issues that got him elected over the Democrat
Kamala Harris in 2024, but which may have turned into susceptibilities
ahead of the midterms? Probably not as tough immigration actions were
the main reason the country may have been put off by its President, and he
hardly spoke about them nor mentioned at least two Americans killed in
ICE action even at the risk of alienating further those who are not in his
MAGA fan base.

Of course, he had the overriding, if tiringly repeated message of an
America doing well in its new golden age with claims that may not stand
up to fact checking but which will be sweet music to the conservative
Republican base. He said he had inherited a crisis-ridden US with a stag-
nant economy, record inflation, open borders and rampant crime at home
and wars and chaos around the world, but he did not say what he would
like to do about it.

Has anything changed is the question though Mr Trump avows that he
seeks dialogue with Iran even as his forces have assumed a most aggressive
posture with two aircraft carriers in waters near the Middle East and a
dozen of America’s most advanced F-22 Raptor jets to Israel. And Mr
Trump thinks that America is winning so much that they don’t know what
to do about it. 

Donald Trump brazens it out

Foreign service
or forest? IFS
in a tizzy over
acronym wars

O
nly in India can two of the country’s
most elite services find themselves in a
turf war over… three letters: IFS. Not
policy. Not budgets. Not national inter-

est. Initials.
In 2016, the ministry of external affairs essen-

tially told the forest fraternity: “We were born
in 1946. You arrived in 1966. Seniority applies.
Kindly relocate to IFoS.” It was the bureaucrat-
ic equivalent of “We were here first.”

The ministry of environment, forest and cli-
mate change was not amused. It shot back with
a deliciously pedantic question: how can a ser-
vice be both “Indian” and “Foreign”? Is it home-
sick? Confused? Philosophically unstable?
Perhaps, they suggested, the diplomats should
rebrand — maybe Indian Diplomatic Service.
Or Indian External Affairs Service. Problem
solved. And then came the heritage card. Forest
administration in India dates back to the 19th
century under the British. So, if this is the
longest-standing claim contest, shall we rewind
the clock further?

What makes this episode priceless isn’t just
the pettiness but the straight-faced seriousness
with which it was pursued. Letters were writ-
ten. Files were moved. Arguments were crafted.
Somewhere in North Block and South Block,
oxygen was consumed over consonants.

Meanwhile, citizens may have assumed IFS
officers were either protecting India’s interests

abroad or protecting its forests at home.
Instead, they were protecting brand identity. In
a system obsessed with hierarchy, acronyms
are rank badges. And in Delhi’s ecosystem, rep-
utation often begins with initials.

Three letters. Two egos. Zero irony. If this is
what counts as inter-service rivalry, perhaps
the tigers were the only calm participants in the
entire affair.

DEFAMATION DUEL IN KARNATAKA’S TOP RANKS
If Karnataka’s babudom had a prime-time slot,
this saga would be running in its third season.

In the latest episode, the Karnataka High
Court has declined to quash the defamation pro-
ceedings filed by IPS officer D. Roopa Moudgil
against IAS officer Rohini Sindhuri. This feud,
which began as an unfiltered exchange of accu-
sations and social media posts in 2023, has now
matured into full-fledged criminal litigation.
What started as a very public bureaucratic spat
has acquired affidavits, counter-affidavits,
Supreme Court detours, mediation suggestions,
and enough procedural drama to exhaust even
seasoned court reporters.

Frankly, civil servants occupy offices that
demand discretion, restraint and a certain
steel-trap composure. Instead, Karnataka
watched two senior officers conduct what
looked less like administrative disagreement
and more like gladiatorial combat with 

screenshots. Roopa alleges reputational harm.
Sindhuri wants the case scrapped. The High
Court’s message is refreshingly simple: argue it
out before the trial court. In other words, no
shortcuts.

There’s a larger discomfort here. When elite
officers turn adversarial in public, the damage
isn’t confined to personal reputations. It chips
away at institutional credibility. Bureaucracy
thrives on the perception of neutrality and pro-
fessionalism. Public crossfire erodes that mys-
tique fast. One can’t help asking: is this about
justice, vindication, ego, or all three?

Either way, the real winner so far is litigation.
And perhaps a lesson lurks beneath the wreck-
age: in the age of instant outrage and perma-
nent digital records, even India’s steel frame
can rust in public view.

WHEN TURBULENCE HITS, AIR INDIA 
CALLS A FAMILIAR PILOT

When the skies get rough, you don’t experiment
with new pilots. You bring back someone who’s
flown the route before.

That’s what Air India appears to be doing by
appointing former civil aviation secretary
Pradeep Singh Kharola as senior advisor. The
move comes amid a leadership reshuffle and
just ahead of the Aircraft Accident
Investigation Bureau’s much-anticipated final
report on the AI-171 crash. Coincidence?

Unlikely. Mr Kharola isn’t an ornamental hire.
He has been CMD of Air India in its government
avatar and later, as aviation secretary, oversaw
its disinvestment to the Tata Group. Few people
understand the airline’s bureaucratic DNA and
its regulatory pressure points better.

Industry chatter suggests he’ll function as a
bridge with the directorate general of civil avia-
tion. In plain English: when the regulator
knocks, it helps if someone inside knows exact-
ly how hard that knock can get.

For Tata Sons chairman N. Chandrasekaran,
this is textbook consolidation: tighten over-
sight, steady the narrative, and ensure there
are no mixed signals at cruising altitude. The
simultaneous changes in corporate communi-
cations only reinforce the sense that this is
about control, clarity, and getting ahead.

Air India’s makeover under the Tatas has
been bold, expensive and highly visible. But
aviation has a cruel memory. Safety questions
don’t fade with rebranding exercises. Bringing
Mr Kharola back into the fold sends a clear mes-
sage that when scrutiny intensifies, experience
beats experimentation. In this business, reputa-
tion flies first class, or it doesn’t fly at all.
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NCERT BOOK
Teaching students about
corruption in the judiciary
through the Class 8 Social
Science textbook by the
National Council of
Educational Research and
Training (NCERT) is con-
demnable (NCERT to
remove ‘judiciary graft’
from book, Feb. 26).
Judiciary is an independent
organ of the government. If
corruption is found,
impeachment of the judge
concerned is done through
a parliamentary process.
The impeachment process
can be taught to students,
but not about the corrup-
tion in judiciary.

P.T. Joy
Venkatachalam

INDO-ISRAEL TIES
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
visit to Israel stands as a highly
fruitful and forward-looking diplo-
matic engagement that strengthens
India’s global partnerships and
reinforces its commitment to tech-
nological advancement, agricultur-
al innovation, and strategic cooper-
ation (India backs Gaza peace plan,
PM tells Israel Parl, Feb. 26). At a
time when water conservation,
farmer welfare, and technological
self-reliance are crucial for India’s
future, collaboration with a nation
like Israel — known for its excel-
lence in innovation and efficient
resource management — holds
immense promise. The visit also
reflects India’s confident and bal-
anced foreign policy, guided by
national interest, mutual respect,
and long-term vision. Such diplo-
matic efforts contribute meaning-
fully to national progress.

Dr Challa Krishnaveer
Abhishek

Visakhapatnam

It's noted that Israel Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
both are nationalists. Ties have sig-
nificantly strengthened in the last
few years. Unavoidable friendship
with Israel enhances diplomacy in
defence, water technology and
space cooperation. Netanyahu
reminded the world about bonding
with India by addressing Modi as a
brother in the Knesset. Notwith-
standing political differences Modi
was given a standing ovation in the
Knesset is a great honour.

Veeranjaneyulu
Vuyyuru

LETTERS

Email your letters to
info@deccanmail.com, 

editor@deccanmail.com.



1) Times of India
2) Hindustan Times
3) Business line
4) The Indian Express
5) Economic Times

6) The Hindu
7) Live Mint
8) Financial Express
9) Business standard
+All Editorial PDFs 

Click below to

JoinJoin

Last Day To Join Private channel 
I GIVE YOU MY GUARANTEE, THIS PURCHASE WILL BE WORTH IT.

📚International 
Newspapers

Channel 

📚 Magazine Channel 
(National & International) 

📚Indian Newspapers:

🎈 Access to all this   
In Just  19 Rupees   
[lifetime Validity]   

Uploding 
starts from 

5AM

https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+bL3o-VnRScszYTVl
https://t.me/+bL3o-VnRScszYTVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl
https://t.me/+XL2iSIZIiUU4MjVl


THEWALL STREET JOURNAL. Thursday, February 26, 2026 | A13

Shock, Awe
And Bad Taste
This Ain’t Rock ’n’ Roll: Pop Music,
The Swastika, and the Third Reich
By Daniel Rachel
Akashic, 336 pages, $28.95

BOOKSHELF | By Dominic Green

Random Short-Term Rentals
West Palm Beach, Fla.

I ’ve always been leery of
short-term rentals, and my
friends’ recent experience

is further proof that rummag-
ing through an online grab bag
of properties isn’t for me.

I like the straightforward
transaction of reserving a ho-
tel room, not the gray area of
booking with a stranger who—
the cozy “host” title notwith-
standing—plans to charge me
for my stay. Better to know be-
forehand what I will pay and
what I will get and avoid the
disaster that befell my friends.

Eager to break up the win-
ter in Connecticut, they went
online and rented a house in
Florida for February. They
browsed sites for a suitable
place for their dog and plenty
of guests. Impressed by a
sunny three-bedroom with am-
ple outdoor space and a pool,
they reserved it. After paying
their deposit and part of the
month’s rent, they received the
house’s address.

That deal-breaking wrinkle
would have stopped me cold.
Forking over thousands of
nonrefundable dollars on the
strength of snapshots and a
gushing profile drafted by the
property’s host? Insanity.

My friends plugged their
vacation spot’s address into
Google Maps. The neighbor-
hood looked a bit iffy, so they
texted and asked, since I live
down here, if I would take a

look. “Neighborhood” was a
misnomer for the area I
scouted, car windows up and
doors locked. Among the
nearby attractions: a “criminal
justice complex,” aka the
county jail, and a strip club.

My friends didn’t even try
to claw back their deposit.
They settled on House No. 2,
which also appeared civilized

but in a less unsavory location.
Fingers crossed, they loaded
up their dog and began driving
from Connecticut.

Alas, House No. 2 proved a
nonstarter. The rooms that
looked spacious on the web-
site, thanks to photos appar-
ently taken with a fish-eye
lens, were cramped. There was
no lawn for the dog and no
sidewalks for strolling. The
home next door felt inches, not
feet, away. Another deposit
down the drain.

My friends checked into a
pet-friendly hotel, went on-
line and booked another
house. This one worked. Fur-
nished in the bland decor of
an extended-stay hotel, it
lived up to its billing: recent
construction, high ceilings, a
patio and fenced yard. The
property is clearly no one’s
home but a cash cow, turned
over every few days or weeks
for new arrivals.

I didn’t ask my friends how
the website responded to their
tale. I would imagine with
some squirrelly pablum about

valuing their feedback and
pointing out that user experi-
ences may vary because—as no
site is likely to admit—some-
one’s paradise is someone
else’s slum, and vice versa.

This comedy of errors
doesn’t befall everyone. Think
of the glorious Italian castle
that several English women
rent in “The Enchanted April.”
But that novel was published
in 1922, well before the dawn
of websites and apps to rent
everything from homes to
handbags. If passing on a holi-
day house means I might miss
an Italian epiphany, I am fine
with that.

I prefer transactions with
no veneer of bonhomie or
friendship, no wine bottle on
the kitchen counter with a
note: “We hope you enjoy the
place as much as we do.” It re-
ally should read: “Thanks! Your
stay will help pay for our
daughter’s wedding.”

Ms. Cronin is an associate
editorial features editor at the
Journal.

By Brenda Cronin

Do I really want to
live in some stranger’s
house for a week?

OPINION

A fter John Lennon’s first wife, Cynthia, died in 2015, a
collection of some of Lennon’s art-school drawings
sold online. They included Nazi swastikas incorp-

orated into designs for badges and flags, and a sketch of
Adolf Hitler with the caption “all you people.” A self-
portrait showed a bespectacled Lennon on a podium,
armed raised in salute, with the caption “heil John.”

Lennon, who nominated Hitler for the collage of Beatle
heroes on the cover of “Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club
Band” (1967), is one of the more prominent fools in Daniel
Rachel’s “This Ain’t Rock ’n’ Roll: Pop Music, the Swastika,
and the Third Reich.” Mr. Rachel takes his title from David
Bowie’s 1974 song “Diamond Dogs”: “This ain’t rock ’n’

roll; this is genocide.”
As Susan Sontag and

Cynthia Ozick have noted,
fascism, and Nazism espe-
cially, anticipated pop
music: a youth revolt
aroused in an arena; power
dynamics augmented by
sound and light; a Wagne-
rian whiff of sex and death
surrounding a charismatic
performer. The displaced
continuity between mass
murder and mass entertain-
ment led rockers to spell
their bands’ names in Gothic
script with the gratuitous
umlauts that Lemmy from
Motörhead called Nazi dots,

and conflict-seeking punks to don swastika T-shirts and
armbands. More recently, it has inspired Kanye West, an
African-American, to record a song called “Heil Hitler.”
Only in America.

“In the early days of rock ’n’ roll,” Mr. Rachel writes,
“Hitler and the Nazis were easy targets for mockery, yet
they also evoked a sense of wonder and reverence. This
conflicting emotion sits at the core of rock history’s flirta-
tion with Nazism.” Mr. Rachel presents a multigenerational
supergroup of stupidity, opportunism and, occasionally,
earnest morbidity. It includes the Rolling Stones’ Brian
Jones (SS uniform, 1966) and Mick Jagger (swastika T-
shirt, 1978) and Led Zeppelin’s Jimmy Page (Stormtrooper
outfit, 1977). Sid Vicious of the Sex Pistols was a repeat
offender. In 1978, Mr. Rachel writes, Sid “strolled through
the Jewish quarter of Paris exposing a swastika T-shirt
worn beneath a hardened leather jacket.”

“My God, the Nazis knew how to put themselves in the
limelight and present themselves,” said Bryan Ferry of
Roxy Music in 2007. “I’m talking about the films of Leni
Riefenstahl and the buildings of Albert Speer and the mass
marches and the flags—just fantastic. Really beautiful.” He
soon apologized.

What were they thinking of? Shock and awe, mostly.
The first group in the rogues’ gallery are the British
children of World War II. Lennon was born in the inter-
lude between air raids. Keith Richards’s first sonic mem-
ory was a siren. The naughty boys who played on bomb
sites resented the legend of heroism but took pride in
capturing the flag. “We won the war,” the 20-year-old
Lennon taunted the Beatles’ audience in Hamburg.
“Krauts!” The drummer Ginger Baker said he sported an
SS officer’s cap because the war was “not a thing to for-
get or let happen again.”

The second group are the performance artists who see
the dramatic potential in acting out. They aggravate the
adults, but are more interested in arousing the children
through theatrical transgression and teenage delinquency.
Mostly, the naughty Nazi stuff was unconsidered or ill-
considered (the Ramones’ metaphorical “Blitzkrieg Bop”).
Keith Emerson of the Nice developed a performance-art bit
that involved jamming knives between the keys of his
Hammond organ. “If you’re going to use knives, use real
ones,” Lemmy advised, lending him a couple of Hitler
Youth daggers.

Hitler, Patti Smith said, was a “fantastic performer” and
“black magician.” Glittering fascination led some of this
second group into real depths. “Too many Jews for my lik-
ing,” Siouxsie Sioux sang on an early version of “Love in a
Void” (1979). Her response to critics was that she meant to
say “too many fat businessmen.” Warsaw renamed itself
Joy Division after the female prisoners who were selected
for rape in concentration camps, wrote a song about the
Nazi war criminal Rudolf Hess, printed a Hitler Youth
image on the cover of its first record, and then, following
the suicide of its singer, Ian Curtis, rebranded as New
Order. Mr. Rachel’s detailed juxtaposition of this voyeurism
with the vile historical facts exposes the young musicians’
ignorance and crassness.

Mr. Rachel dips into fascism’s popular associations with
sexual perversion but refrains from a grand theory. His
subjects also struggle to explain themselves. Most seem to
have been aspiring to emulate the musical “Cabaret”
rather than the invasion of Poland. But a smaller, third
group believed that Nazi showmanship was occult wiz-
ardry and that they were in on the secret. In his Aladdin
Sane and Thin White Duke personae, Bowie read up on
magic, claimed that Hitler was “one of the first rock stars,”
employed imagery suggestive of the British Union of Fas-
cists’ lightning-bolt-in-a-circle logo and called for dictator-
ship. Bowie later apologized, pleading temporary insanity
due to cocaine.

We should not seek ethical guidance from addled enter-
tainers, but we can find insights into our temporal and
spiritual condition. In this regard, Mr. Rachel’s book exem-
plifies what the French controversialist Renaud Camus
calls the second career of Adolf Hitler: the long hangover
of inexplicable catastrophe. Art—crude or cruel, adolescent
or arch—is supposed to make comprehensible the incom-
prehensible. Motörhead’s “Bomber” (1979) is the sonic
image of industrial war. It evokes the feel of a night raid
with RAF Bomber Command better than the Len Deighton
novel that inspired it. Dark stuff.

Mr. Green is a Journal contributor and a fellow of the
Royal Historical Society.

Hitler had been an easy target of mockery for
musicians. But fascination with the Nazis led
some into odious fashion and artistic choices.

It’s the com-
monest trope
in politics:
The candidate
sentimental-
izes his hard-
scrabble up-
bringing and
remembers
how mom and
pop had to
work two or

three jobs to keep food on the
table. A winning message ev-
ery time.

There’s probably an inverse
relationship between the ac-
tual deprivation experienced
by politicos in their youth and
the prominence they give the
subject in speeches. People
who grew up in real poverty
mostly don’t boast about it.
But it’s a sign of health that
American politicians still re-
gard hard work and fortitude
as good things. What irritates
is that some of the same lead-
ers portray today’s Americans,
whose standard of living far
exceeds that of their parents
and grandparents, as over-
worked, underpaid and inca-
pacitated by perverse eco-
nomic conditions.

The contradiction goes un-
noticed: A ferocious work ethic
was a virtue among our elders;
today it’s evidence of systemic
injustice. If only those tireless,
uncomplaining parents and
grandparents had been given
more help from the govern-
ment, they wouldn’t have had
to make the sacrifices for
which their children, now suc-
cessful politicians, praise
them.

Vice President JD Vance has
spun a political career out of

Vance, Newsom and Tales of Want
this incongruity. The book that
brought him fame, “Hillbilly
Elegy” (2016), was a paean to
his hardworking and resource-
ful grandmother. “I remember
my dear Mamaw,” Mr. Vance
said in December of his mem-
oir’s heroine. “I was in a par-
ticularly hard math class in
high school. And she said,
‘What do you need to do well
in this class?’ My grades
weren’t so good. And she went
out, even though she could not
afford even the essentials in
life, she went out and got me a
calculator, a very expensive
calculator so that I could do
well in this math class.”

The vice president fervently
supports expanding almost
any redistributionist program
said to benefit the working
class. Maybe if Mr. Vance’s
ideas had obtained 30 years
ago, the American economy
would have shown more gener-
osity to the working class, Ma-
maw would have enjoyed an
income in keeping with her
moral worth, and she would
have had no trouble buying
that calculator. But in that
case, Mamaw would have had
to make no sacrifice and there
would have been no “Hillbilly
Elegy” and thus no Vice Presi-
dent Vance.

That Mr. Vance grew up in a
solidly middle-class home
rather than the state of near-
destitution he likes to portray
is apparent to any careful
reader of “Hillbilly Elegy.” Ma-
maw’s late husband had a “lu-
crative pension”; her poverty
was “emotional, if not finan-
cial.” Mamaw could afford “the
essentials of life.” But leave
that aside. The point is, she

worked hard and went without
for the sake of her grandson.
Mr. Vance, if his stated policy
aims are a guide, thinks she
shouldn’t have had to.

Another politician inclined
to praise the lady who raised
him, and for the same reasons,
is California Gov. Gavin
Newsom. His memoir, “Young
Man in a Hurry,” published
Tuesday, relates more than
once that his mother, Tessa,

worked several jobs, some-
times three at once, to make
ends meet. “At different
points,” Mr. Newsom recalls,
“she was working as an assis-
tant buyer in the children’s de-
partment at I. Magnin four
days a week, a bookkeeper in
the Financial District once a
week, a waitress at Ramona’s
Mexican restaurant in San Ra-
fael on Friday and Saturday
nights, a development director
for a Piedmont nonprofit
called Aid to Adoption of Spe-
cial Kids, and a budding real
estate agent.”

She did this, the memoirist
implies, because her ex-hus-
band, the author’s father, had
a habit of “not coming
through” with help. At 13,
young Gavin took a paper
route to help out.

Mr. Newsom’s pretense is
easier to see through than Mr.
Vance’s. The Californian’s fa-

ther, William Newsom, served
as the personal attorney of oil
magnate J. Paul Getty, at that
time one of the wealthiest men
in the world. So bound up with
the Gettys was Newsom père
that Gavin and his sister, Hi-
lary, traveled all over the
world with the famously afflu-
ent family. On vacations—Mr.
Newsom can’t help revealing
these details in a book meant
to boost his hard-knocks credi-
bility—they socialized with Ar-
thur Miller, Luciano Pavarotti,
Jack Nicholson, and King Car-
los and Queen Sofía of Spain.

In his youth, Mr. Newsom
tells us, he moved between San
Francisco’s “worlds of rich and
poor and hardly thought it re-
markable.” Count me skeptical
on the poor part, whatever his
mother’s employment history.

“Young Man in a Hurry” is a
calculated attempt to present
its author as having experi-
enced the sort of personal
handicaps likely to impress
Democratic primary voters in
early 2028. His labored insis-
tence that he suffers from dys-
lexia stems from the same po-
litical need.

But let’s assume Mr.
Newsom’s mother really did
have to juggle jobs to keep the
bills paid. Her son has devoted
his political career to the doc-
trine that no Californian
should ever have to do that
again. He has expanded state-
funded child care, promoted a
mandate for six months of
paid family leave, and sup-
ported a guaranteed income
program. He may never have
thought about the contradic-
tion. Political ambition so of-
ten crowds out thought.

They romanticize
a hard-knocks past
that they don’t want
anyone else to live.

UNRULY
REPUBLIC
By Barton
Swaim

A t one hour and 48 min-
utes, it was history’s
longest State of the

Union speech. President
Trump’s address Tuesday was
also the most effective and ex-
tensive use of gallery guests
since Ronald Reagan intro-
duced the practice in his 1982
State of the Union. But as Mr.
Trump spoke of his first year
back in office, he made a key
mistake.

The president electrified
the House chamber by bring-
ing in the U.S. men’s Olympic
hockey team and awarding
goalie Connor Hellebuyck the
Presidential Medal of Free-
dom. Even Democrats stood
and joined in the chants of
“USA! USA!”

The president also pre-
sented two Congressional
Medals of Honor. One went to
a helicopter pilot grievously
wounded during the capture of
Venezuelan President Nicolás
Maduro. The other was be-
stowed on a 100-year-old Navy
pilot who led his squadron to
victory in a 1952 Korean War
aerial battle against an over-
whelming enemy force that re-
mained secret until 2002.

The Coast Guard swimmer
who jumped time and again
from a chopper into the raging
waters of the July 2025 Texas
flood, saving 165 lives, was
also honored. A Venezuelan
dissident sprung from prison
surprised his niece in the gal-
lery, to applause. Two National
Guardsmen who were am-
bushed on duty in Washington

The State of the Union Is Belligerent
received Purple Hearts, one
posthumously.

Mr. Trump introduced fami-
lies who had suffered violence
or loss inflicted by illegal
aliens as he pressured Demo-
crats to support a sanctuary
city ban, tougher immigration
laws and voter ID rules.

Throughout his record num-
ber of guest introductions, the
president was empathetic and
personable. His remarks, deliv-
ered as written, were often
moving, patriotic and unifying.

This was also the most par-
tisan State of the Union in
memory. In what may have
been a first, Mr. Trump at-
tacked his predecessor by
name several times. He repeat-
edly condemned congressional
Democrats, tried to force them
to stand and applaud him, and
lacerated them when they
didn’t. He was spoiling for a
fight.

Many presidents have used
the occasion to pressure the
opposition on key issues. None
have done so as directly and
brutally as Mr. Trump did
Tuesday. He savaged Demo-
crats as “sick people” and
“crazy,” claiming they “are de-
stroying our country.”

This cheered Republicans
and angered Democrats in the

room. But did it help Mr.
Trump with the key voters the
GOP must sway in the mid-
terms? Almost everything the
president said energized his
MAGA hard core. But they
aren’t enough to stave off a
shellacking this fall.

Mr. Trump should have fix-
ated more on those of his 2024
voters who have since become
disenchanted: Those repre-
sented by his approval rating’s
almost 8-point slide in the
RealClearPolitics average since
re-entering office. That isn’t a
large slice of the electorate,
but those swing voters will de-
cide which party controls Con-
gress for Mr. Trump’s final two
years in the White House.

For them, the president’s
speech almost certainly didn’t
sound based in reality. Many
Americans, especially swing
voters, are pessimistic about
the economy. At the end of
2025, 12-month inflation was
at 2.7%, near its 2.9% level the
December before Mr. Trump
took office. The economy
started off gangbusters in
2025 with 3.8% growth in the
second quarter and 4.4% in the
third but slowed to a crawl
with 1.4% in the fourth. The
congressional Joint Economic
Committee says the U.S. lost
108,000 manufacturing jobs
last year. And all this took
place amid growing public
concern over the effect of arti-
ficial intelligence on jobs, util-
ity bills, kids and the future.

Yet the president claimed
“prices are plummeting down-
wards.” They generally aren’t.
His tariffs, he opined, will

“substantially replace the . . .
income tax,” and ending fraud
in federal spending will pro-
duce “a balanced budget over-
night.” They won’t. Here, Mr.
Trump sounded as out of
touch as Joe Biden did when
he kept proclaiming “Biden-
omics is working.”

Mr. Trump was on stronger
ground arguing Democrats
made a mess and that his ad-
ministration is setting things
right. But he should have ac-
knowledged it’ll take time to
repair the economy. Tone also
matters. When he warned that
the U.S. shouldn’t go back to
failed politicians and policies,
he came across as harsh, parti-
san and mean-spirited.

It too often sounded like a
political convention speech
rather than a presidential ad-
dress. Even by the former’s
standards, it was angry, pugna-
cious, and hence less effective.

Mr. Trump offered ele-
ments of a credible, effective
case for Republicans in the
midterm campaign. But if
they’re to defend their major-
ity successfully, congressional
Republicans must offer more
substance, be more forward-
looking, display more empa-
thy, and focus much more on
the economy than what
Americans heard Tuesday.
They better get cracking.
Time’s a-wasting.

Mr. Rove was senior adviser
and deputy chief of staff for
President George W. Bush and
is author of “The Triumph of
William McKinley” (Simon &
Schuster, 2015).

Trump made great use
of guests, but gave the
most partisan such
address in history.

By Karl Rove

.
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A Roadmap for Presidential Trade Retaliation
Your editorial “The Real Tariff

Liberation Day” (Review & Outlook,
Feb. 21) celebrates the Supreme
Court’s decision in Learning Re-
sources v. Trump as a victory “for
the law and the economy.”

Try telling that to the workers I
represent in West Virginia’s Second
District. For 40 years, these work-
ers have lived through a trade war,
watching factories close, jobs dis-
appear and communities hollow
out. For them, President Trump’s
tariffs marked the end of America’s
economic surrender and offered
hope that someone in Washington
finally cared about bringing hon-
est, blue-collar jobs back to the
heartland.

The editorial board insists that
Congress should speak in more ex-
plicit terms. But we should also ac-
knowledge the policy choices that
prioritized multinational corpora-

tions over American labor, and pro-
moted foreign production over do-
mestic strength. These are the
policies that led to the current crisis.

Thankfully, President Trump re-
tains numerous options to address
the situation and protect American
workers. But in light of the Su-
preme Court’s decision, Congress
should work to further expand his
toolkit. My bill, the U.S. Reciprocal
Trade Act, would provide a clear
framework for the president to re-
taliate against foreign countries
that impose high tariffs on our
goods or maintain significant non-
tariff barriers to entry to their
market.

Our constituents, in communities
that have been decimated by four
decades of unfair trade practices,
deserve nothing less.

REP. RILEY M. MOORE (R., W.VA.)
Washington

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

“Sure carrion’s organic
but I would like a nice salad

now and then.”

THEWALL STREET JOURNAL

Letters intended for publication should
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include your city, state and telephone
number. All letters are subject to
editing, and unpublished letters cannot
be acknowledged.

Trump and the Stakes in Iran

S ecretary of State Marco Rubio and CIA
director John Ratcliffe briefed Congres-
sional leaders Tuesday on President

Trump’s Iran policy, and
Members emerged saying the
chance of war in the near fu-
ture is high. It’s time for the
Commander in Chief to ex-
plain his thinking on Iran to
the American people.

There are excellent reasons to take military
action now against the weakened revolutionary
regime, but Mr. Trump has never made a sus-
tained case for doing so. In his State of the
Union address, he offered a list of the regime’s
depredations over the years. This includedmas-
sacring “at least 32,000” protesters in January,
sponsoring terrorism around the world, killing
Americans in Iraq, and building a missile arse-
nal that threatens Europe, U.S. bases and even-
tually the U.S. homeland.

Yet he also talks about doing a deal on nu-
clear weapons alone. Iran is restarting its nu-
clear program, Mr. Trump said Tuesday. “We
haven’t heard those secret words: ‘We will
never have a nuclear weapon,’” he added. But
Iran says this all the time, and it’s been lying
for 40 years. At other times Mr. Trump speaks
of regime change, but without an argument for
why this is in U.S. interests.

i i i
This failure is creating uncertainty even in-

side his Administration. Media reports Monday
said that Gen. Dan Caine, Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs, is worried about the risks of striking
Iran. Our sources say those stories are accurate,
and the leaks suggest an effort by doubters in-
side the Administration to deter Mr. Trump
more than Iran.

We’re also told that as of Tuesday the head
of Central Command, Adm. Brad Cooper, hadn’t
briefed Mr. Trump on the war plan he’s put to-
gether for Iran. The plan calls for an extensive
attack on a host of Iranian regime andmilitary
targets, which is consistent with the armada
Mr. Trump has assembled in the region.

In the current chain of command, Adm. Coo-
per reports through Secretary of Defense Pete
Hegseth to the President. Gen. Caine is a presi-
dential adviser, but Central Command andMr.
Hegseth are responsible for the plan and mili-
tary results. Mr. Trump needs to hear directly
fromAdm. Cooper about the plan and his confi-
dence that it would be successful.

Any attack carries risks. While U.S. air de-
fenses are formidable, casualties cannot be
ruled out when Iran returns fire. Iran is threat-
ening to retaliate harder than it did in June,
when it launched more than 500 ballistic mis-
siles and 1,000 drones at Israel but was unable
to do major damage or down any jets. Initial

U.S. strikes probably can’t eliminate everything
Iran could fire at U.S. forces in the region.

But there are also risks to not striking now.
The Tehran regime is weaker
than it has been since it came
to power in 1979. Israel has
degraded its proxy armies. It
is under extreme financial and
economic pressure, and it is at
war with its own people.

Waiting a year, as some in the Administra-
tion advise, would give the regime time to re-
build its proxies and rearm. The Financial
Times reported this week on a secret €500
million Iran deal to buy advanced missiles
from Russia. Reuters reports that Iran is near-
ing a deal with China to buy supersonic anti-
ship missiles.

Waiting would squander a rare opportunity
to topple a regime that has terrorized the
world, spread war across the Middle East, sup-
plied Russia and China, and killed or maimed
thousands of Americans.

Waiting would also damage Mr. Trump’s
credibility. He told the Iranian public in January
that “help is on its way,” and he didn’t say help
would only arrive after the U.S. election. If he
now settles for nuclear promises or symbolic
strikes after having amassed so much force,
Moscow and Beijing will notice. An honorable
peace in Ukraine becomes harder.

It’s true that no one can know what would
happen if the theocratic regime led by Ayatol-
lah Ali Khamenei collapses. No clear opposition
leader is waiting in the wings, though the for-
mer Shah’s son in exile has followers inside the
country. But a new regimewould have every in-
centive not to follow its predecessor into the
same losing battle with the U.S., financial mar-
kets, and its own people. It is hard to believe
it would be worse.

i i i
Negotiations resume Thursday, and no one

can say Mr. Trump hasn’t tried diplomacy. But
Iran’s leaders are dug in. Nuclear “enrichment
is our right,” Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi
said Sunday. Mr. Khamenei is convinced Iran
needs a path to nuclear weapons and can’t ad-
mit he has impoverished his country for nothing.
The real problem in Iran is the nature of the re-
gime and its revolutionary designs.

Mr. Trump has put himself in a position
where there is risk no matter what he decides.
His way out is to explain why he thinks hemust
act now in Iran. If he asks for support in ad-
vance from Congress and the public, he will
have more allies if the war doesn’t go exactly
as planned, which it rarely does. The upside is
a chance to weaken or topple a regime that
promises “death to America,” and to give the
Middle East a new chance for peace.

He needs to hear from
the chief of Central

Command, Adm. Cooper.

The State of Trump’s Agenda

President Trump’s State of the Union ad-
dress was full of patriotic spectacle, and
it was moving in its encomiums to the

country’s military heroes.
America’s 250th anniversary
deserves tobe celebrated as the
President did. But themain po-
litical news in the speech is that
there isn’t much that Mr.
Trump wants Republicans in
Congress to do for the rest of this year.

The President highlighted the GOP’s greatest
hits from 2025, especially on taxes. But his
point was mostly to persuade Americans that
the economy is better than they say it is in polls.
He’s right at a macro level, but at home where
people live they don’t feel it. Much of this is the
residue of Bidenomics and inflation, but Mr.
Trump’s unpopular tariffs and their impact on
prices are complicating his message.

More striking is that Mr. Trump seems to
have given up on getting anything done in this
Congress. He pressed ideas that have little
chance of passing, such as the SAVE America
Act, which would require proof of citizenship,
often a birth certificate or passport, when reg-
istering to vote. He also asked Congress to fid-
dle with a retirement subsidy program passed
by Democrats for Americans without a 401(k)
or pension.

But immigration reform? Nothing but more
enforcement and nothing to expand legal path-
ways to ease the labor shortage. Permitting re-
form needed for energy and public works?We

didn’t hear it. Mr. Trump alsomade no case for
increasing defense spending and appears to
have dropped his target of $1.5 trillion a year

for the military. He’s fooling
the public by saying the U.S.
deterrent force is stronger
than it really is.

Many of his ideas would be
more likely to pass in a Demo-
cratic Congress. Those include

drug price controls, banning corporations from
buying homes, and punishing health insurance
companies. But Democrats won’t vote for these
proposals this year because they don’t want to
giveMr.Trumpanythinghecancall a victory.Con-
gressmight passmore limits on stock trading by
Members, but thatwill do nothing forAmericans
other than indulge populist resentment.

The larger goal of the speech was to remind
voters why they shouldn’t risk returning Demo-
crats to power. The polls show independents
and even many Republicans have turned sour
on the President, as voter memories of the Bi-
den era fade. He’s right to remind Americans
that Democrats wanted a huge tax increase that
Republicans prevented. He’s also right that all
signs suggest Democrats in Congress will return
to their habits of income redistribution and
progressive cultural diktats.

Mr. Trump is betting that this contrast, and
the legislative victories of 2025, will be enough
to save the House and Senate (which is increas-
ingly in jeopardy). In light of his scarce agenda,
this is the only real bet he has.

The main news is that
the GOP Congress won’t

do much this year.

A Vaccine Skeptic for Surgeon General

T he menagerie at the Department of
Health and Human Services keeps get-
ting stranger. President Trump’s nomi-

nee for Surgeon General,
Casey Means, auditioned
Wednesday for the role of vac-
cine skeptic at her Senate con-
firmation hearing.

The Surgeon General is
supposed to provide Ameri-
cans with “the best scientific information
available on how to improve their health and
reduce their risk of illness and injury,” accord-
ing to the HHS website. Ms. Means, who
founded a “wellness” business, doesn’t seem
qualified for that role.

Asked about HHS Secretary Robert F. Ken-
nedy Jr.’s discredited claims linking vaccines
with autism,Ms.Means equivocated that “we do
not knowwhat, as amedical community, causes
autism,” and “we should not leave any stone un-
turned.” She’s right thatwe don't know all of the
causes of autism, but countless studies have

ruled out vaccines. Why not say that?
She also dodged when asked if she’d en-

courage parents to get their children vacci-
nated against measles. “I be-
lieve every patient, mother,
parent needs to have a con-
versation with their physi-
cian,” she replied. How about
a simple “yes”? Ms. Means
said that “vaccines are not

part of my core message.” So what will be her
message?

Hard to tell, but she has made a career of
promoting unproven and dangerous health
remedies like rawmilk and psychedelic drugs,
which she has said she experimented with. The
drug “psilocybin can be a doorway to a different
reality that is free from the limiting beliefs of
my ego, feelings, and personal history,” she
wrote in her 2024 book “Good Energy.”

What HHS needs are serious people whowill
tell the truth and can begin to restore confi-
dence in public-health advice.

Casey Means won’t
restore confidence in
public-health advice.
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Jack Hughes Leads the Red, White and Blue
Regarding your editorial “Jack

Hughes for President” (Review &
Outlook, Feb. 23): Unfortunately
there is a constitutional requirement
that presidents must be 35 years
old. Being only 24, Mr. Hughes will
have the opportunity to lead the
U.S. men’s national hockey team to
two more Olympic gold medals be-
fore he gets the chance to lead
America.

FREDERIC SEITZ
Franklin, Wisc.

I couldn’t help but compare
Jack Hughes to another American
Olympic champion, Eileen Gu.
While Mr. Hughes wraps himself in
the American flag, Ms. Gu wraps
herself in the Chinese flag.

She says that it honors her
mother. I wonder if the Uyghurs
would agree. I wonder if the people
of Hong Kong would agree. Would

Jimmy Lai agree? Ms. Gu should ask
herself what would have happened
to her or her family if she had been
born in China and chosen to ski for
the U.S.

Mr. Hughes, all of America is
proud of you. Ms. Gu, not so
much.

STAN CONNELL
Charlotte, N.C.

It was refreshing to hear a gold
medalist speak positively about
American institutions, especially
with this year marking the 250th
anniversary of the Declaration of In-
dependence. Many of the earlier
American medal winners felt com-
pelled to apologize for the country
they represented. Let’s cut them
some slack. They were repeating
what they learned in school.

DOUGLAS COATE
Newark, N.J.

How America Can Make Congress Lead Again
In “Neil Gorsuch Tries to Revive

Congress” (Review & Outlook, Feb.
23), the Journal praises Justice Gor-
such’s call for Congress to step up
and play the role the framers envi-
sioned for it. As Justice Gorsuch
says, through “the deliberative na-
ture of the legislative process,” the
Nation “tap the combined wisdom of
the people’s elected representatives,
not just that of one faction or man.”

The problem is that Congress
isn’t playing that desired role. It’s
instead effectively answering to the
president.

This violates the key requirement
James Madison laid out in the 51st
Federalist Paper—that each branch of
our three-part government “should be
as little dependent as possible on
those of the others.” Madison also
foresaw the remedy if one branch of
government becomes too dependent
on another branch. As he said, “a de-
pendence on the people is, no doubt,
the primary control on the govern-
ment.” Thus, if the people decide that

Congress isn’t working as they and
Justice Gorsuch believe it should,
they will have a chance to make their
views known during the November
midterms.

WALTER SMITH
Washington

To reclaim the governing role for
which Justice Gorsuch calls, one
step Congress could take is to
amend the International Emergency
Economic Powers Act to clarify
which powers aren’t granted to the
executive. This could include, for ex-
ample, prohibiting the use of IEEPA
to override other provisions that
are particularly described, such as
tariff authority. Congress might also
better define what constitutes an
“emergency” that justifies the use
of IEEPA and limit the duration of
an emergency without congressional
approval.

JIM LEMUNYON
Oak Hill, Va.

Trump Can’t Forget Havana
Mary Anastasia O’Grady’s col-

umn is on target (“The Cuban Re-
gime’s Slow Collapse,” Americas,
Feb. 23). I can’t understand why
President Trump is willing to con-
sider bombing Iran, but not a bru-
tal Communist dictatorship 90
miles from our shores, hosting
Chinese and Russian installations
spying on the U.S.

The slow death of the regime
could last a long time—look at
how long Haiti has lived in misery.
The Cuban people are living under
dire conditions, without electricity,
with little food, with garbage piled
up on the streets and without ade-
quate medical care. They face the
threat of violence if they do or say
anything against the regime. Cu-
bans want their freedom, and they
want their suffering to stop.

SYLVIA HERNANDEZ
Duck Key, Fla.

Pepper ...
And Salt

The Rise of the Robo-Slacker
Andy Kessler’s column advises

readers to ignore the AI hysteria—
and the coming dystopia (“Ignore
the AI Hysteria,” Inside View, Feb.
23).

But sometimes you can’t, like
when you ask a chatbot a factual
question and get a bum steer. Or
when utility bills skyrocket be-
cause data centers use up enor-
mous energy. Or when you phone a
company and the AI “assistant”
that responds really can’t make
out what you’re asking to route
the call correctly. Or when you ask
a question about, say, the racial
makeup of sides in a court case, as
I did, but the chatbot is evasive in
answering.

AI may eventually enhance pro-
ductivity, as Mr. Kessler claims, but
right now it seems to be doing the
opposite.

BILL APPLE
New York

.
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C artel leaders assassinated.
Fast boats intercepted in
the Caribbean. Coast Guard
cutters in the Pacific. Ves-
sels destroyed from the air.

Last weekend, Mexican forces—with
CIA intelligence support—killed “El
Mencho,” leader of the Jalisco New
Generation Cartel; within hours, re-
taliatory violence erupted across
Mexico. Since September 2025, the
Pentagon’s Operation Southern
Spear has conducted more than 40
strikes on small boats suspected of
carrying drugs, killing around 150
people. The images are designed to
look decisive, muscular and tough.

This approach, according to the
economics of illegal markets, is al-
most certainly making the problem
worse. And not for the first time.
Richard Nixon declared the War on

Drugs. Ronald Reagan signed manda-
tory minimums into law. Bill Clinton
launched Plan Colombia. George W.
Bush doubled down on it. Barack
Obama expanded border interdic-
tion. Each administration chose sup-
ply-side enforcement. Each one
failed. The current administration
has simply found a more cinematic
way to repeat the mistake.

I know what these failures look
like up close. I was a teenager when
the Drug Enforcement Agency raided
my great-aunt Ernestine’s house in
central Florida. Agents found crack,
cash and guns—including an AR-15
with a laser. She ran part of a distri-
bution operation, never dealing to

As a teenager I saw the war
on drugs up close. Then I
studied it as an economist
and saw it differently.

The Economics of Illegal Drugs
users but embedded deep in the sup-
ply chain. My grandmother implored
her to quit. Ernestine would wave
her off, saying the war on drugs was
making her too much money.

A decade later, I sat in a seminar
room at the University of Chicago
listening to Gary Becker and Kevin
Murphy present their work on the
economics of illegal goods. I came in
skeptical. I had seen what drugs did
to my grandmother’s neighborhood:
the violence, the fractured families,
the lives swallowed whole. I couldn’t
imagine an argument for making
any of it legal. But the model on the
screen delivered a stark conclusion:
When demand for a drug is inelas-
tic—meaning users don’t reduce
consumption much even as prices
rise—supply-side enforcement
doesn’t starve traffickers. It en-
riches them. I understood Ernes-
tine’s point.

The logic is simple. When en-
forcement raises costs, the street
price goes up. If demand is elastic,
consumers cut back, total spending
falls, and less money flows to traf-
fickers. But if demand is inelastic, as
decades of evidence suggest it is for
hard drugs, consumers cut back only
modestly, total spending increases,
and more money flows into the drug
trade.

The Becker-Murphy-Grossman
framework prescribes an alternative
to the war on drugs: legalize and
tax. When demand is sufficiently in-
elastic, an excise tax on a legalized
drug, they found, reduces consump-
tion more than any “war” on the
drug. With legalization, producers
prefer paying the tax to going under-
ground, and enforcement costs col-
lapse. When demand is inelastic and
the social value of consumption is
neutral or positive, it doesn’t pay to
enforce prohibition.

The social harms of drug use are
dwarfed by the social harms of pro-
hibition. In a 2013 study with Paul

Heaton, Steven Levitt and Kevin
Murphy, I measured what crack co-
caine did to black communities in
the 1980s and ’90s. With the rise of
crack, homicide rates doubled among
black males 14 to 17 while fetal
deaths among blacks sharply in-
creased. Yet even as crack use per-
sisted at 60% to 75% of its peak level
through 2000, the violence almost
disappeared. The initial violence was
driven not by drug use but by the
struggle to establish property rights
in illegal markets. Once those rights
were established and crack prices
fell, the violence subsided. The car-
nage of the crack epidemic wasn’t an
argument for prohibition. It was an
indictment of it.

No country has fully tested what
the Becker-Murphy-Grossman model
actually prescribes—legalization with
an excise tax. Portugal and Switzer-
land represent partial steps: decrimi-
nalizing use while keeping supply il-
legal, or medicalizing supply for the
most dependent users. Becker him-
self endorsed Portugal’s approach as
a moderate alternative to the drug
war. But even these incomplete re-
forms produced dramatic results.

Portugal decriminalized all drugs
in 2001 and redirected resources to
treatment. Annual drug-related
deaths fell from 76 to 16 by 2012;
HIV infections among users fell more
than 90%; drug use didn’t spike.
When austerity later gutted treat-
ment funding, outcomes reversed.

Switzerland began prescribing
pharmaceutical-grade heroin to its
hardest cases in the 1990s. Muggings
by participants dropped 70%; opioid-
related criminal cases nationally de-
clined from 20,000 a year to 5,000.
Swiss voters made the program per-
manent by a two-thirds majority. Or-
egon tried decriminalization in 2020
without the treatment infrastructure
and overdose deaths rose 23%. The
lesson is consistent: Reform without
resources fails.

So what would evidence-based
policy look like? The economics
points to three principles, none of
which involves naval blockades.

First, legalize and tax. Prohibi-
tion currently functions as an im-
plicit tax of staggering size. Accord-
ing to economist Jeffrey Miron,
cocaine retails at 262 times its farm
gate price—a markup attributable to

the risk premium of illegality. A
well-designed excise tax could
achieve a greater reduction in con-
sumption at a fraction of that
markup, generating revenue instead
of violence.

Second, invest in treatment and
don’t let up. Reform without re-
sources fails.

Third, provide credible informa-
tion about health costs. Becker and
Murphy’s 1988 theory of rational ad-
diction shows that addicts respond
far more to permanent price
changes than to temporary ones.
Cigarette consumption fell signifi-
cantly —down by half by 2010—af-
ter the surgeon general’s 1964 re-
port permanently altered the price
of smoking.

There is something deeply pecu-
liar about a country that considers
itself the global champion of free
markets but refuses to apply market
logic to drug policy. In November
2025, the Congressional Budget Of-
fice’s director testified that he had
no evidence the interdiction cam-
paign has affected drug use or
prices in the U.S. A classic RAND
Corp. study found decades ago that
treatment is 23 times as cost-effec-
tive as source-country control and
10 times as cost-effective as inter-
diction. The data aren’t ambiguous.
They are ignored.

At some point, a great nation
must follow the evidence—even
when the evidence leads somewhere
politically inconvenient. Every ad-
ministration for 50 years has ex-
posed its citizens to more violence,
more incarceration and more death
rather than confront the basic eco-
nomics of drug markets. The evi-
dence isn’t wrong. Our policy is.

Mr. Fryer, a Journal contributor,
is a professor of economics at Har-
vard, a founder of Equal Opportunity
Ventures and a senior fellow at the
Manhattan Institute.

By Roland Fryer
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A scene in Puerto Vallarta after the killing of a Mexican cartel leader.

OPINION

Munich Showcased the West’s Security Illusions
Munich

Secretary of State Marco Rubio’s
Valentine’s Day speech at the
Munich Security Conference was

no love letter. Despite his talk of bonds
between America and Europe, the
takeaway is that the U.S. will remain
absent from the role it occupied for
generations. It is no longer the pre-
eminent champion of democracy, back-
bone of the free world. Its support of
allies is conditional—financially, politi-
cally, even culturally, as suggested by
Mr. Rubio’s emphasis on Christian ties.

For years, the institutions designed
to safeguard international security—
the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion, the United Nations, the Euro-
pean Union—have been crumbling,
unable to adapt to a changing world
order under threat from belligerent
authoritarianism. Gatherings like Mu-
nich are an opportunity to reimagine
these structures of cooperation and
develop new strategies to meet the
challenges of the moment.

Unfortunately, in Munich I heard
more of the wishful thinking and re-
ality denying that have dominated
Western politics for years: rhetoric
about needing to get Ukraine into a
better negotiating position before sit-
ting down with Vladimir Putin at the
bargaining table, for example. After
four years of Mr. Putin’s refusal to ac-
cept concessions, no one should be
under the illusion that he will stop

fighting voluntarily. Economically,
politically and culturally, Russia has
shifted to a permanent war footing
that can’t be dialed down even if
Ukraine falls. Mr. Putin knows Russia
can’t safely absorb a million undisci-
plined killers back into society.

Chancellor Friedrich Merz knows
the future of Germany and European
democracy depends on his govern-
ment’s assuming a leadership role in
confronting Russia, including a bud-
get overhaul to support Ukraine in
this critical phase of the war. But nei-
ther he nor his European counter-
parts are bold enough to take a polit-
ical risk by making that case and
taking decisive action.

The moral arguments to stand
against Russian aggression remain
true, but the threat is more concrete.
The horizon of danger has moved
from considerations about the world
we want to leave future generations
to the survival of the West today.

While the U.S. and Europe have
been idle, China has revised its mili-
tary strategy. Xi Jinping’s shake-up
isn’t merely a ploy to secure personal
loyalty. It is also calculated to get rid
of the old guard and bring in fresh
faces who can take China’s military to
the cutting edge. As Russia’s supplier
and ally in the war on Ukraine, China
has access to the kind of front-line
data that would provoke radical
changes.

Look at how the war in Ukraine is
being fought. Traditional heavy

weapons and vehicles, which Ukraine
has largely lacked because of the
West’s reluctance to supply enough
of them, have turned out to be less
effective than cheaper, more-mobile
alternatives—drones in particular.

These pages recently reported on
war games 12 NATO countries con-
ducted with elite Ukrainian drone op-
erators last year. The exercises ex-
posed NATO as woefully unprepared
for the high-intensity drone warfare

that has defined the conflict in
Ukraine. In one simulation, Ukrainian
forces destroyed 17 armored vehicles
and launched successful attacks
against 30 other targets.

Technological innovation used to
be the West’s greatest military advan-
tage over our stagnant authoritarian
foes. That advantage is fading as Rus-
sia and China are forced to learn in
real time to compete with Ukrainian
ingenuity. At a panel in Munich, Ger-
man Defense Minister Boris Pistorius
boasted about Germany’s defense in-
vestment increases. I asked him if this
money was going to the same old big
companies and weapons systems, or if

Germany was looking toward innova-
tors like the Ukrainians. His response
acknowledged the problem, but Eu-
rope has a poor track record of turn-
ing such talk into action, and does
nothing quickly.

The U.S. has $900 billion to spend
on defense in 2026, more than
enough to preserve its place as the
world’s pre-eminent military power—
if it is allocated wisely. Now is the
time to undertake a full strategic re-
vision of military spending, geared
toward the new realities of hybrid
and drone warfare. These changes
must be fast-tracked; the typical bu-
reaucracy of budget negotiations
can’t keep up with the pace of change
on the battlefield. Updates to drone
tech don’t happen on a timetable of
years; in Ukraine, it’s every few
weeks. The critical value of drones
was evident when Starlink belatedly
blocked Russian drone internet ac-
cess a few weeks ago. Ukrainian
forces were able to retake about 115
square miles almost overnight
against Russian forces with dimin-
ished drone capabilities.

But Russia is right behind Ukraine
in drone-warfare expertise, and there-
fore far ahead of NATO. As former
British Prime Minister Rishi Sunak
posted recently after Ukrainian Presi-
dent Volodymyr Zelensky showed him
real-time battlefield updates on his
iPad, “80% of the casualties Ukraine is
inflicting are from drones. The world
has changed. Defence has changed.

Warfare has changed. And we must
adapt fast.”

More ominously, Mr. Putin has
demonstrated the will to order sol-
diers to kill and be killed. There is
reasonable doubt that Western lead-
ers have the same resolve, regardless
of paper commitments. I’m tired of
hearing that Mr. Putin is weak, that
his army is outdated, that he doesn’t
pose a real threat to NATO and the
West. While Russia’s economy and
military face major obstacles, it is
still a formidable foe, especially given
the weight of China’s economy and
military behind it. Stop dreaming of
the separation of Russia and China.
Mr. Xi is happy for both sides to
bleed and is propping up Russia’s war
with the West while expanding into
Russia’s eastern flank.

The only country that has been ac-
tively fighting to fend off the advance
of authoritarianism is Ukraine, and it
has emerged as the most effective,
most experienced military in Europe.
The rest of the free world must wake
up and learn from the Ukrainians—
morally and militarily.

The future is up for grabs. I hope
that by the time Munich comes
around next year, Western leaders
will have been roused from their
state of hibernation and are build-
ing a new architecture of global
freedom.

Mr. Kasparov is chairman of the
Renew Democracy Initiative.

I heard more of the wishful
thinking and denial that
have dominated European
and U.S. politics for years.

By Garry Kasparov
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How I Killed—and Revived—Teamwork With AI

I killed team culture in my M.B.A.
class. Not with an impossible
grading policy or a thoughtless

change to my course, but by letting
students use artificial intelligence on
team assignments. I thought I was
being practical. AI is part of business
today. I wanted to bring it into the
classroom and teach its limits. What
I discovered was frightening.

In my course, students work in
teams of five. Throughout the term,
each team completes 10 assignments
together, culminating in a team-
based final project. I give them an

option at the end that I call “di-
vorce.” A team can break up for the
final project if members want. Those
who separate can join others who
have divorced in a new team—or
they can do it alone. Usually roughly
5% of the teams choose divorce.

Last term, more than half the
teams broke up. Students didn’t de-
velop strong bonds with their team-
mates because they were using AI
for too much of their shared think-
ing. Going it alone felt less daunting
because AI could help. The assign-
ments were still completed, but the
human elements of teamwork—the
arguments, the negotiation, the dis-

covery of agreement—were missing.
Students seemed to conclude that
an AI bot was a more convenient
classmate than a human, and it
showed. When I asked a question in
class, the response was sometimes,
“I don’t know. It wasn’t my turn to
do the assignment.”

Many professors have adopted
one of two paths with AI. The first is
prohibition—ban AI, police it, punish
violations, and hope the old learning
model survives. The second is sur-
render—treat AI as harmless, let stu-
dents use it without structure, and
embrace “the future.” Both ap-
proaches miss what is at stake: aca-
demic integrity and the replacement
of human interaction with machine
interaction. If AI becomes the default
study partner, collaboration becomes
optional. If collaboration is optional
in education, it will be fragile in
business.

Business is a team sport. Leaders
aren’t made by learning to craft the
cleanest memo but by learning to
align a room full of smart people who
don’t naturally agree. The leaders of
the future won’t be simply AI super
prompters. They will be socially ex-
cellent. Jensen Huang, Nvidia’s CEO,
recently said that the truly “smart”
people in the future will be those who
can “infer the unspoken,” “see around
corners,” and “pre-empt problems be-
fore they show up.”

This term, I am experimenting
with AI-assisted tools that are bring-

ing back team culture by using AI to
encourage more, not less, human in-
teraction. Teams record their meet-
ings, and internally developed AI
tools analyze their interactions. Did
one person do all the talking? Did
someone interrupt constantly? Did
the team ask good questions or slide

into polite agreement? Did anyone
summarize decisions and assign next
steps? Did the team actually debate
alternatives or simply divide the
work and disperse?

When the first results came in, I
was blown away. The new tools com-
pelled students to interact and gave
them feedback they can use to hone
those skills. In the workplace, people
often have only vague impressions
about team dynamics. In school, we
can make patterns visible while stu-
dents can still change them.

This method was a frontal assault
on the “divide and conquer” mental-
ity, which used to mean specializa-
tion followed by integration. For
many students today it has become
“you do one piece of the work, and I
do another—and we never meet to

talk about it.” AI made that worse. If
a bot can synthesize everyone’s work
into a single voice, then people can
avoid the hardest part of teamwork,
which isn’t writing. It is integrating
ideas. It is resolving conflict. It is
building shared understanding.

AI-assisted meeting analysis
changes the incentives. When teams
know that collaboration itself will be
evaluated, the rational strategy is no
longer to avoid the meeting. It is to
show up, engage and build on one
another’s thinking. Done well, AI-as-
sisted team evaluation brings issues
to the surface early enough to fix
them.

Most teams don’t need a breakup.
They need coaching. The results are
already visible. Students are far
more prepared for my class this term
than in the past. Nobody has re-
sponded with the dreaded “it isn’t
my turn.” Discussions are deeper.

I learned the hard way. I loosened
the rules, and team culture weak-
ened. I assumed teams would stay in-
tact because the syllabus said
“team.” I was wrong. Now I am using
AI to fix what it helped break. Not by
banning it or worshiping it, but by
designing it to strengthen the irre-
placeable human skills that business
demands.

Mr. Dyreng is senior associate
dean of innovation at Duke Univer-
sity’s Fuqua School of Business and
an instructor in its M.B.A. program.

By Scott Dyreng

MyM.B.A. students used
chatbots to think. Then
they used them to analyze
how they worked together.
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EDITORIALS

Alarmedby thepurchaseof automobiles formilitary
use,Frenchhorse-breedersaskedMinisterGallifet as to
the truthof the rumor thatno furtherpurchasesofhorses
wouldbemade.TheMinister’s inevitablenegative reply
seemsratherunnecessary.Muchhasbeensaid lately about
theprobabledisappearanceof thehorse fromthebattle-
field.Notonlyhas it beendeclared that automobiles and
tractionengineswouldbeused for the transportationof
artilleryandsupplies, but theexpertshaveasserted that
thedayof cavalrywaspast.
TheBoerwarhasproven the falsityof these theories.

Thearmymule isdoingmore service thaneverbefore,
andanoccasional stampedemustbeoverlooked inview
of theothervaluable services rendered.Nowarhasbeen
fought inwhichcavalryhasplayedamoreprominentpart.
TheBoersarealmost entirelymounted, and theeffective-
nessofJoubert’s andCronje’s forceshasbeendue ingreat
measure to theexcellenthorsemanshipof the soldiers
and the speedwithwhich theyhavebeenable toconcen-
trateandseparate, aswell as to their excellenceas rifle
shots. Ithasbeensince theBritishbrought their cavalry
intoplay that theyhavedone theirmost effectivefighting.
GeneralFrench’s relief ofKimberleywasacavalryopera-
tion,whoseeffectivenesswasaidedby the rapidlymoving
horseartillery.ThequicknesswithwhichFrenchmoved
madeconcentrationagainsthim impossible.Thus the
southAfricanwar isproving thevalueofhorses inmilitary
service, anddisproving the theorists’ notions, a reliance
uponwhichmaybeheld responsiblepartly for the ineffec-
tivenessof theBritish forcesduring theearlypartof the
campaign.

TribuneEditorialBoard,Jan.26, 1900

ON THIS DAY 126 YEARS AGO
HORSES IN WAR

DREW SHENEMAN

EDITORIAL CARTOON

Affordability, or the lackof it,
was theprimary talkingpoint
ofnearlyeverycandidatewith
whomwemetduringourweek-
slongendorsementconversations.
Thatbuzzwordwas largely tied

to thecostof groceriesduring the
2024campaigns, andwhile food
costs still area seriousconcern,
theaffordabilitydiscussion today
is centeredmoreon the lackof
reasonablypricedhousing.
Thankfully, newideasare

emergingonhowtosolve this
problem,andwe’reall ears.
WeendorsednewcomerNick

Uniejewski in Illinois’ 6thSenate
DistrictDemocraticprimary.He
hasmastered thehousingafford-
ability issueandwouldofferup
notonly freshenergy to the state’s
Democratic supermajoritybut
alsonewideas to increasehousing
supply.
More recently,Gov. JBPritz-

ker inhisFeb. 18budget address
unveiledahousingabundance
packageandcalled for state legis-
lation to incentivize theconstruc-
tionof farmorenewhousing.
WesuspectUniejewski andhis
YIMBYpeersare thrilled.
Itdidn’t take long forabill to

emerge.There’s a lot to likeabout
the legislation (HouseBill 5626,
filedbystateRep.KamBuckner
shortly afterPritzker’s address).
We like that itwould speedup

permitting,which todayoften is
apainfully slowprocess.Munic-
ipalitieswouldbe required
tocomplete theirpermitting
processesmoreexpeditiously.
If thatdoesn’thappen, itwould
allowfor “thirdparty review,”
essentially lettingapplicants
hire theirownprivate inspector
—a licensedarchitectorengi-
neer— insteadofwaitingon the
government. States likeFlor-
ida,TennesseeandTexashave
adopted thispolicy toexpedite
development,with somesuccess.
The legislationwould require

municipalities across the state
toallowconstructionof acces-
sorydwellingunits (ADUs), often
referred toasgranny lots, inareas
currentlyzoned for single-family
homes.Thispage is aproponent
of grannyflats, andweappre-

ciate, too, that thatbill doesn’t
requirenewsuchunits tobebuilt
byunionmembers, aneedless
impedimentadded last year to
Chicago’s grannyflatsordinance.
If aprojectpasses inspection,who
careswhobuilt it?Here’shoping
labordoesn’t tack thatonto this
statewide legislation.
These reformswon’tmake

homescheaperorflipa switchon
developmentovernight, but they
will goa longway to fostermore
housing supply,which ishow
we’ll eventually lower thosecosts.
Illinoishasa shortageof 142,000
homesandneeds tobuild227,000
unitsover thenextfiveyears to
keepupwithdemand, accord-
ing to research fromtheIllinois
EconomicPolicy Instituteand the
Project forMiddleClassRenewal
at theUniversityof IllinoisUrba-
na-Champaign.
Ingeneral,wedon’t like the

stateordering localities around
onmatters as sensitiveasdevel-
opmentwithin theirborders, but
the stepsdiscussedabovestrikeus
as justifiedgiven themagnitude
of theproblem.Therearepartsof
thisbill that go too far, though.
Thisbill effectivelybars

single-family-onlyzoning for lots
overacertain size.
Statepreemptionat this sweep-

ing level is a radicaldeparture
fromthecurrent system.Yes,
municipalities could stillwrite
theirownzoning rules, butonly
within tightguardrails setby the
state.That’snotgoingoverwell
with local officials.
“Illinois communitiesvary

widely ingeography,popu-
lationdensity, infrastructure
capacity andhousingdemand.
Uniformstatewide standards
cannotadequately reflect those
differencesor theplanning

effortsunderwayorcompleted
inmanymunicipalities,” the Illi-
noisMunicipalLeaguesaid ina
statementafter thegovernor’s
announcement.
Wearealsowell aware that

local authorityoftenhasproved
tobe toomuchofan impediment
when it comes tonewhousing,
with trusteesandboards that
gate-keepwhatgetsbuilt.When
local governments servemoreas
anexclusiveHOAthanofficials
taskedwithembracinghous-
ingdevelopment thatpromotes
strategicgrowthandaffordabil-
ity, that’s aproblem.Byand large,
local controlhasyielded insuffi-
cient supply.
Certainly, thereareavenues

for compromise.NewJersey
recently cameclose toadopting its
ownstatewidehousingguidance
beforeGov.PhilMurphyused
apocketveto tohalt theeffort.

Thatbillwould’veallowed the
state to incentivize local govern-
ments toadjust zoning regulations
to support additionalhousing.
Carrots rather thansticksmake
sense tous.
Illinois lawmakerscouldalso

considercarvingoutmunicipal-
itiesunderacertain sizeor tying
rulechanges toareaswithin
closeproximity topublic trans-
portation,majorhighwaysor
central businessdistricts.There
isprecedent for the latter in the
wayChicagochanged itsparking
requirements last July (eliminat-
ingminimumparking require-
ments fornewresidential and
commercialdevelopmentswithin
aquartermileofCTAbuscorri-
dorsorhalf amileof rail stations).
This is already thewaymany
major suburbshavezoning set
upalready, yieldingagrowing
numberofmultiunit buildings
inhigh-demandplaces suchas
ArlingtonHeights.
Weunderstand thatwe’re

unlikely toachieve large-scale
developmentandawidespread
shift inmindseton importantpoli-
cies toencouragenewhousing
withoutelevating theconversa-
tion to this level, butwehope the
governorbrings locals to the table
before ramming thisdowntheir
throats.Mostvillagesdon’thave
enough incentive tochangeon
theirown,but theydon’tdeserve
tohave their authority completely
undermined, either.
We’ll add thatnohousing

reformconversationcan ignore
Illinois’ exceptionallyhighprop-
erty taxburden,whichcontinues
todiscouragedevelopmentand
homeownership.This legisla-
tiondoesn’t touch that essential
componentof affordability.
Property taxes aside, Pritz-

ker’s planhas all of the right
red-tape-cutting ideas baked
in, andweare pleased to see the
governor championing this issue.
In fact,manyof the proposals in
this bill offer an excellent blue-
print for local reforms. Smart
leaderswould bewise to take
heed and adoptmanyof these
ideas voluntarily andpreemp-
tively.

Illinois confronts its housing shortage — at last

In theannalsof globalprob-
lems, a supermarket shopping
appsounds like smallpotatoes.
But likemuch in life, the seem-
ingly trivial bespeaksof issuesof
weightier import. In thispartic-
ular case, it involveswhether
anyonewithouta smartphone
shouldbepayinghigherprices
thanoneclutchingone in their
handsas theypush their cart.
That’showit goeswith the

Jewel-Oscoshoppingapp that
requiresyou todigitally “clip”
coupons toget the store’sbest
dealson (aswewrite) such items
asChipsAhoy!, Samyangnoodles,
GarrettpopcornandMary
Kitchencornedbeefhash.
EvenSimplyOrange juice.Not

simplypriced.
Nophone,highercost foryou.

Jewel’s competitorsdo itdiffer-
ently:WholeFoodshasAmazon
Primediscounts, but all youhave
todo is enteryourphonenumber
at checkout.Costco,TraderJoe’s
andAldidon’t traffic inclippery
andgiveeveryone the sameprice.
AtJewel-Osco, youhave togo
itemby item.

FromJewel’spointof view,
thismerely is adigitalupdating
of thecouponspeople still can
clip in this andothernewspapers.
They’repartofwhateconomists
call pricediscrimination. Jewel
wants its rich, busycustomers
whocan’t bebothered to“clip”
things topaymorewhile also
snagging thosewhoaremore
price sensitiveandwilling to
invest the time ingettingadeal.
Thesedays, some formofvari-
ablepricing is everywhere, from
airlines toonlinepromocodes.
But legislators inSpringfield

have takennotice, and there’s a
billwending itswayandgaining
sponsors thatwouldamend the
ConsumerFraudandDeceptive
BusinessPracticesAct and force
Jewel andothers tomakeavail-

able in-storepaperversionsof
whateverdiscounts theyareoffer-
ing in their app.
We’renotgenerally in favor

of suchgovernmental interfer-
ences inprivatebusiness, espe-
cially low-marginoperations like
grocery stores; after all, people
withoutphoneswhoare irritated
atJewel are free to shopelse-
where.And this ishardly theonly
areaofbusinesswhere thebest
dealsnoware tobe foundonly
online;hotelsdo this all the time.
This is something that themarket
shouldbeable topolice.
That said,westill think that

Jewelhasa lousyapp.
It’s buggy: It frozeonuswhen

wereachedthecheckout theother
day, causingus tobeanxiouswe
wereoverpaying,havingnotyet

fully “clipped.”Wefind itunsup-
portiveof couples’ shopping, since
onespendthrift spouse/partner
is likely to slipanunclipped item
into thecart, causing the irritated
bargainhunter then togorushing
around thestore to seewhichstuff
qualified (weknowwhereofwe
speak). Jewelhas somany items
on its shelves that the search func-
tion isonebigpain.
And, yes, the store shouldoffer

analternative for thosewho’d
prefernot tobepokingat their
phoneas they shoporwhoprefer
not tocarryoneat all. Plus, unless
yougiveupall kindsofdata, your
points expire, too.
Sowe’dhumbly suggest that

Jewel,which isownedbyAlbert-
sonsCos. Inc., rethink.Before the
statemakes them.

Fix your lousy shopping app, Jewel-Osco!

State Rep. Kam Buckner arrives to greet Gov. JB Pritzker before his annual State of the State and budget
address on Feb. 18 at the Illinois State Capitol in Springfield. Shortly after Pritzker’s address, Buckner filed state
legislation that aims to incentivize the construction of more new housing. BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE
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Gov.JBPritzker’sproposed
$56billionmaintenancebudget
for2027does little toaddress the
emergencyofdisparities thatexist
inBlackandbrowncommunities.
AsPritzkerandelectedoffi-

cialsknow, theproblems in these
neighborhoodspredatePresident
DonaldTrump.There isnodoubt
theadministration’spolicieshave
exacerbated long-standing issues.
However,Pritzker,who is

running fora third termwithan
eyeonthepresidency, should
channel state resources intoclos-
ing thewideningdisparities in
Blackandbrownneighborhoods.
Budgetsareviewedasmoral

documents that reflect thegovern-
ment’svaluesandpriorities.
Pritzker’sbudget shouldaddress
systemicbarriers toequity.These
communitiesdonothave the
luxuryofwaiting for thenew
Congressor thenextpresidential
administration.
Blackandbrownresidentsdo

notneedplay-it-safebudgets.
Theyneedbudgets that transform
communitiesand lead toentre-
preneurshipand investment in
education, tradeprograms, jobs,
healthcareandhomeownership.
Budgets thatguaranteesafeneigh-
borhoods freeofgunviolence,
smash-and-grabrobberiesand
assaults.
TheBlackyouthunemploy-

mentcrisis in Illinoishasbecome
normalized.Eighty-onepercent
ofBlack16- to 19-year-olds in
Chicagowere jobless in2024,
according toarecent report from
theUniversityof IllinoisGreat
Cities Institute.The jobless rate
amongBlackadults20 to24years
oldwas46.5%,more thandouble
the18.9%rate for theirwhite

peers.Thehighest rateof jobless-
ness ispervasiveontheSouthand
West sidesofChicago.
TheBlackhomeownershiprate

today isvirtually thesameas itwas
whenmortgagediscrimination
was legal.TheFairHousingAct
of 1968prohibiteddiscrimination
concerning thesaleandfinancing
ofhousingbasedonrace, religion
ornationalorigin. In58years, the
homeownershiprate forAfrican
Americanshas remainedstagnant.
In2025, theBlackhomeown-

ershiprate inChicagowas43%,
wellbelowthe70%rateofwhite
people.Latinohomeownership
hasseenrecordgrowth in2025.
InIllinois,Latinoswererespon-
sible for56%ofhomeownership
growthover the last 10years, and
thecurrent rate sits at58.8%.
Homeownership is important

forbuilding long-termgenera-
tionalwealthandstablecommu-

nities.A2024“ColorofWealth in
Chicago”reportnoted themedian
networth forBlackhouseholds
inChicago is$0.Thesamereport
showedanetworthof$40,500
forU.S.-bornMexican families in
Chicago,$24,000forPuertoRican
familiesand$210,000forwhite
people.
Duringarecentvisit to theCook

CountyDepartmentofCorrec-
tions, I foundout that thepopu-
lationofdetaineeshad increased
tomore than6,000.TheChicago
Crusader reported thatbetween
January2020andNovember
2025,54%of the61peoplewho
diedwhile incustody inCook
CountywereBlack.
Withveteranssleepingunder

viaductsandtheunhousedpopu-
lationusingCTAtrains,buses
and librariesas their shelter,how
canPritzker’sbudgetcut funds
forpeoplewhoareunhoused?

Blackpeopleaccount for53%of
theunhousedpopulation,despite
makingup less thanone-thirdof
thecity’s totalpopulation.Latinos
account for35%of thehomeless
population.
According to theChicago

Coalition toEndHomelessness,
Pritzker’sproposedcuts to the
HOMEIllinoisprogram,aswell as
decreases tosupportivehousing
andemergencyandtransitional
housing line items,will likelyhalt
progressmade towardending
homelessness.Highprices for
rents, groceries,health insurance
andothercostscoulddrivemore
citizens intohomelessness.
Pritzker’sbudgetalsodoesnot

address theachievementgap. In
Illinois, therearestillwidegaps in
proficiencyratesbetweenwhite,
BlackandLatinostudents inboth
English languageartsandmath.
A failure toaddress theeduca-

tionachievementgapcould
exacerbate theschool-to-prison
pipeline.
The followingaresuggestions

tobringequity toBlackandbrown
citizens:
� IllinoisHouseSpeakerEmanuel
“Chris”WelchandSenate
PresidentDonHarmonshould
determinewhyBlackhomeown-
ership is stuckat less than50%
andpass solutions to improve it.
�Welch,HarmonandPritzker
shouldfixtheunfairproperty
taxsystemthatharmsBlackand
browncommunities.
� PritzkerandtheIllinois legis-
latureshouldopt into theFederal
TaxCreditScholarshipprogram.
� Pritzkerandthe legislature
should invest in job trainingand
bringemploymentopportuni-
ties tovulnerableneighborhoods
ontheSouthandWest sidesof
Chicago.
�Welch,Harmonand legislative
leaders shouldclose the20-year
lifeexpectancygap inWest
GarfieldPark throughsignificant
state investment.
� Pritzker,WelchandHarmon
shoulduseIllinois stateprocure-
mentcontracts to stabilizeBlack
andbrowncommunities.
Illinois legislatorscanamend

thegovernor’smaintenance
budgetandprovidereal invest-
ment inBlackandBrowncommu-
nities.Thequestion is:Will they
do theworkorgoalong toget
along?
Iwill conveneclergy leaders

tomeetwithPritzker, legislative
leadersand legislators toensure
theneedsof low-incomefami-
liesandtheworkingclassare
addressed in thisbudget.
Iwrite thiscommentary to

make thosecomfortablewith
withholding investments inBlack
andbrowncommunitiesuncom-
fortable.

WillieWilson is a business
owner, philanthropist and former
mayoral candidate.

Pritzker’s budget does little to help Black and brown Illinoisans

Gov. JB Pritzker delivers his annual State of the State and budget address Feb. 18 at the Illinois Capitol in
Springfield. BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

OPINION

By Bill Quinlan

LikemanyChicagoans, Ihavebeen
watching the latest roundofdrama
unfoldas theChicagoBears seek
concessions fromthecity andstate to
keep their stadiumhere.
Sadly, this isnot thefirst timewe

haveseen thismovie.
In the 1970s, amiddisputesover

SoldierFieldandstadiumconditions,
theBears raised thepossibilityof leav-
ingChicagoandexploredalternative
sites— includingoptionsoutside the
city—as leverage innegotiations.
At the time,my father,WilliamR.

Quinlan,wascorporationcounsel
underChicagoMayorRichardJ.Daley.
Whenaskedabout theBearspoten-
tially leaving, themayor’s response
was to say that if the teamleft, it could
not take the“Chicago”namewith it.
Thenamebelonged to thepeopleof
Chicago.Themayor thengestured to
my fatherandsaid, “Isn’t that right,

Bill?”
TheBearsdidn’t leave then.And they

shouldn’t leavenow.
Noonewants towakeuponeday to

the“ChicagoBearsofHammond.” It
makesmea little sickeven typing that.
But thequestionremains: Should

taxpayers subsidizeaplan tokeep the
team?
Thecityhasalreadygiven theBears

a favorable leaseatSoldierField.Now
the teamsays itwantsmore—its
leaderswant tobe the landlord,not a
tenant, and theywantfinancial assis-
tance.
ButChicagoansalreadypay too

much in taxesand fees.Raising them
further isnot justunpopular— it’s
counterproductive.Wemightkeep the
Bearsbutdrivemoreofourownresi-
dents towatchgames fromthesuburbs,
orworse, fromsomemore tax-friendly
state suchasFloridaor…Indiana.
The city should bewilling to offer

theBears someconcessions to keep

them inChicago but not on the backs
of taxpayers.Noproperty taxhikes.
No sales tax increases. If there are
concessions, they should be targeted
as entertainment taxes on corpo-
rations buyingpremiumsuites or
hotel-related revenues tieddirectly to
games and events.
More importantly, if thepublicgives

something tokeep theBears, thepublic
shouldcertainlyget somethingofvalue
in return.
Myproposal,which is informed

by touringcityneighborhoodsand
listening to residents inmycampaign
outreach throughLeadingaBetter
Chicago, is simpleandstrategic: In
exchange foranymeaningful conces-
sions, theBears shouldagree tomove
HalasHall and their football operations
fromLakeForest to thecityofChicago.
Put theBears’headquarters, practice

facilities andday-to-dayoperations in
thecity andmake it a fandestination.
What thatwould look like inaction:

�Real economicdevelopment in the
city.
�Tourismopportunities foryear-
roundactivity frompractices, camps
andspecial events.
� Players actually living inChicago
insteadof commuting fromthenorth-
ernsuburbs.
Thiskindofproposal iswhatadeal

for thepeopleofChicagoshould look
like: creativeandrooted in long-term
value,not short-termpoliticalwinsor
two-yearplansbuilt around thenext
electionor thenext ambition.
TheBearswant something fromus,

butweshouldbe just as clear about
whatwewant fromthem.
Just a thought fromthesonof some-

onewhohelpeddealwith this issue
oneof the last times theBears threat-
ened toheadeast.

Bill Quinlan is a Chicago attorney and
the founder of civic advocacy group
Leading a Better Chicago.

The city should offer concessions to the Bears
— but not at the expense of taxpayers

Halas Hall on Jan. 19 in Lake Forest after the Bears season ended with a loss to the Los Angeles Rams in an NFC divisional playoff game. BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE
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OPINION

More usual nonsense
Iwatched theStateof theUnion

addressfilledwithhope that
PresidentDonaldTrumpwould
deliver a strongmessage.Hedid
notdisappoint!
Hebeganwith someofhismost

often-repeatedhalf-truthsand
outright lies.Throughout the
speech, therewere theexpected
bitsofmisinformationandmisdi-
rection.AndwhatwouldaTrump
speechbewithout thechildish
taunts and insults?
Trumpwentaboveandbeyond

this time.HeusedPurpleHeart
andMedalofHonor recipients
asprops, as if theeventwasa
campaignrally.Of course, these
heroesdeserve theirhonors, but
whatdid thathave todowith the
Stateof theUnion?Aren’t those
honorsmore suitablygiven in
WhiteHouseceremonies?
Therewereseveralother

campaignprops,nonemore
notablethantheOlympicgold
medal-winningU.S.men’shockey
team.I lovehockey, thefastestand
most intenseteamsport there is,
andI’mahugeBlackhawksfan.
TheOlympics,winterandsummer,
aremust-seeTVinourhouse.
ConnorHellebuyck,goaltenderfor
theWinnipegJets, isadecorated
NHLstalwart.Trumppointedout,
correctly, thatseveralathleteshave
beenawardedthePresidential
MedalofFreedom.Thoseathletes
werehonoredwhentheirplaying
dayswereoverandweretapped
fortheirsocialandphilanthropic
effortsaswellas theirphysical
skills.Hellebuyckisn’t thereyet.
Iwonder:Howmanyof those

singledoutbyTrumpawoke the
nextdaywith the realization that
theyhadbeenused?
BeyondTrumpvowing to

continue thewildlyunpopular
immigration tactics andgoing
around theSupremeCourt tariff

decision,nopolicy initiativeswere
offered.
Thepresidentdelivered, all

right. Itwas justmoreof theusual
nonsense.
—Len Levy, Glenview

For shame, Democrats
In2019, JoeBiden launchedhis

presidential campaign focusingon
uniting thecountry, rebuilding the
middleclass andofferinganalter-
native topolitical, social andracial
divisions.
So,whatdidhedo?Heand

hispartydividedourcountry
and failed themiddleand lower
classeswithhis rocketing increase
in inflation.Now,years later, the
Democrats continue theirdrive
towarddivision.
Theywereelectedandpaid to

represent their constituents in the
federal government.Defaming the
president andboycottingaStateof
theUnionaddress aredespicable!
— John Skaritka, Hampshire

Duckworth’s absence
Imaynotagreewitheverything

thepresidentdoes, but I amvery
disappointedSen.TammyDuck-
worthdidnotattend the speech. I
voted forDuckworth to represent
me; the least shecando is attend
thebiggest speech toCongress the
presidentgiveseveryyear.
I amalsoverydisappointed

with thecurrent candidates to
replaceSen.DickDurbin, Iwant
to sendsomeone toWashington
with ideasand theability to reach
across theaisle tocreate solutions
toAmerica’sproblems—not just
fight,fight,fightorhurl expletives
at thepresident.
—Rob Scharf, Mundelein

Campaign promise
I listened toPresidentDonald

Trump’sStateof theUnionspeech
that containedmany truthsbut

alsohadmanymisleadingor
dishonest statements.What is sad
ishowhe left out thecampaign
promisehemade to thevoters
that if elected,hewouldquickly
resolve theUkraine-Russiawar.
In reality, hehasputUkraini-
ans inapositionofweaknessby
cuttingmilitaryweaponsupport.
Increasing that supportwould
putUkraine ina strongpositionof
bargainingapeace treaty.
Trumphasno intentionof

stronglychallengingRussia’s inva-
sion; thus,hewon’t fully armthe
Ukrainians so theycanbargain
fromapointof strength.
—RaymondHubbard, Sandwich

Undemocratic actions
InPresidentDonaldTrump’s

Stateof theUnionaddress, his
comments towardbipartisanship
were: “Thesepeoplearecrazy,
I’mtellingyou.They’re crazy.…
Boy, ohboy.We’re luckywehave
acountry,withpeople like this.
Democrats aredestroyingour
country.Butwe’ve stopped it just
in thenickof time,didn’twe?”
Themajorityof votersdisagree

with thepresident’s assessment.
Thepoliticalpolls showthatmany
Republicancandidates running
foroffice in themidtermelections
this fall are laggingbehind their
Democraticopponents.Trump is
trulyawareof thesefindingsand
isdoingeverything inhispower
todestabilize that election.His
undemocratic actionsgreatly
underminewhathappened250
years ago: 56delegates to the
SecondContinentalCongress
voted toapprove theDeclaration
of independenceonJuly4, 1776.
— Sam Solomon, Deerfield

Dishonor to medal
Let’snotunderestimate the

trivializationof theMedalof
HonoratTuesdaynight’s Stateof

theUnionaddress.
TheMedalofHonor isour

nation’shighestmilitaryhonor,
whichisawardedsparingly. It is
givenforactionswhileengaged
incombatagainstanenemyofthe
UnitedStates, for thehighest level
ofbravery, sacrificeandintegrity
whileexhibitingadeeploveof
countryandadesiretoalwaysdo
what isright. “All recommenda-
tionsrequirethoroughreportson
theact itself, thebattlefieldandits
setting;at least twosworneyewit-
nessstatements;andanyother
compellingevidencethatcanbe
gathered.Recommendationpack-
etsmustbeapprovedall thewayup
themilitarycommandstructure,”
theMedalofHonorwebsitestates.
Idonotmean todiminish

theactionsof theArmypilotor
Navycaptainawarded theMedal
ofHonoratPresidentDonald
Trump’sStateof theUnion
address; theygavemore thanI
didduringmybrief tour in the
Navyyears ago.Awardsmaywell
beappropriate—ataminimum,a
PurpleHeart—but for someone
wounded inaTrump-ordered
raid less than60daysagoanda
centenarianveteranwho fought
74years ago, it seems tobe insin-
cere, improper, andbothpoliti-
callyprematureandpolitically
manipulative.
It’s anotherattackby this

administrationonadeeply
respected, time-honoredAmeri-
can institution.
TheMedalofHonordeserves

ourhighest respect.
— Joe Szczepaniak, Wheaton

Trump’s reality show
PresidentDonaldTrump

turned theStateof theUnion
address intoa reality showwith
allhis guests and thepresenta-
tions for them.Morepolitical
showmanship than the stateof the
union
Democrats shouldhavecoun-

teredon their responsewith
JeffreyEpstein survivors and
the familiesof citizenskilledby
federal agentswhileprotesting
inMinneapolis, alongwith those
shot andbrutalized inChicago.
— Stephen T.White, Buffalo
Grove

Diminishing a victory
Regarding theeditorial “Team

USAshowedAmericaat itsbest”
(Feb. 24):TheOlympicswere,
onceagain, glorious.Theachieve-
mentof theU.S.men’shockey
teamwasbreathtaking.That feel-
ingofnationalpridewasundone
bynoneother than thepresident
of theUnitedStates.
Duringacall into the locker

roomof themen’s team,heonce
again showedhis true feelings
bymakinga jokeabouthaving
to invite thewomen’s gold
medal-winninghockey teamor
he“wouldbe impeached.”The
men’s teamthought that funny,
alongwith thebeer-guzzling
directorof theFBI (onabusiness
tripusing taxpayer funds).Truth
be told, eightofAmerica’s 12gold
medalswerewonbywomen.The
women’s teamdeclined thepresi-
dent’s invitation tovisit.
Thiswasacheapanddisgrace-

ful end toawonderful sporting
eventdesigned tobring theworld
closer together, not alienatehalf of
theglobe’spopulation.
— Joe Friedman, Chicago

Voice of the People

Foronline-exclusive letters, go towww.chicagotribune.com/letters.
Email your letter submissions, 400wordsor less, to letters@chicago
tribune.com. Includeyour full name, addressandphonenumber.

WhentheRev. JesseJack-
sonarrived inChicago,hewasa
classicnobodynobodysent:He
was fromtheSouth,Blackand
inhis20s.By theclannish rules
ofChicagopolitics circa 1964,
he shouldn’thaveamounted to
much.
Buthebecamesomebody.
Andnowthathe’s goneanda

processionofmemorial services
will beginThursday, theseques-
tionscometomind:DidChicago
makeJacksonwhohewas?And to
whatextentdidJacksonmake the
citywhat it is today?
Thebattleshe foughthereand

mostlywonhelpedearnhima
nationalprofile.Theyalsomade
thecity and thecountrymore
equitableand just.Andhedid it
theChicagoway—direct, inyour
face, backingdownonlyas tactical
retreat.Rarelywaveringandnever
givingup.
Beginning in 1966withOpera-

tionBreadbasket, Jackson’sfirst
assignment fromtheRev.Martin
LutherKingJr., heusedboycotts
to forceA&P,PacificTeaCo.
andothergrocerychains togive
Black jobapplicants a fair shot.
Thegrocersgave in:Thepower
ofJackson’sboycott left themno
choice.
Jacksonusedhisknack for

grabbingattentionasa tool.Along
withAlRaby,headof theCoor-
dinatingCouncil ofCommu-
nityOrganizations, Jackson
helpedselectMarquetteParkas
the target for a 1966 fairhous-
ingmarch, atwhichracistwhite
hecklers infamously threwrocks,
bricksandbottles andhitKing in
thehead.
Jackson’sPR instincts at

timesplayedoutas theatrical
or self-serving.Afterwitness-
ingKing’s assassinationat the
LorraineMotel inMemphis,
Tennessee, Jacksonrushedback
toChicago to tell the story.During
a stirringChicagoCityCoun-
cil speech,heworea turtleneck
hesaidwas stainedwithKing’s
blood.Thatearnedhimarebuke
fromsome inKing’s innercircle
whoviewed it as aperformative
bid to takeupKing’smantle.
But asa lesson inaChica-

go-stylepursuit ofpower, it
worked:Thevisuals and language
Jacksonuseddidhelphimclaim
leadershipasanheir to theKing
legacy.
AsJackson’snationalprofile

grew,Chicago’swhiteestablish-
menthadareflexive,negative
reaction.

During the 1972Democratic
presidentialprimaries, Jackson
crisscrossed thecountry in search
of analternative toSen.George
McGovern forpresident—earn-
ing thenickname“Jetstream
Jesse” fromChicagoDailyNews
columnistMikeRoyko.
As theyearspassedandRoyko

keptusing the sobriquet,many
read it as adigatJackson’s
tendency to showupanywhere
in theU.S. or abroadwherehe
deemedcivil rights activismwas
needed—a formof self-aggran-
dizingcrisis chasing.ButJackson
didusehis travels to important
effect:flying toplaces suchas
Serbia,GambiaandSyria to secure
the releaseofAmericansheld
captive, for example, or toFergu-
son,Missouri, in2014, tohelp
quell racialunrest after thepolice
killingofMichaelBrown.
Closer tohome,during the

1972campaign, JacksonandAld.
Bill Singerput forwarda racially
diversedelegation to theDemo-
craticNationalConvention in
Miamiandsucceeded inunseat-
ing theone ledbyChicago’sboss,
MayorRichardJ.Daley.
Daley’snationalpoliticalpower

wasnever the same, andneither
wasJackson’s. Seeminglyover-
night, hewasanational force.
“Theconventionmadehimahero

on the left,” saidDonRose, a long-
timeChicagopolitical consultant
andonetimepress aide toJackson.
Jacksonputhisfingerprints all

overChicagoafterDaley’sdeath.
Duringthelegendaryblizzard

of1979,Jackson’sattacksonthen-
MayorMichaelBilandic forclosing
CTAstations inBlackcommu-
nitieshelpedJaneByrnewinthe
mayor’soffice.Then,afterByrne
appointedonlywhitepeopletothe
ChicagoHousingAuthorityboard
in1982,Jacksonledaboycottof
Byrne’sChicagoFest.Thenext
year,aJackson-ledvoterregistra-
tiondrivehelpedHaroldWashing-
tonbecomeChicago’sfirstBlack
mayor in1983.
Evenasheexpandedhis

nationalprofile, Jacksoncontin-
ued touseChicago, andespecially
hisSaturdaymorning rallies athis
OperationPUSHheadquarters
on theSouthSide, as abase forhis
political ambitions—andamust-
visit destination foranynational
politician seekinghis endorse-
ment.This culminated inhis
“RainbowCoalition” run forpres-
ident in 1984andanother in 1988,
themost formidablecampaigns
byaBlackaspirantuntilBarack
Obamaran in2008.
Jackson’sprime-timespeech

at the 1984DemocraticNational
Convention,with its “Our

timehascome”refrain, canbe
mentioned in the samebreath
asanyof thebestbyFranklinD.
Roosevelt,RonaldReagan, JohnF.
KennedyorKing.
Butby the timeObamarose

toprominence, Jacksonseemed
sidelined.
Inanunguardedmoment,

appearingasanObamasurrogate
onFoxNews, Jacksonwascaught
bya livemicrophonesayinghe
wanted tocutoffcertainObama
bodypartsbecause thecandi-
datewas“talkingdowntoBlack
people.”
Soonafter that, I got toknow

Jacksonwhilewritingaprofile
ofhimat thisuncomfortable
moment: ahistoric civil rights
leader,watchingObama’ s candi-
dacy fromtheoutside in.
The“hotmic” incidentwas the

most embarrassingmomentof
his career, Jackson toldme.After
it, he spent 10days in theArizona
desert “talkingwithDr.King,
reading theBibleand talkingwith
myself.”
Heultimatelydecidedan

Obamapresidencywouldbea
delight tohim. “Ihave lived long
enough to see the fruitsofmy
labors,”he said. “I’vebeenblessed
since the 1960s. I’ve seen40years
of struggle fromthe front lines.”
Weeks into the reporting,musi-

cian IsaacHayesdied, andIflew
withJackson to the funeral in
Memphis.Between the funeral
and theburial,wedrove to the
LorraineMotel.Wewalkedup the
concrete staircase to thebalcony
whereKingwas shot.
Visitors canget close to that

horrificyethallowedspot.But a
heavymetal chainblocksguests
fromsteppingonto thebalcony.
NotJackson.
Deep intoadetailed recounting

of thispivotalmoment inhis life—
and thenation’shistory—Jackson
steppedrightover thechain.He
leanedagainst the steel railingand
carriedonwithhismemories.
In itsway, the impromptu

balconymomentwithmewas
vintageJackson.Acivil rights
warrior sinceyouth, apolitical
andmoral leaderallhis adult
life, he steppedoverbarriers that
stoppedeveryoneelse.
After all, Jacksonhadastory to

tell: in this instance, aboutKing’s
assassination; inhis life’swork,
about theneed forequality and
justice ina society rivenbyracism.
Hisvisionof abetternation.
Now,withJacksongone, it’s our

duty towork toward thedreamhe
pursuedallhis life.

David Greising is president of the
Better Government Association.

The Rev. Jesse Jackson shaped
Chicago in innumerable ways

After the Fire Department’s fire prevention parade, the Rev. Jesse Jackson, center, led a group of people down State Street demanding jobs for low-
income residents on Oct. 7, 1974, in Chicago. The group had a brief confrontation with the police. WILLIAM KELLY/CHICAGO TRIBUNE
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