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Zero stars

Mandating the Sanchar Saathi app to

tackle cybercrime is an overkill

he growing sophistication of cyber-
T crimes, from “digital arrests” to anony-

mous, large-scale cross-border scams,
has made tackling them both urgent and difficult.
Cybercriminals have exploited a security gap
wherein user accounts on instant messaging apps
remain functional even after the associated SIM
card has been removed, using this anonymity to
conduct government impersonation fraud. The
rampant use of spoofed or tampered IMEI num-
bers has also made tracking perpetrators nearly
impossible for law enforcement. It is perhaps in-
evitable that the government seeks sharper tools
to address these software and hardware vulnera-
bilities, which explains the Department of Tele-
communications’ directives on November 28 and
December 1. The first mandates “SIM binding” —
ensuring that a user’s account is disabled if the
physical SIM is removed. In the second, smart-
phone manufacturers must pre-install the San-
char Saathi app to verify device authenticity in all
new devices by March 2026. While the first direc-
tive is a security patch which could inconve-
nience WhatsApp/Internet messaging users, the
second is reminiscent of the saying, the road to
hell is often paved with good intentions. The solu-
tion to the problem of counterfeit handsets and
spoofed IMEI numbers is a cure that could poten-
tially be more damaging than the disease.

The explicit instruction in the directive that
the app is “readily visible and accessible to the
end users at the time of first use or device setup
and that its functionalities are not disabled or res-
tricted” would mean that this app will be given a
higher security clearance within the phone’s op-
erating system, allowing it more intrusive access
to features such as camera, phone or SMS access.
The potential for misuse of this app for state sur-
veillance and being utilised by a malicious entity
after compromise to target millions of users is ve-
ry present and clear. This is no empty fear consi-
dering what the Union government has done
with the use of Pegasus software to target the pol-
itical opposition, journalists and activists. Not-
withstanding Union Minister Jyotiraditya Scin-
dia’s clarification that users could delete the app,
the directive’s text mandating that it cannot be
disabled suggests that it will function more as a
Panopticon and less as a simple verification tool.
As the Supreme Court’s K.S. Puttaswamy (2017)
judgment established, any state intrusion into
privacy must satisfy the tests of legality, necessi-
ty, and proportionality. The government already
possesses less intrusive means to verify device
genuineness. The Sanchar Saathi web portals,
SMS-based checks, and USSD codes should suf-
fice. By ignoring these less invasive alternatives,
the directive on Sanchar Saathi fails the propor-
tionality standard. It is little wonder that privacy-
conscious manufacturers such as Apple have re-
portedly refused to comply with this order.

Speed bumps ahead

The third quarter is unlikely to bring
cheer for the economy

T he last few days have shown just what a

roller coaster of a ride India’s economic
data can take. Last Friday’s robust Q2
GDP growth, a six-quarter high of 8.2%, lifted the
government’s mood and brought cheer to its sup-
porters. The relatively low nominal growth rate
and grade by the IMF did little to dampen this
feeling. However, the latest data on the Index of
Industrial Production (IIP) and, to an extent, the
manufacturing PMI are likely to do more in that
regard. The IIP’s growth in October 2025 was just
0.4%, a 14-month low. While the GDP data for the
July-September quarter showed the manufactur-
ing sector growing 9.1%, the IIP showed the sec-
tor had slowed to a 14-month low of 1.8% in Oc-
tober. One of the possible reasons for this is that
the GDP growth rate was boosted by a low base,
since the sector had grown just 2.2% in the July-
September 2024 quarter. The other, more trou-
bling reason, is the impact of the U.S.’s tariffs.
Merchandise exports grew in September, the first
full month of 50% tariffs, as earlier orders were
being fulfilled. They then contracted nearly 12%
in October as the tariffs began to weigh on new
order decisions. The PMI data, too, showed that
the score for India’s manufacturing sector stood
at a nine-month low of 56.6 in November. The re-
port specifically mentioned that new export or-
ders rose at their slowest pace in over a year,
another sign that the U.Ss tariffs were hurting.
While subdued exports likely weighed on the
manufacturing sector, the change in weather to-
wards winter and prolonged rains pulled down
the electricity and mining sectors, respectively.
As a result, the primary goods sector contracted
in October. The GDP data had shown that invest-
ment had grown by a reasonably strong 7.3% in
Q2. However, the IIP data suggest this could have
slowed in the beginning of Q3 with the capital
goods sector growing at a 14-month low of 2.4%.
The IIP data also have some concerning news re-
garding household consumption. The GDP data
showed that Private Final Consumption Expendi-
ture grew at nearly 8% in Q2. However, the IIP
showed that the consumer durables and non-
durables sectors contracted in October, in aggre-
gate their worst performance in two years. This
was the first full month of data following the GST
rate rationalisation. GST revenue of 1.7 lakh
crore in November, reflecting economic activity
in October, also shows that demand did not come
rushing in as fast as the government would have
liked. Taken together, multiple initial metrics are
indicating that Q3 is not likely to be a cheerful
quarter for the economy.
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The dismal state of India’s environment

he Aravalli range, which runs from

Gujarat through Rajasthan and till

Haryana, has long played a significant

role in Indian geography and history. It
has served as a barrier to the spread of
desertification from the Thar Desert to the
Gangetic Plains, guarded Rajasthan’s proudest
forts such as Chittorgarh and Ranthambore, and
served as the cradle of spirituality for
communities across northwest India. The Modi
Government has now nearly signed a death
warrant for these hills, already denuded by illegal
mining. It has declared that any hills in the range
with an elevation of less than 100 metres are not
subject to the strictures against mining. It is an
open invitation for illegal miners and mafias to
finish off 90% of the range which falls below the
height limit set by the Government.

On the northernmost end of the Aravalli range,
the national capital has embarked on its annual
smog season this month. A hazy mist of dust,
smoke and particulate matter has been settling
down on millions of citizens as they go about
their daily lives breathing in toxic air. Even as the
smog becomes a part of our yearly routine,
research increasingly shows that it is a full-scale,
slow-motion public health tragedy. Estimates of
the human toll of this pollution go as high as
34,000 deaths in just 10 cities annually.

These are not disparate events

Last week the news headlines reflected yet
another evolving tragedy. The Central Ground
Water Board (CGWB) has reported that 13%-15% of
tested groundwater samples in Delhi contain
uranium beyond the permissible limit for human
consumption. Shamefully, water samples from
Punjab and Haryana reflect even higher levels of
uranium contamination. One does not need to
dwell on the frightening health implications that
regular consumption of such water for daily
activities can have on impacted populations.

These news items cannot be seen disparately.
They are each causes and consequences of a
crisis that has engulfed India in the last decade: a
deep-seated and continuing disregard for the
environment in government policymaking.

Ever since coming to power, the Modi
Government has displayed a particularly venal
streak of cynicism in relation to environmental
protection, combining its proclivity to encourage
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the reckless exploitation of natural resources with
a callous disregard for consequences on the
environment. The Forest (Conservation)
Amendment Act, 2023 exempted large categories
of land and projects from forest clearance rules,
easing diversion for other purposes.

The Draft Environmental Impact Assessment
(EIA) notification 2020 sought to dilute public
hearings, expand exemptions and reduce
compliance reporting. The Coastal Regulation
Zone (CRZ) Notification 2018 eased construction
rules along India’s shorelines, opening
ecologically sensitive coastal areas and fishing
communities” habitats to commercial real estate
and industrial activity. The Environment Ministry
has more often been in the news for
circumventing due process and weakening
regulations rather than implementing them or
taking proactive measures to halt the slide.

High-publicity initiatives such as the National
Clean Air Programme have largely been
underfunded, and even the funds allocated have
not been utilised. The disclosure of the electoral
bonds data, as a result of the Supreme Court of
India’s verdict last year, then proved that many of
these environmental clearances and policy shifts
were made in the light of donations by large
corporate groups to the ruling party. Can
policymaking be so blatantly up for sale, to
benefit the profit lines of a very few at the cost of
the well-being of future generations, and of the
planet?

Acting against local communities

Another emerging trend has been an insidious
tendency to pit the environment against the local
communities that protect it, when politically
convenient for the Government. The Forest
Survey of India has been mischievously
attributing the loss of forest cover over the last
decade to the implementation of the Forest
Rights Act, 2006. Shockingly, even the Minister
concerned has echoed the same claims. In June
2024, the National Tiger Conservation Authority
called for the eviction of almost 65,000 families
from tiger reserves across the country. It was not
just a breach of the spirit of the Wildlife
(Protection) Act, 1972 which mandates that all
relocations must be voluntary; it was also
unnecessarily inimical, ranging the environment
against local communities.

India needs a new deal for the environment.

First, we must resolve to do no further harm.
We must halt the large-scale deforestation that is
planned or currently underway across the
country: in Great Nicobar, in north Chhattisgarh’s
Hasdeo Aranya, and in Madhya Pradesh’s
Dhirauli. We need to crackdown on the rampant
illegal mining in the Aravalli range and other
eco-sensitive regions such as the Western Ghats.
We need to put an end to the indiscriminate
destruction of mountains in the Himalayan belt,
which has exacted a heavy toll in human lives
these past few years.

Review laws and policies

On a policy level, we need to urgently review the
laws and policy changes of the last decade which
have led us down this disastrous path. The Modi
Government must withdraw the amendments it
bulldozed through Parliament in the Forest
(Conservation) Act, 1980 as well as the Forest
Conservation Rules (2022) — which are
anti-Adivasi and allow the clearing of forests
without consulting those who live there. The
blatantly illogical and dangerous practice of
providing post-facto environmental clearances to
big corporations that violate environmental laws
— one of the Modi Government’s few home-grown
policy innovations — cannot continue. The
National Green Tribunal, which has been
systematically weakened by vacancies, must be
restored to its pride of place and be allowed to
function independently of government policy and
pressure. As a polity, we need to operate with
greater inter-governmental coordination on
environmental matters. The air pollution crisis in
the NCR requires a whole-of-government
approach as well as a regional airshed approach,
just like the groundwater uranium contamination
issue. On environmental matters, if nowhere else,
the Modi Government must demonstrate a spirit
of cooperative federalism.

Finally, as a philosophy, India’s environmental
policies must be guided by a deference to the rule
of law, a commitment to work with rather than
against local communities, and an understanding
of the inextricable relationship between
environment and human development. It is only
with such a worldview that we can build a safer,
healthier, and more resilient India for the 21st
century.

A template for security cooperation in the Indian Ocean

n November 20, 2025, India hosted the
0 7th National Security Advisor-level

summit of the Colombo Security
Conclave (CSC). India’s National Security Adviser,
Ajit Doval, hosted his counterparts from other
member-countries, Sri Lanka, the Maldives,
Mauritius and Bangladesh, while counterparts
from Seychelles and Malaysia were observer state
and guest, respectively. The CSC has sought to
position itself as a critical forum to promote and
foster cooperation in the domain of security in
the Indian Ocean region.

Initiated as a trilateral grouping between India,
Sri Lanka and Maldives in 2011, the group lost
steam in light of the political transition in the
Maldives and Sri Lanka, and lack of convergence
among the member-states to identify priorities in
security cooperation in the Indian Ocean. The
group reconvened its engagement under the aegis
of the CSC in 2020, a proposed framework to
further cooperation in maritime security,
counter-terrorism, trafficking and organised
crime and cybersecurity. Since then, the group
has remained steady in not just maintaining
momentum among its member-states but also
inducting countries. In 2022, Mauritius joined as
a full member, while in 2024, the group saw the
admission of Bangladesh.

A region witnessing shifts

For India, the summit, in 2025, comes at a pivotal
moment. Frameworks of cooperation in the
maritime domain, in the broader Indo-Pacific,
and indeed in the Indian Ocean appear to be
undergoing a crucial shift. Given the focus of the
CSC on non-traditional issues of maritime
security, it is vital to bolster cooperation in
mitigating the looming challenges. While the
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Indian Ocean maritime security architecture
remains fragmented due to the lack of any
singular institutional framework, groups such as
the CSC must remain committed to enhancing
cooperation in this regard.

The issue of development

Importantly, for the wider Indian Ocean littoral
world, and especially the members of the CSC,

maritime security challenges are often coupled
with their developmental priorities.

Given the extent of dependency these
countries have on the oceans for their economic
progress, securing challenges emanating from the
maritime domain is crucial. In many ways,
maritime security challenges are deeply
intertwined with the lives and livelihoods of not
just the littoral communities in these countries
but also appear to unlock new opportunities for
their national economies in today’s era of
sea-borne globalisation.

This year’s summit has been crucial in many
ways. First, the group saw further expansion by
way of accession of Seychelles as a full-member
into the forum. This signals a deep commitment
among countries in the region to harness
cooperation within the mandate of the CSC.
Second, for India, the CSC also marks a new step
in further deepening engagement with its
maritime neighbours, amidst an increasingly
volatile geopolitical and security shift that
appears to be underway in the region in lieu of
China’s growing presence and influence.

Third, the summit further underscores the
growing vitality of the security dimension in
enhancing cooperation to boost regional
cooperation in the Indian Ocean.

Fourth, the inclusion of Malaysia in this year’s

summit as a guest participant may pave the way
for further expansion of the group.

Viewing the China factor

However, as the CSC envisages its expansion and
broadening the contours of its agenda, some key
challenges appear to be looming. First, for India,
a key maritime security priority is anchored in
the nature and extent of the Chinese presence in
the Indian Ocean. On the other hand, the other
member countries of the CSC appear to not view
the Chinese presence in the Indian Ocean as a
major security challenge given their dependence
on Beijing as a key developmental partner.
Therefore, a careful balance needs to be achieved
by India to address the question of growing
Chinese presence in the Indian Ocean.

Second, the CSC must direct efforts to
strengthen an institutional framework. At
present, the group operates at a National Security
Adviser-level structure. With growing synergies
among its member-countries, the group must
seek to institutionalise cooperation such that it
remains consistent in aligning policies with
actionable pathways of cooperation.

Third, domestic uncertainties in countries
such as Bangladesh, and the ensuing impact on
how Dhaka continues to engage with India and
the other member-countries may run the risk of
uncertainty over the group’s resilience.

Given this context, the CSC has made
significant advances in heralding a new
framework of cooperation in a region that suffers
from a deep lack of cohesion and convergence
among countries on issues of security. Efforts to
imagine the way ahead must remain anchored in
the need to foster institutional resilience and
cohesion among its member-countries.
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Parliament and business

Sanchar Saathi app digital fraud and
The Department of cybercrimes and ensure
Telecom’s digital security. As the

surreptitiously-issued
directive to manufacturers
of mobile phones to
preinstal the Sanchar Saathi
app — loosely translated as
‘communication companion
— is concerning and
troubling. The government’s
clarification that its use is
voluntary has not put
concerns to rest. The
freedom to activate,
deactivate and delete the
app seems to have been
announced as an
afterthought in the wake of
public furore over the
retrograde move. Why it is
not left to mobile users to
install or not install the app
raises suspicions. It is
significant that the
so-called cybersecurity app
is state-owned. People are
not quite convinced that the
purpose is not to prevent

matter pertains to a
possible violation of the
right to privacy enjoyed by
a large section of the
population and the cons
outweigh the pros, the
government must roll back
the ill-thought-out and
contentious move forthwith.
G. David Milton,
Maruthancode, Tamil Nadu

The rollout of the app is
reminiscent of the advent of
Pegasus. By dint of the
government’s stout denial
and the lack of technical
proof, Pegasus flew under
the radar of public scrutiny,
but the spyware is probably
out there still, doing its job.
Sanchar Saathi is being
labelled as a visible
regulatory/anti-fraud tool.
But the fact is that user
consent and autonomy are

removed. It has privacy and
surveillance risks. There is
potential misuse of data,
lack of transparency or
safeguards, and an
infringement on
fundamental rights. One has
a sense of revisiting George
Orwell’s novel, 1984.

R. Thomas Paul,

Bengaluru

The government’s move
may be a decisive step
against digital fraud, but its
abrupt enforcement raises
questions. While citizens
undeniably need protection
from rising cybercrimes,
security cannot become a
‘one-size-fits-all’
prescription. Many fear that
compulsory installation
may gradually blur the line
between safety and
surveillance, which cannot
be brushed aside. India’s
digital ecosystem is already
fragile; adding another layer

without transparent
safeguards may only
amplify public distrust.
What is needed is informed
consent, clear data-use
policies, and an
accountability framework.
Technology should
empower people, not make
them feel that they are
under surveillance.
Mohammad Hasnain,
Muzaffarpur, Bihar

Name change

The unproductive measure
of changing the names of
Raj Bhavans as Lok Bhavans
is not going to change the
mindset of their occupants.
Mere name change is not
going to bring in any
improvements in the
conduct of Governors who
behave as if they are above
the Constitution and rule of
law.

V. Padmanabhan,
Bengaluru

The top leader said that the
winter session ‘must not
become a stage for political
theatrics’ but a platform for
constructive and
result-driven debate (Inside
pages, December 2). Quite
true. But the problem is one
wonders whether the leader
follows what he preaches.
Does he allow discussion or
debate on issues such as
the Special Intensive
Revision of electoral rolls,
internal security lapses,
challenges posed to India’s
foreign policy and so on, as
demanded by the
Opposition? Or, does his
government pass the Bills
after discussion or debate?
The top leader also said
that defeat should not be a
reason for disruption in the
House.

In the same vein,
Parliament should not be
the place for the ruling

party to celebrate political
victory. The top leader talks
about inclusiveness, but in
Parliament, this is missing.
D. Sethuraman,

Chennai

Word of the year

Over the last decade,
Oxford’s Word of the Year
choices have shown an
unmistakable shift in how
digital habits shape the way
we think and behave. Seen
against this pattern, ‘rage
bait’, chosen for 2024, feels
extremely realistic. It
reflects what many of us
experience daily. My own
sense is that the spread of
rage bait says more about
our mental environment
than about the language
itself.

Vijay Singh Adhikari,
Nainital, Uttarakhand

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.

M ND-NDE



Wednesday, December 3, 2025
DELHI

THE HINDU

Opinion

Privacy in a fishbowl society’

n the age of Artificial

Intelligence (AI), technology

is a double-edged sword,

with users grappling with
the trade-offs between
convenience and privacy. While
India has a normative privacy
framework in terms of the
Puttaswamy judgment (2017); the
Information Technology Act,
2000 and its Intermediary
Guidelines; and the Digital
Personal Data Protection Act,
2023, and Rules, the reality of
privacy remains opaque.

We now live in a fishbowl
society where we are gauging
‘harm’ from a myopic lens of
privacy and dignity instead of
obscurity. As Meredith Broussard
notes in her book Artificial
Unintelligence, society’s
over-reliance on technology is
leaving us ill-prepared to cope
with the very systems we have
built. This not only exposes
individuals to the risks of data
breach but also pushes them into
obscurity, especially in cases of
Non-Consensual Intimate Image
Abuse (NCII), where algorithms
generate deepfake pornographic
images without one’s knowledge
or control. Regulating such an
assault is an urgent legal and
policy imperative. The
conventional frameworks for
addressing such abuses are
inadequate. Traditional
approaches often describe risks of
any such surveillance as loss of
privacy, when in reality it is many
more things as well: anxiety,
chronic fear of being watched,
victim blaming and shaming,
societal stigma, career stagnation,
permanent loss of autonomy, and
bodily integrity.

Laws are not enough
Surprisingly, despite cybercrimes
being on the rise, there is no
contemporary data on NCII. Data
of the National Crime Records
Bureau (NCRB) puts all
cybercrimes in one category,
without any granular classification
of specific offences. We filed an
Right to Information application
on October 3, 2025 seeking
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information on the number of
cases registered in the previous
year relating specifically to
cyberbullying and
cybervoyeurism, along with the
gender-wise distribution of
victims. After more than a month,
the Ministry responded that “law
and order” and “police” fall under
the State List, and therefore, the
most appropriate authority to
furnish such information would be
the respective State governments.

This shows that mere legal
provisions are not sufficient to
address the realities of online
abuse. Accessibility, awareness,
and social acceptance of these
laws play an equally critical role in
determining their effectiveness. A
significant share of young women
are unaware of what offences such
as voyeurism or deepfake porn
legally entail. The lack of digital
literacy is compounded by
deep-rooted social stigma, shame,
and fear of blame, which often
deter victims from reporting. In
extreme cases, this has driven
some survivors to self-harm.

Going beyond an SOP

On November 11, 2025, the
Ministry of Electronics and
Information Technology issued
Standard Operating Procedures
(SOPs) to curb the circulation of
NCII. These guidelines mandate
that such content must be taken
down within 24 hours of reporting
and seek to safeguard the “digital
dignity” and privacy of women by
offering multiple platforms for
complaints. This is a welcome and
long-awaited step. However, an
SOP is only the starting point. Its
effectiveness depends on being
backed by strong capacity-building
programmes, stakeholder
consultations, and strengthening
of enforcement agencies.

A key limitation lies in the
absence of a gender-neutral
framework. Studies show that
transgender persons, particularly
transwomen, are
disproportionately targeted
through deepfake-based
harassment. Yet the SOP is silent
on transgender victims,

overlooking the Supreme Court’s
recognition of transgender
persons as the “third gender”
entitled to equal rights. Further, it
does not establish clear
accountability mechanisms,
define the quantum of
punishment, or articulate specific
regulations for deepfake
generation, dissemination, and
tracing. Thus, having a dedicated
law on NCII is the need of the hour
— one that goes beyond the
traditional focus on actus reus and
mens rea and emphasises explicit
duties on platforms, Al
developers, and intermediaries,
more specific and comprehensive
than the Information Technology
(Intermediary Guidelines and
Digital Media Ethics Code)
Amendment Rule, 2025.

With the proliferation of
Al-generated deepfakes, mainly
used to harass, shame, and silence
victims (mostly women), privacy is
increasingly shaped and
threatened by technological
capabilities rather than legal
protections. The lack of
procedural safeguards, traceability
norms, and independent oversight
mechanisms has allowed such
crimes to go unreported and
unpunished for years, even as
their frequency and severity
escalate. These challenges raise an
important question: Is an SOP
enough?

Lack of awareness of rights or
even of what “voyeurism” or
“revenge porn” legally constitutes,
inadequate sensitisation of police
officials, victim-blaming, and
deficient cyber-investigative
capacity further dilute the impact
of existing laws. As NGOs and
research studies highlight,
thousands of cases are filed daily
across India, yet convictions
remain disproportionately low. In
this context, while the SOP is a
crucial first step, a meaningful
response to NCII and deepfake
harms requires gender-neutral
reforms, police training, capacity
building, platform accountability,
Al-specific safeguards, and
stronger victim-centric legal
mechanisms.

Tackling Kerala’s mental health challenge

Kerala is one of the States with the highest suicide rates in the country

STATE OF PLAY

B. Ekbal

eaths by suicide have
l) become a subject of

discussion in Kerala.
The topic entered public dis-
course after several indivi-
duals, including police offic-
ers, ended their lives due to
political and administrative
pressures. There is no doubt
that those responsible for the
immediate causes of these tra-
gedies must be held accounta-
ble. However, this debate can-
not be restricted to politics
alone; we must acknowledge
that the underlying cause of
the rising suicide rate is the
fragile mental health of the
Kerala population, and adopt
urgent remedial measures.

Kerala has among the high-
est suicide rates in the coun-
try. According to the 2022 Na-
tional Crime Records Bureau
report, the national average
suicide rate per one lakh pop-
ulation was 12.4, while in Kera-
la, it was 28.5. Only Sikkim
(43.1) ranked higher.

Studies conducted on the
mental health status of Kera-
la’s population present a wor-
rying picture. There was a dra-
matic increase in mental
health issues, from 272 per
thousand in 2008 to 400 per
thousand by 2018, as stated by
the 2021 study, ‘The burden of
mental health illnesses in Ker-
ala: a secondary analysis of re-
ported data from 2002 to
2018, conducted by Jaison Jo-
seph, D. Hari Shankar and De-
vaki Nambiar. This suggests
that a vast section of Kerala’s
population is facing severe
mental health challenges,
with an estimated 12% suffer-
ing from severe mental illness-
es that necessitate hospital
treatment and care. The con-
trast with the national trend is
stark, where the number of in-

dividuals with mental health

issues either decreased or re-
mained stable in the same pe-
riod. This suggests that while
the mental health sector has
seen progress nationally, the
problem has intensified in Ker-
ala. The National Mental
Health Survey 2015-16 too
shows that rates of depres-
sion, anxiety disorders, and
suicidal tendencies are signifi-
cantly higher in the State than
the national average. Further,
Kerala’s poor mental health
status is a primary contribut-
ing factor to growing social
evils, such as drug addiction,
violence against women, alco-
holism, aggression/violence,
and superstitions.

Resolving this crisis re-
quires the implementation of
comprehensive mental health
programmes from childhood
to old age. Health pro-
grammes in educational insti-
tutions need to be revamped
to protect both mental and
physical health, providing stu-
dents with necessary health
education. The functioning of
existing counselling centres at
the school and college levels
needs to be scientifically eval-
uated. Teachers and parents
need to receive training, and
counsellors need to undergo
refresher training appropriate
for the modern age. The oper-
ations of the Health Depart-
ment, medical colleges, hospi-
tals such as the Mental Health
Centre in Thiruvananthapu-
ram and the Government

Mental Health Centre in Koz-
hikode, the Institute of Mental
Health and Neurosciences in
Kozhikode, and the State Men-
tal Health Authority need
coordination and strengthen-
ing. Also, the services offered
by the private sector and vo-
luntary mental health organi-
sations need to be strategically
utilised to broaden the sup-
port network.

Critically, the severe shor-
tage of mental health practi-
tioners requires attention.
While the recommended glo-
bal norm is three profession-
als each per 10,000 people
(Psychiatrists, Clinical Psy-
chologists, Psychiatric Social
Workers, and Rehabilitation
Workers), the actual numbers
in Kerala are distressingly low:
0.12, 0.06, 0.006, and 1, res-
pectively. Urgent steps, such
as increasing the number of
seats in existing courses and
launching new programmes
in additional centres, are ne-
cessary to bridge this deficien-
cy in trained manpower.

Kerala does not accord the
same priority to mental health
issues that it gives to commun-
icable and non-communicable
lifestyle diseases, and the
surge in the suicide rate is a di-
rect consequence of this ne-
glect. Given that the increase
in deaths by suicide have be-
come a widespread topic of
debate, society must recog-
nise this problem as a major
public health crisis. The go-
vernment, the Health Depart-
ment, health experts, and pro-
fessional organisations need
to advance comprehensive
and long-term action plans to
improve mental health.

B. Ekbal is an academic, a
neurosurgeon, and a public health
expert. Email: ekbalb@gmail.com.

People in distress or having suicidal
thoughts can seek counselling by calling
the suicide prevention helpline number:

DISHA - 0471-2552056, 1056

Delhi can stop blaming farm

DATA POINT

The Hindu Data Team

he paddy harvesting sea-
T son for 2025 officially end-

ed on November 30. Pun-
jab and Haryana recorded a 90%
reduction in stubble burning inci-
dents this year compared to 2021.
In fact, farm fires in the two States
declined to their lowest levels in
five years in 2025. However, pollu-
tion levels in Delhi remained stub-
bornly high, triggering protests
last month. This disparity shows
that local sources remain the prim-
ary driver of the capital’s persis-
tent pollution crisis.

Notably, the Supreme Court on
Monday suggested that farmers
could not be made scapegoats for
air pollution in the national capi-
tal. The Court also asked why blue
skies were visible during the pan-
demic years when stubble burning
was relatively high and vehicles
were off the roads. The Centre for
Science and Environment (CSE)’s
assessment of Delhi’s early winter
trends and annual air quality con-
firms this reality: Delhi and the Na-
tional Capital Region (NCR) can no
longer hide behind the smoke-
screen of farm fires.

The incidence of crop burning
has substantially reduced in Pun-
jab and Haryana this year, partly
due to the massive floods in Pun-
jab during the monsoon. In the Oc-
tober-November period, the daily
contribution of farm fires to pollu-
tion levels in Delhi mostly re-
mained below 5%, or between 5-
15% for a few days and peaked at
22% only between November 12
and 13 (Chart 1). While the re-
duced fires prevented extreme
spikes, the Air Quality Index (AQI)
stayed in the ‘very poor’ to ‘severe’
range for almost the entire month
of November, indicating the signif-
icance of Delhi’s local, year-round
sources of pollution.

Importantly, PM 2.5 remained
the prominent pollutant for 34
days in the October-November pe-
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Stubble burning in Punjab and Haryana is at a five-year low, yet Delhi’s pollution is peaking

riod. Data show that the air is toxic
to breathe not just because of the
increase in the levels of particulate
matter but also due to the contri-
bution of local sources. According
to the report, the daily particulate
pollution spikes are closely rein-
forced by traffic-related emissions
of both NO2 and CO, especially un-
der low-dispersion winter condi-
tions (Chart 2). Both NO2 and CO
are highly toxic and harmful gases.

This problem has become wi-
despread over the years. CSE’s re-
port noted that in 2018, about 13
hotspots were officially identified
based on their pollution levels that
not only exceeded the standards
but also the city’s average levels.
These hotspots have continued to
remain extremely polluted. With
an annual PM2.5 average of 119
pg/m? in 2025, Jahangirpuri is the
most polluted hotspot, followed
by Bawana, Wazirpur and Anand
Vihar.

Over the years, several other
hotspots have emerged in the city.
Vivek Vihar recorded 101 pg/m? in
2025, similar to Ashok Vihar. Neh-
ru Nagar, Alipur, Sirifort, Dwarka
Sector 8, and Patparganj have all
recorded more than 90 pg/m?
(Chart 3).

The report also noted that sev-
eral NCR cities remained just as
polluted as Delhi, and were often
worse off. While a region-wide
smog episode affected NCR towns
too, Bahadurgarh endured persis-
tent conditions, with the episode
lasting 10 days. The town’s average
smog intensity exceeded that of
Delhi’s. This indicates that the en-
tire region behaves as a single
airshed where even smaller towns
are becoming hotspots, facing
equal or even greater pollution
pressure.

Data suggests that Delhi is on
the verge of losing its air quality
gains from previous years. Bet-
ween 2018 and 2020, Delhi saw a
steady decline in year-on-year
PM2.5 levels. However, since 2021-
22, the levels have been largely ele-
vated, and the annual average level
has taken a sharp upward turn.

fires for its pollution woes

FROM THE ARCHIVES
Pani,

FIFTY YEARS AGO DECEMBER 3, 1975

Not a
burning
problem

Charts were sourced from ‘Toxic
cocktail of pollution during early
winter in Delhi-NCR’, a report
published by the Centre for
Science and Environment on
December 1, 2025. The report
was authored by Sharanjeet Kaur
and Anumita Roychowdhury

Ford has two-hour talks
with Mao

Peking, Dec. 2: Chairman Mao Tse-tung invited
President Ford to his home to-day and spent
nearly two hours with him — an audience of
remarkable length that added immediate glitter
to Mr. Ford’s visit.

The President, Mrs. Ford, daughter Susan and
Mr. Ford’s top advisers finally got the coveted
invitation U.S. officials had been hoping for and
were driven at mid-afternoon to Mao’s guarded
red brick home in the Forbidden City.

Mrs. Ford and Susan left soon after a
picture-taking session but Mr. Ford and his

CHART 1: Delhi’s Air Quality Index (left axis) versus contribution of farm fires (right axis: %) in the October-November period
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advisers spent about one hour and 50 minutes
with the ailing Mao, who lives in seclusion and
grants few audiences.

President Nixon spent one hour with Mao
during his historic 1972 visit.

White House officials said they would disclose
details of the Ford-Mao talks later, but the length
of the visit alone seemed to indicate China
wanted to keep its ties with Washington strong
despite its opposition to U.S. Soviet detente.

Quoting Mrs. Ford, a spokesman said the
Chairman’s “eyes lit up” when he saw Susan.

Leaders discuss world issues: Tokyo, Dec. 2:
President Ford and the Secretary of State, Dr.
Henry Kissinger, began substantive talks in

F 25
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CHART 2: Correlation of PM, , with CO and NO, in the Nov. 21 - Nov. 28 period. In the graphs, the PM, . values are
plotted on the left axis

Peking to-day with the Chinese Vice Premier, Mr.
Teng Hsiao-ping, and other leaders against the
background of a mutual desire by both countries

420
‘ 1 to enlarge their areas of friendship and
“e 300 c understanding, notwithstanding the differences
~ ~ . 0 .
b & which still separate them in many phases of
3 1801 o < their respective national and international
z Y oo f40 o policies.
‘ 68 Co 8hr standard L=pi,  24hrstandard | 0 ‘ ‘ 68 B, Zabrstandard [ T The main blow of the Chinese axe these days

Nov.2112a.m. —— Nov.28 12 p.m.

Nov.2112a.m. —— Nov.28 12 p.m.

is directed at detente, a proposition which they
consider unrealistic and containing the certain

CHART 3: Trend in annual PM, , level among original and emerging pollution hotspots in Delhi and its surroundings
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seeds of another world holocaust mainly
because of their contention that the Soviet
Union cannot be trusted and that Europe would
be the main victim of what Peking considers as
Moscow’s sophistry.
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The value of JSW’s
defence drone
manufacturing project

In § million. JSW Defence
90 has launched a $90 million

project to build a military
drone manufacturing facility in Hyderabad
in partnership with U.S.-based Shield Al.
The investment will support a licensing
arrangement to produce the V-BAT Group 3

unmanned aerial system in India. e

The share of trees to
be saved in Nashik’s
Sadhu Gram project

In per cent. Amid protests
60 over the proposed felling of

more than 1,700 trees in
Nashik’s Tapovan area for the 2026 Kumbh
Mela, municipal commissioner Manisha
Khatri said that 60-70% of the surveyed
trees will be saved. e

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The death toll from
Asia’s flood disasters
across four nations

More than
L2005,
’ have died in
widespread flooding across Indonesia, Sri
Lanka, Thailand and Malaysia after
torrential monsoon rains and two cyclones

triggered severe inundation. Indonesia’s
Aceh province is among the worst hit. arp

Value of UP’s newly
approved drinking
water projects

58274
The Uttar
® Pradesh

Cabinet approved two drinking water
projects worth 582.74 crore under the
AMRUT 2.0 scheme. The investments aim
to upgrade Bareilly’s water supply system
and expand Kanpur’s pipeline network. pri

The paddy procured
by Andhra Pradesh
this season

In lakh tonnes. Andhra
Pradesh has procured
o 11.9 lakh tonnes of

paddy so far this season, Civil Supplies
Minister Nadendla Manohar said on
Tuesday. Payments totaling 32,830 crore
have been deposited directly into the
accounts of 1.7 lakh farmers. e
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Why is there no peace in Ukraine?

While Ukraine faces the possibility of a prolonged war with Russia, a controversial 28-point peace plan from the Trump administration proposes recognition of Russian

control over key territories. With pressure mounting on President Zelenskyy, the prospect of a ceasefire grows increasingly complicated amid military setbacks

WORLD INSIGHT Kherson, Russia regrouped and THE GIST
1 1 restructured its forces and shifted to a
A p o IO N ged Invasion long-term war strategy. Over the past four
v

Stanly Johny

n late February 2022, days after
Russia launched its invasion of
Ukraine, Russian and Ukrainian
officials met in Belarus, opening a
diplomatic channel. Russian troops had
advanced towards Kharkiv in the
northeast and Kherson in the south, but if

Russia’s Defence Ministry has claimed that its troops have captured Pokrovsk, a strategically
important city in Donetsk, which had been under sustained Russian attack for over a year. The
capture of Pokrovsk could clear the way for further Russian battlefield gains

Russian control
before February 24, 2022

RUSSIA

[=] Kyiv

= Frontline on
June 1, 2025

Russian control and
advances to December 1, 2025

\

® Izyum

LUHANSK
REGION

years, Ukraine has received some of the
West’s most advanced defensive and
offensive systems, including F-16s, Patriot
missile defence systems, main battle
tanks, armoured vehicles and medium to
long range rockets, besides large
quantities of ammunition. Yet, they
couldn’t stop Russia’s grinding advances.
On Monday, Russia’s Defence Ministry

The talks that began in Belarus
continued under Turkey’s
mediation, culminating in a
meeting in Istanbul on March
29, 2022. It later emerged that
Russian and Ukrainian officials
had tentatively agreed on the
outlines of an interim

Moscow expected a quick victory, it was UKRAINE announced that its troops captured settlement.
mistaken. ' KHARKIV Pokrovsk, a s_trateglcally important cityin
The talks that began in Belarus S00km REGION Lyman @ Donetsk, which had been under sustained

continued under Turkey’s mediation,

A

Russian attack for over a year. The

However, the Istanbul process

culminating in a meeting in Istanbul on 185 miles capture of Pokrovsk and Russian collapsed. Western
March 29, 2022. Ahead of the talks, % Q advances in Kupiansk (in Kharkiv) could governments were hesitant to
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan clear the way for further Russian provide the security

said Ukraine was ready to renounce NATO
membership and recognise Russian as an
official language. Soon after the Istanbul
meeting, Russia announced that it would

Nov 30, Pokrovsk
Russian commanders
report clean-up
operations against
Ukrainian forces

battlefield gains.

When Joe Biden was the U.S. President,
Washington’s policy was to support
Ukraine “as long as it takes”. There was a

guarantees Ukraine
demanded. According to Mr.
Lavrov, then British Prime
Minister Boris Johnson visited
Kyiv in early April and “told

pull b§c1_< troops from the Kyiv a.md X around the city broad consensus k_)etwee_n. the U.S. and them to continue to fight”.
Chernihiv fronts as a “diplomatic N Europe that sustained military and

gesture”. It later emerged that Russian Myrnohrad: Russia I 8 A economic assistance to Kyiv, combined v

and Ukrainian officials had tentatively claims up to 2,000 A with economic sanctions on Moscow, The Trump plan offers an initial

agreed on the outlines of an interim
settlement. According to a September
2022 essay in Foreign Affairs by Fiona Hill
and Angela Stent, both former U.S.
foreign service officials, it was decided
that Russia would agree to withdraw to its
pre-war position (meaning it would keep
Crimea, annexed in 2014, and that
pro-Russian rebels would control parts of

Ukrainian troops
are trapped

DNIPROPETROVSK
REGION

®
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DONETSK

could eventually weaken Russia’s war
effort — or at least push Mr. Putin to seek
a settlement that was not entirely
favourable for Russia. But Ukraine’s 2023
counteroffensive, aimed at recapturing
lost territories, proved a decisive failure,
effectively closing off the military option.
The return of Mr. Trump to the White
House in early 2025 meant that the

Donetsk and Luhansk). In return, Ukraine ® REGION trans-Atlantic consensus on Ukraine was

would pledge not to seek NATO Velyka ® Vuhledar broken. Mr. Trump saw the conflict as a

membership and instead receive security . NaveaTe lost war, and began shifting the burden of

guarantees from a group of countries. Huliaipole supporting Ukraine onto Europe. He

According to Russian Foreign Minister RUSSIAN believes that once the war is concluded,
CONTROL

Sergei Lavrov, Moscow and Kyiv were
ready to draft an agreement based on the
Istanbul framework.

However, the Istanbul process
collapsed. Western governments were
hesitant to provide the security
guarantees Ukraine demanded. According
to Mr. Lavrov, then British Prime Minister
Boris Johnson visited Kyiv in early April
and “told them to continue to fight”.
Ukrainian President Volodimir Zelenskyy
also appeared emboldened by Russia’s
withdrawal from the Kyiv area, which he
interpreted as a sign of weakness. Naftali
Bennett, the former Israeli Prime Minister
who was also part of the negotiations,
later said Russia and Ukraine had come
close to making concessions that could
have ended the conflict, but Mr. Johnson
persuaded Mr. Zelenskyy to not back
down. Ukraine chose to continue to fight,
forcing Russian troops to withdraw from
Khakiv and later Kherson. Russian
President Vladimir Putin, in turn,
doubled down — formally annexing four
more Ukrainian territories and launching
a partial mobilisation. The stage was set
for a long war.

Trump’s plan

Almost four years later, another peace
plan, this time pushed by the Donald
Trump administration, is being circulated
among all parties. The 28-point plan
appears even less favourable to Ukraine
than the Istanbul framework. Kyiv now
faces pressure on the frontline where
Russian troops are making slow but
steady gains; from the U.S., which wants
Ukraine to make concessions; and at
home where a corruption scandal has
rocked the Zelenskyy regime.

According to Mr. Trump’s draft plan,
Crimea, Luhansk and Donetsk will be
recognised “as de facto Russian”. Russia
controls the whole of Crimea and the
whole of Luhansk, but only about 80% of
Donetsk. As per the plan, Ukraine will
have to withdraw troops from Donetsk.
The line of contact in Kherson and
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Sources: Institute for the Study of War, Reuters

Zaporizhzhia, two other provinces Russia
has annexed and partly controls, will be
frozen — which means Russia will keep
the territories it has captured. Russia will
relinquish the territories it has seized
other than the five oblasts (say, in Kharkiv
and Ddnipropetrovsk) in return for
Ukraine’s withdrawal from Donetsk.
Ukraine will also have to limit the size of
its armed forces to 6,00,000 personnel.

The most contentious point, besides
territory, in the war was the role of NATO.
Russia has consistently opposed Ukraine
becoming a member of the trans-Atlantic
nuclear alliance, which was founded
during the Cold War. As of now, Ukraine
doesn’t have a pragmatic path towards
NATO membership. The Trump
administration has also repeatedly stated
that Ukraine was unlikely to be a NATO
member. While Kyiv had not given up its
desire to join the bloc, now, according to
the Trump plan, Ukraine should enshrine
in its Constitution that it will not join
NATO, and the alliance should include in
its statutes that Ukraine will not be
admitted in the future (but Ukraine can
join the EU). “It is expected that Russia
will not invade neighbouring countries
and NATO will not expand further,” reads
another point in the plan. Russia and
NATO will also initiate dialogue, under the
mediation of the U.S., to resolve “all
security issues”.

If peace prevails, the U.S. promises to
reintegrate Russia into the global
economy. Sanctions could be lifted and
the country could rejoin the G8 grouping
(Russia was expelled after the annexation
of Crimea), and enter a long-term
economic cooperation agreement with
the U.S. Moscow will have to enshrine in
law its policy of non-aggression towards
Europe and Ukraine. While the 28-point

20km
12.5 miles
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proposal says Ukraine will receive
“reliable security guarantees”, it doesn’t
offer details about the promise. The
Trump administration has now circulated
another draft agreement dealing only
with the security part. The three-point
plan, which needs the approval of
Ukraine, Russia, the U.S., the EU and
NATO, promises NATO-style security
assurances to Ukraine for up to 10 years,
which can be renewed by mutual
agreement. A significant and sustained
armed attack by Russia on Ukraine “shall
be regarded as an attack threatening the
peace and security of the transatlantic
community,” reads the document.

Facts on the ground
The Trump plan offers an initial outline to
restart talks. While the proposal
addresses both Ukraine’s future security
and Russia’s stated concerns — including
NATO’s eastward expansion — it is widely
seen as favouring Moscow. If
implemented, Ukraine would have to
cede territory, recognise Russian control
of its regions and abandon NATO
aspirations, while Russia would be
reintegrated into the global political and
economic mainstream. Mr. Zelenskyy’s
initial response was that Ukraine was
being forced to choose between its dignity
and a close partner (the U.S.).
Nevertheless, Ukrainian officials held
talks with European and U.S. officials to
add their inputs to the Trump proposal.
While efforts to find a political solution
continue, the facts on the ground have
shifted significantly since the March 2022
Istanbul talks. At that time, Russia, whose
initial attack had not gone according to
plan, was on the back foot, and appeared
willing to make concessions. But after
suffering tactical setbacks in Kharkiv and

Washington and Moscow could reopen a
new chapter in their historically troubled
relationship.

Some in the U.S. strategic community
also argue that Washington could attempt
a ‘Reverse Kissinger’— drawing Russia
away from its deepening strategic
partnership with China, the U.S’s
principal global rival.

Zelenskyy’s dilemma

The Trump plan leaves Mr. Zelenskyy in a
difficult position. The Ukrainian leader,
whose term expired last year, continues
to cling on to power under martial law.
Last week, Mr. Zelenkyy’s Chief of Staff
Andriy Yermak resigned after a
corruption scandal shook the regime. The
economy is being propped up by aid from
the West, and parts of the country are
grappling with power outages as repeated
Russian strikes target Ukraine’s electricity
grid. On the battlefield, the loss of
Pokrovsk has marked a major setback.

Mr. Zelenskyy once insisted that peace
would be possible only if Russia withdrew
from all seized territories, including
Crimea. Today, he is prepared to accept a
ceasefire along the current frontline,
which would leave more than 20% of
pre-2014 Ukraine in Russian hands. In
Istanbul, there was at least an outline for
a possible agreement. That moment has
passed.

Now, with the Trump plan, Ukraine
finds itself in a much weaker position. It
doesn’t have a clear path towards military
victory. Worse, it risks losing the support
of Washington.

European countries, chiefly Germany,
the U.K. and France, have pledged
continued support. But those assurances
carry limited weight if the U.S. exits the
support architecture.

If Mr. Zelenskyy accepts the deal Mr.
Trump is offering, it would amount to
conceding victory to Russia. He could also
face serious political consequences at
home. If he rejects it, Ukraine risks losing
more territory in a prolonged war.

outline to restart talks. While
the proposal addresses both
Ukraine’s future security and
Russia’s stated concerns —
including NATO’s eastward
expansion — it is widely seen
as favouring Moscow
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Why the SIR needs to be

completely digitised

The Election Commission is facing criticism for its Special Intensive Revision of electoral rolls as reliance on

outdated data threatens voter inclusion and the integrity of upcoming elections

Rajeev Kumar

flawed foundation can never

produce a strong system —

whether in science,

engineering, governance, or IT.
Faulty datasets always yield unreliable
results, and electoral roll revision is no
exception; broken base data cannot
generate integrity, no matter how many
procedures are added. Only a modern,
accurate foundation can sustain a credible
electoral system.

This is precisely the problem with the
ongoing Special Intensive Revision (SIR),
which relies on the legacy rolls of 2002 to
2004 which were created entirely on
paper through manual, error-prone
processes when India was entering its
digital era. It is astonishing that the
Election Commission of India (EC) still
relies on these outdated records today,
despite India being an IT powerhouse and
the Commission itself operating one of
the world’s most advanced electoral
systems, ECINet.

This regression has erased decades of
digital progress, forcing SIR 2.0 to operate
on outdated methods and unreliable,
unverifiable data. An exercise meant to
produce clean and updated voter rolls has
instead pushed the country into a
prolonged crisis lasting months.

A glimpse at the legacy rolls

The past SIRs functioned mainly as
routine summary revisions, focusing on
deletions such as removing voters who
had shifted, died, or become ineligible,
and adding those who had moved or
reached voting age. It was executed
casually, with little effort to update or
correct records.

Therefore, the resulting rolls contain
incomplete, ambiguous, and missing
information, with standards varying
across States and constituencies. Some of
the common issues include entries
showing only first and middle names
without last names, missing EPIC or
house numbers, and widespread spelling
errors, for example, Agarwal/Agraval,
Rakesh/Rakeash, Sangal/Sahgal, and
Veer/Vir.

Random inspections of the rolls reveal
alarming anomalies, such as entries
implying polygamy. For instance, the
husbands of Kiran and Seema are listed as
Shardul. The author himself, after days of
manually scanning hundreds of
thousands of entries in Hindi, English,
and Bengali, could not find his own
record — despite having voted in every
general election. These experiences
illustrate the flaws in the 2002-04 dataset.

Moreover, as the rolls exist only in
paper form, a database of more than 600
million entries cannot undergo
verification or consistency checks. The
EC’s search interface is essentially
non-functional, typically returning “no
details found” or “error” when queries
are made. After several hundred search
attempts, the author found no valid
matches and was repeatedly directed to
PDFs or Booth Level Officers (BLOs). The
search page also includes a disclaimer
that the rolls are published exactly as
received from State Chief Electoral
Officers (CEOs). The EC merely hosts
them. This effectively distances the EC
from the very officers it oversees. Without
digitisation, these rolls serve only archival

Tedious process: A BLO helping voters fill up enumeration forms in Kochi on November 28. HvIBHU

purposes.

These incomplete, non-searchable
legacy records form the foundation of
today’s SIR —leaving countless genuine
voters unable to find their names
anywhere.

Underutilisation of resources

ECINet allows voters to search the current
one-billion-record database using mobile
numbers, EPIC numbers, names, dates of
birth, addresses, and family relations. It
detects duplicate or missing entries and
supports services such as registration,
deletion, corrections, Aadhaar linking,
locating constituencies and polling
booths, contacting BLOs, downloading
EPIC cards, filing complaints, and
tracking their status. These functions are
comprehensive and typically work
flawlessly, enabling even online
submission of Enumeration Forms (EFs)
through Aadhaar-based verification.

Yet, legacy SIR data has not been
integrated into ECINet with the same
efficiency. With minimal effort, the
2002-04 rolls could be digitised and made
searchable, offering the same capabilities
needed for filling EFs. Its omission raises

an obvious question: is it intended to
conceal the weaknesses of the legacy
rolls?

The EC’s expectation that voters can
recall where they voted in 2002-04 is
unrealistic. EPIC cards were not archived,
and people relied on scrap-paper slips.
For voters who have moved multiple
times over two decades, remembering
decade-old booths, part, and serial
numbers is impossible.

BLOs offer limited help: most function
mainly as distributors and collectors of
paper EFs. Lacking past polling records,
many demand birth certificates and extra
address proofs despite EC rules requiring
none. Many also lack data-entry skills,
resulting in piles of undigitised EFs; over
half of Uttar Pradesh’s EFs remain
undigitised as per an EC press release on
November 27. Paper EFs double the
workload: forms are filled by hand and
then digitised, and photo-pasting forces
poor voters to pay for photographs while
BLOs re-digitise them. This
digital-to-paper-to-digital loop is
inefficient and error-prone.

By contrast, ECINet enables fast,
error-free online EF submission with no

digitisation, paper-photos, signatures, or
documents. Forms 6, 7, and 8 facilitate
online insertion, deletion, correction, and
Aadhaar linking — separate from BLOs.
Aadhaar verification makes the process
smooth and reliable.

Minor mismatches — mostly inherited
from flawed 2002-04 rolls — can be
corrected via Form 8, yet the EC has
imposed unnecessary approval
requirements that are rarely granted.
Voters who have been deleted from the
EC rolls have to falsely declare themselves
as first-time voters when using Form 6. EF
submissions via BLOs show only
“received,” with no details, unlike
transparent online submissions. Thus, a
simple digital workflow is blocked by
bureaucratic hurdles and official inertia.

For non-tech-savvy citizens, the EC
could have deployed mobile digital kiosks
with handheld devices and trained staft to
help them file EFs online, thereby easing
pressure on BLOs and eliminating the
need for paper forms.

Instead of delivering the paperless,
people-friendly, transparent system it
promised, the EC’s paper-era methods
have created confusion and crisis
engulfing both voters and BLOs.

How to go fully digital

The following workflow can make SIR
2026 fully digital, paperless, and
verifiable:

Searchability through digitisation:
convert all State/UT rolls into a fully
searchable digital format, using English as
the standard for searchable data and
metadata, with regional languages
retained as non-searchable fields.

Data integration: fuse old records
with reliable datasets — Aadhaar,
PAN/Income Tax, driving licence, and
local body records — using robust APIs
and consistency checks. Aadhaar must be
strengthened as the anchor for identity
verification.

Differentiate voter categories:
classify voters into three groups: (i)
stable-address voters, (ii) frequent
movers, and (iii) those with
immigration/nationality issues.

Submission of EFs online: ensure EFs
are submitted entirely online, supported
by mobile digital kiosks operated by
trained personnel. India has an ample
supply of tech-savvy workers who can
assist efficiently, while electoral officials
handle ground verification.

Digitise all steps: complete document
verification, uploads, and post-validation
checks entirely online, with transparent
workflows.

With these reforms, SIR 2026 can
transition from its dependence on
outdated paper records to a modern,
trusted, technology-driven national
exercise.

The way ahead

A fully digital system, as outlined above,
would eliminate the long-standing flaws of
legacy SIR and enable seamless
integration of all processes through
ECINet. These reforms are
straightforward, feasible, and
implementable within the extended
timelines of the ongoing SIR. Most steps
require minimal effort; only data
integration may be deferred beyond SIR
2.0. Once adopted, every component of
the SIR will become simpler, faster, and
more reliable, with grievances addressed
in real time preventing panic, confusion,
and unnecessary stress.

A digital SIR is not optional; it is
indispensable — there is no alternative.
SIR 2026 must become a trust revolution
powered by technology, transparency,
verification, and integrity. It is better late
than never.

Rajeev Kumar is a former professor of
computer science at IIT Kharagpur, IIT
Kanpur, BITS Pilani, and JNU, and a
former scientist at DRDO and DST.
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The International Day of Persons with Disabilities is observed every year on
December 3. A quiz on the rights of persons with disabilities

Pradeep Bagival

assistive devices and

A wheel chairs and crawled
the 83 stone steps of the

QUESTION 1

When did India ratify
the UN Convention on
the Rights of Persons

Capital Hill to protest
against the delay in
passing the American

disabilities dropped their

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily quiz: 1.
This place in Hispanic refers to the queen triggerfish and was
the place where the U.S. launched a failed operation in Cuba to
take out Fidel Castro’s regime. Ans: Bay of Pigs

2. The CIA driven Operation Ajax was codename for a coup in
this country whose leader wanted to nationalise his country’s
oil reserves. Following the coup, this monarch was restored.

with Disabilities
expressing its
commitment to
promote and protect
the rights of persons
with disabilities?

A

QUESTION 2

How many categories
of disabilities are
identified under the
Rights of Persons with
Disabilities Act, 2016?
A

QUESTION 3

About 60 people with

CM
K

Disability Act, 1990. What
is the name of this iconic
civil disobedience event
that took place on March
12, 1990 in Washington
D.C.?

A

QUESTION 4

‘More | believe in myself,
my strength multiplies, my
will power gives the
confidence that | can do it’
This is one of the three
point oath for persons with
disabilities suggested by
which President of India?

A

Visual question:

Name this Paralympian from India who was the three-time gold medalist at
the World Para Athletics Championship in 2023, 2024 and 2025. PTI

Ans: Iran; Mohammed Mossadegh; Shah Mohammad Reza
Pahlavi was the monarch

3. During a coup in this country supported by the CIA, this
leader died. Ans: Chile; Salvador Allende

4. This 2020 operation involved former U.S. Green Berets and
fishing boats attempting a regime change in this country
against this leader. Ans: Operation Gideon; Venezuela,
targeting Nicolas Maduro

5. On February 5, 2003, this U.S. government official claimed
that Iraq possessed “Weapons of Mass Destruction”. Ans: Colin
Powell

Visual: Identify him. Ans: Manuel Zelaya

Early Birds: Siddhartha Viswanathan| Prashansa Lohumi|
Haridas Pal| Tamanijit Bisla| Arjun Debnath

Pradeep Bagival is former Asst.Commissioner for persons with
disabilities, Government of Karnataka.
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FROM THE ARCHIVES

Know your
English

S. Upendran

“Hey, how was the party given by your
boss? Dull as usual?”

“On the contrary! The conversation at
the party was scintillating.”

“The conversation was what?”

“S..c..i..n.t.i.l.l.a.t.i.n..g. The first
syllable ‘scin’ is pronounced like the word
‘sin’.”

“So the ‘¢’ in ‘scin’ is silent.”

“That’s right. As for the second syllable
‘ti’, some people pronounce the ‘i’ like
the i’ in words like “pit’, ‘bit’ and ‘hit’.
Others pronounce it like the ‘a’ in ‘about’.
The ‘@’ in the third syllable ‘la’ is like the
‘a’ in ‘late’, ‘date’ and ‘hate’. And the final
syllable...”

“... I think I know how the final ‘ing’ is
pronounced. But tell me, is the main
stress on the third syllable?”

“It’s on the first syllable. The word is
pronounced SCINtillating. Do you know
what the word means?”

“I have no idea.”

“It means ‘brilliant and witty’. For
example, the conversation at the party
was scintillating. It means...”

“... it probably means that the
conversation was very lively, full of wit.”

“Very good.”

“Can I say that my favourite actor gave
a scintillating performance last night?”

“You certainly can. Here’s another
example. My father tells me that my great
grandfather had a scintillating
personality.”

“Did he? That’s nice to know. Too bad
you haven’t inherited any of it, though.
Tell me, how was the food at the party?
Was it as good as the conversation?”

“To tell you the truth, I have no idea.”

“What! You mean to say that you were
so busy talking that you didn’t have
anything to eat?”

“No, that’s not the case. You see, as we
were getting ready to eat, somebody
spotted a couple of dead cockroaches
floating in the vegetable soup.”

“Good lord!”

“That kind of blunted our appetite.”

“Blunted your appetite? Can you say
that? I thought the word ‘blunt’ meant
‘straightforward’. What is the...”

“... youre right! One of the meanings
of the word ‘blunt’ is straightforward. For
example, the teacher very bluntly told the
student that he had failed the exam.”

“That sounds like my Physics teacher.
She once bluntly told the Principal that he
wasn’t using his common sense.”

“That was brave of her.”

“I’m not so sure about that! But getting
back to the point, you were saying that
the word ‘blunt’...”

“... has several different meanings. And
one of the meanings is to ‘make less sharp
or forceful’”

“I see. So when you say, ‘It blunted my
appetite’, it means it lessened my desire
to eat?”

“Exactly! Here’s another example. The
bad weather has blunted my enthusiasm
for early morning walks.”

“Can I say, so much cricket is being
played these days that it has blunted my
enthusiasm for the game?”

“Has it really? Nothing can blunt my
enthusiasm for cricket.”

“You never know.”

Published in The Hindu on November
10, 1998.

Word of the day

Auscultation:
listening to sounds within the body (usually with
a stethoscope)

Syno NYMS! hearing, diagnostic procedure

Usage: The doctor had to auscultate his heart
sounds carefully.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/
auscultationpro

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /2:skalterfan/

Yy

For feedback and suggestions for
Text & Context, please write to
letters@thehindu.co.in
with the subject ‘Text & Context’
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Mandatory preloading of Sanchar Saathi
will weaken privacy, not strengthen
cyber security.— Anwesha Sen

THE INDIAN EXPRESS

The Editorial Page

® WORDLY WISE

Those who give up essential liberty, to
purchase temporary safety, deserve
neither liberty nor safety.

Log on to www.indianexpress.com — Benjamin Franklin
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INVOLVES US ALL RESIDENT VLADIMIR Putin’s  reconstruction. India must position itselfto ties with all the major powers collided with Europe hasbeenjolted by Trump’s comi-

Forcing down app erodes
privacy, hurts business

HE GOVERNMENT’S order mandating mobile hand-

set makers to pre-install the Sanchar Saathi applica-

tion on all handsets manufactured or imported for

use in the country is not only bad governance but also
bad economics. Ostensibly, the app is said to be part of the strat-
egy to “strengthen cyber security and anti-spam measures.”
But a diktat to manufacturers to pre-install this government-
backed app raises serious apprehensions of surveillance and
intrusion. The government’s directives also lay down that users
should not be able to delete the app, effectively making it a per-
manent feature in all mobile phones. Following an uproar,
Union Minister for Communications Jyotiraditya Scindia has
said that the app is “optional” and that users can delete it, but
thatis notenough. The idea of consent revolves around opting
in, not opting out, a cornerstone of privacy as a basic right.

There is no denying cyber crime. Launched in January, the
Sanchar Saathi app allows users to report suspected fraud com-
munication and lost/stolen mobile phones, and check trusted
contact details of banks/financial institutions. Till August it had
crossed 50 lakh downloads, and as per the government, more
than 37.28 1akh lost or stolen mobile devices had been blocked,
and 22.76 lakh had been traced, perhaps attesting to its need.
But if the app is a tool in the fight against cyber crime, surely
there are better ways to encourage its widespread adoption.
India hasanimpressive track record of building digital public

goods that are used widely. Platforms like DigiL.ocker and Di-
giYatra are routinely, and voluntarily, used by millions. These
platforms require the individual’s consent — something that is
not available toindividuals if the Sanchar Saathi is pre-installed.
And even if the option to delete the app exists, there is the possi-
bility of the digital dust remaining. One of India’s shining success
stories has been mobile phone manufacturing and assembling,
with onein three US smartphone imports coming from here. This
is driven largely by Apple — roughly 20 per cent of the global
iPhone production capacity is in India. Apple is among many
firms that have benefited from the government’s generous PLI
scheme. To ram this app through isn’t exactly helping their ease
of doing business. Reports say the manufacturers are planning
to oppose the government’s directions. Before this goes to coutt,
the government should rescind this order. Strengthening state
capacity, building public awareness about cyber crime, and the
tools available to fight it, is the better alternative.

Parliament debateis
welcome, will enrich SIR

OTH THE Government and the Opposition dialling
down their positions and agreeing to debate the Election
Commission’s nationwide Special Intensive Revision
(SIR) by itself or as part of an agenda of electoral reforms
isenormously welcome. Free and fair elections lie at the heart of
the democratic compact; the cleaning and updating of electoral
rollsisvital toensure the integrity of the process. At the same time,
itisnecessary to keep the EC exercise open and responsive to con-
cerns raised by voters, Opposition, and even within the EC. An
investigation by this newspaper has shown that apprehensions
provoked by the conduct of the SIR in Bihar had been flagged,
presciently, by Election Commissioner Sukhbir Singh Sandhu
when the order for the exercise was being finalised on June 24.

Commissioner Sandhu’s note of caution in the draft order
urged that there should be no harassment of “genuine
voters/citizens, particularly old, sick, PwD (persons with dis-
abilities), poor and other vulnerable groups”. This was later am-
plified in the widespread criticism of the SIR. As a series of re-
ports in this newspaper underlined, in a departure from past
exercises, it shifted the burden of proof to the voter, set off a
scramble for documents that were not readily available to meet
unrealistic deadlines. To a large extent, the Supreme Court's
interventions helped in addressing fears of mass disenfran-
chisement. Notably, the SC directed inclusion of Aadhaar as
proof of identity, though not of citizenship. This paper’s inves-
tigation also shows that the EC was mindful of another criticism
early on, which continues toloom over the SIR. It hastodowith
the concern that the revision opens a backdoor route to a na-
tional Register of Citizens, or that the SIR shades into a test of
citizenship, which is not the EC’s remit.

The draft order explicitly connected the SIR to the Citizen-
ship Act. Tojustify the SIR, it cited the absence of any intensive
revision of electoral rolls since the 2003 amendment to the Act.
That this reference was deleted in the final SIR order is telling.
It suggests that even as the EC goes ahead with the exercise,
voices within are wary of its own limits. They know that, in a
constitutional system, its ambit and powers are open to ques-
tion. Now, Parliament must provide the space for all those ques-
tions to be asked, so that the search for answers can begin. And
the EC should step back — and listen.

Meow, meow,
attention please

OR DEVOTED cat dads, this may well be rage bait dis-

guised as research. But here is the inescapable con-

clusion from a recent study on pet felines: Even cats

know that men don’treally listen. The study, conducted
in Turkey, recorded the interactions of 31 cat parents with their
charges and found that the felines meowed four times as much
toget the attention of amale caregiver compared to a female one.
The researchers suggest that this is likely because women tend
to speak more to their cats and pick up on non-verbal cues more
easily. The canny little creatures have cottoned on to this.

Thestudy is fascinating for what it says about how cats interact
with people. They may get a bad rap for being aloof and un-
friendly, but it turns out that over the course of a thousand-year
relationship, cats have shaped themselves to fit snugly into the
jagged edges of human nature. Dogs may dominate the public-
relations ratings, but with the study of feline behaviour picking
up steam in the last couple of decades, cats have been found to
bejustasattached to their human companions. They canalsore-
spond to their names and often prefer interacting with a person
over playing with a toy or eating a treat.

And that meow thatis directed so much moreloudly, and fre-
quently, at men than at women. Turns out, it is a form of com-
munication kittens use to get the attention of their mothers and
which adult cats use almost exclusively with people. Because
male or female, Homo sapiens as a species is not very good at pay-
ingattention, and cats — those close observers of human behav-
iour — have always known this.

visit to India this week — his first
in four years — comes in the
midst of intensifying peace ef-
fortsin Ukraine. It offers Delhian
opportunity toreinvent the relationship with
Russia that is much-valued but performs
well below potential and is rather skewed.

Despite Delhi’s ritual celebration of Mos-
cow asIndia’s “best friend forever”, the real-
ity is less flattering. Indo-Russian ties have
been reduced to a thin gruel over the years.
Its narrow government-to-government in-
terface haslittle traction amongIndia’s new
elites oritsdynamic private sector. The Rus-
sian presence in Indian public life is a faint
echo of the Soviet past. In Moscow too, India
remains marginal to the Russian elites pre-
occupied with America, Europe, and China.
If the relationship has endured, it is thanks
largely to Putin’s personal commitment
rather than a structural Russian interest.

Putin’svisitisachancetobreak out of this
drift. But reinvigoration cannot be built on
the familiar menu of defence sales — S-400s
and S-500s, Su-57s, or yet another nuclear re-
actor — nor on the short-term bonanza of
discounted oil. A durable transformation
requiresbuilding a substantive commercial,
technological, and scientific partnership.
Without an economic foundation, Delhi’s
lofty rhetoric about promoting “multipolar-
ity” with Moscow will ring hollow.

The numbers underline the challenge.
India exports barely $5 billion a year to Rus-
sia (compare this with its $11 bn exports to
Bangladesh). There is much room for
growth. Russia is a $2.5 trillion economy:. If
peace breaks out and Moscow reconnects
with Europe and the US, the Russian econ-
omy could see major expansion — and
Ukraine will inevitably require large-scale

participate in both.

That Delhi must do this while Russia re-
mains locked in conflict with India’s prin-
cipal economic partners — the US and Eu-
rope — is unfortunate. But having ignored
economiic ties for so long, India has little
time to waste.

There are, however, reasons for cautious
optimism. Nearly four yearsintothe Ukraine
war, itisevident that the West cannot defeat
Russia atits own borders. President Volody-
myr Zelenskyy’s shift from demanding a
“just peace” to a “dignified peace” reflects
Kyiv’'sweakening hand and the inevitability
of Western concessions. It is only a question
of when and how much.

At the same time, pragmatic voices in
Moscow recognise that a permanent con-
frontation with the West is unsustainable.
Contrary to much of Indian commentary,
Russia seeks accommodation with the col-
lective West, wants an honourable place at
the G8, and a decisive voice in shaping the
European order.

A high-powered American delegation is
in Moscow to push forward a peace settle-
ment. After consultations with Ze-
lenskyy’s advisers, President Don-
ald Trump’s envoys — real estate
mogul Steve Witkoff and son-in-
law Jared Kushner — landed in
Moscow this week to attempt a
comprehensive deal. Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi should receive
a first-hand account of these ne-
gotiations from Putin.

Delhi has every interest in a
stable peace in Ukraine. The war
has severely stressed India’s doc-
trine of multi-alignment. The idea
that Delhi could maintain strong

RAJA

BY C RAJA
MOHAN

-
A

MANDALA

Delhi’s reluctance to condemn
Russia’s invasion and its
dramatic surge in oil imports
triggered irritation in the West.
President Joe Biden resisted
turning India’s Russia ties into
abreaking pointin the
expanding US-India
partnership. Trump took the
opposite approach

Russia’s confrontation with the West and its
consequences for India’s commercial ties
with the US and Europe. Worse, the war
tightened Russia’s dependence on China, the
rising power with which India has multiple
disputes. Only a Russian accommodation
with the West can loosen this unfavourable
external environment that India faces.

Delhi’s reluctance to condemn Russia’s
invasion and itsdramatic surge in oilimports
triggered widespread irritation in the West.
President Joe Biden resisted turning India’s
Russia ties into a breaking point in the ex-
panding US-India partnership. Trump took
the opposite approach —imposing an addi-
tional 25 per cent tariff on Indian exports, cit-
ingIndia’s large purchases of Russian oil.

It is not that Trump is more anti-Russia
than Biden. On the contrary, Trump is ar-
guably the most pro-Russian US president
since World War II. While penalising India
for buying Russian oil, Trump is eager to
open US accesstoRussian hydrocarbonsand
minerals. American and European mediare-
portssuggest that Trump’s peace diplomacy
is intertwined with ambitions to cultivate
business opportunities in Russia
and secure privileged access to
Ukraine’s natural resources.

Europe, India’s most impor-
tant partner after the US, has also
been unsettled by Delhi’s stance
on Ukraine. Unlike Trump, Eu-
rope has avoided punitive
measures against Delhi. As India
seeks deeper links with Europe, it
would prefer to see peace between
Europe and Russia. Putin’s visit
gives Delhi an opportunity to re-
affirm its support for reconcili-
ation in the old continent.

merzpolitik, awakening to a Washington
more interested in cutting deals with Mos-
cow than defending its allies. The war has
ruptured the natural economic interdepen-
dence between Europe and Russia. Trump
could well sideline Europe in Ukraine’s
economic development.

Europe faces two anxieties: The threat
from Russia and the fear of abandonment
by America. It dislikes a peace dictated by
Trump and Putin. Europe’s long-term
quest for strategic autonomy, then, requires
both deterrence and a direct engagement
with Moscow to build a new regional secur-
ity architecture.

In many ways, the difficult negotiations
over Ukraine open the door to a potential
restructuring of relations among the US,
Europe, and Russia. India must navigate
this flux by strengthening ties with all
three. What looked impossible in 2022 now
appears plausible. But Delhi must first cor-
rect the distortion in its Russia policy. A
partnership built overwhelmingly on de-
fence and nuclear cooperation must
broaden to include trade, technology, and
scientific collaboration.

Aquarter century ago, when Putin made
his first visit to India as president in 2000,
he sought to end Russia’s post-Soviet ne-
glect of India. That opportunity was
missed by both sides. This week offers a
fresh chance for Modi and Putin to put
the relationship on a stronger, more
modern footing.

The writer is contributing editor on
international affairs for The Indian Express.

He is a distinguished professor at the
Motwani-Jadeja Institute of American Studies,
Jindal Global University, Delhi

For democracy’s sake,
an index for legislatures

N THE past decade, the scope and
complexity of governance in India
have expanded at an unprecedented
pace. This demands both political
commitment and deep technical
understanding. State legislatures need to
evolve into robust, research-driven and

VIJENDER high-performing institutions capable of sus-
GuPTA tained scrutiny, meaningful debate and ac-
countable lawmaking. Instead of being plat-
forms for informed discussion and
consensus-building, assemblies often find
themselves paralysed by ideological divides.
This culture of disruption diminishes
productivity and weakens public faith in
legislative institutions. Recent reviews of
state legislatures show that assemblies, on
average, meet for 20-25 days a year. If our
legislative assemblies are to remain temples
of democracy, they must restore a sense of
discipline, dialogue and dignity.
Strengthening functioningis essential toen-
suring that governance keeps pace with the
aspirations of a rapidly changing India.

Legislative quality influences law-mak-
ing, oversight of the executive, public en-
gagementand delivery of development out-
The NLLtobe  comes. Currently, there are limited ways,
. mostly through RTIs, by which the state
puthhed legislature’s quality and innovation can be
annually, measured. Thereisaneed foran institutional
proposes mechanism through which state legislatures
India’s first can assess their functioning, identify gaps,
. and strengthen their institutional perform-
State_WIS? ance. Measuring, tracking and comparing
benchmarking  state-level legislative performance is necess-
system to ary to evaluate democratic performance
measure the within India’s federal structure. Recognising
ductivi this need, the National Legislative Index
productivity, (NLI) seeks to provide a systematic, data-

transparency, driven means of evaluating legislatures.
and innovation The NLI, to be published annually, pro-
of state poses India’s first state-wise benchmarking
. system to measure the productivity, trans-
assen?bhe.s and parency, and innovation of state assemblies
legislative and legislative councils. The NLI will incen-
councils. The tivise healthy competition amongstatesand
NLIwill accelerate the adoption of best practices
. .. (procedural, digital, and institutional). Its
Incentivise core objectives are to provide a comprehen-
healthy sive benchmarking mechanism; to distil a
competition transparent annual score (0-100) for each
among states legislature; to build national comparison

aroundlegislative quality and innovation; to
identify gapsand challenges and therebyin-

form corrective reforms; to foster peerlearn-
ing by highlighting inter-state disparities; to
strengthen the role of the Speaker’s office as
adriverofinstitutional excellence, and toen-
courageinstitutional reforms, digital and par-
ticipatory practices. The NLIwill broadlylook
at indicators such as the number of sitting
days and duration of each session; the per-
centage of bills referred to committees; the
average time taken to pass bills; the hoursde-
voted to question-hour and floor debate. It
shall also evaluate transparency, digitisation,
technological integration, and institutional
efforts for knowledge preservation. These are
concrete, transparent measures that convert
processinto publicinformation, without pre-
scribing substance or policy stances.

By promoting longer, better-informed,
and more inclusive debates, it can encourage
states to increase sittings, reduce dis-
ruptions, and build effective research and
reference systemsin collaboration with Par-
liament. Strengthening the dignity and pro-
ductivity of our legislative assemblies is not
a matter of partisanship; it is a shared na-
tional responsibility. When Houses function
efficiently, with greater use of technology
and wider participation of women and
youth, they reaffirm the faith of citizens in
democratic institutions. Through the NLI,
India has the opportunity to make its legis-
latures not only temples of democracy in
name, but also in spirit — combining de-
corum, deliberation, and digital readinessto
meet the challenges of a changingera.

Over the past few years, India’s legisla-
tures have made notable progress in adopt-
ingmodern practices such as paperless pro-
ceedings, live streaming, and digitisation of
records. Howevet, this progress remainsun-
even across states and UTs, underlining the
need for a common benchmarking frame-
work. The NLI aligns closely with the vision
of “One Nation, One Legislative Platform”,
which seeks to digitally integrate legislative
bodies across the country. Together, thesein-
itiatives will not only promote procedural
uniformity and information sharingbut also
enable citizens, researchers, and lawmakers
to access data, debates, and committee re-
portsonasingledigital interface, makingthe
functioning oflegislatures more transparent,
connected, and participatory.

The writer is Speaker, Delhi Legislative Assembly
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RANYA SAHAY'’S debut feature Humans in the

Loop arrives at a moment when Al shapes every-

thing from daily routines to the information we con-

sume. The film cuts through the abstraction of tech-

nology and turnsour attention to the human labour
that makes Al possible, especially the invisible work of marginal-
ised women in rural India. It blends intimate storytelling with
sharp social commentary, refusing to demonise Al but insisting
that we feed it more ethical, diverse data.

The drama follows Nehma (Sonal Madhushankar), an Adivasi
woman from Jharkhand. After separating from her partner, she
returns to her ancestral village with her daughter, Dhannu and
son Guntu. Seekingtheir custody, she takesajobat aremote data-
labelling centre for a US-based Al company. Her task — annotat-
ingimagestoteach algorithms howto see —is framed like raising
achild, anchoring the film’s emotional core.

Nehma brings indigenous knowledge into her work, subtly
challenging the Western assumptions built into Al systems. The
porcupine recurs asasymbol of this resistance — prickly yet pro-
tective, echoing Adivasi resilience in the face of rapid modern-
isation. Jharkhand’s forests, captured by cinematographers Har-
shitSaini and Monica Tiwari, stand in vivid contrast to the sterile
glow of computers. The film moves at a meditative pace, mirror-
ingNehma’sdaily rhythms: Labellingdataby day, tending toland
and family by night. The soundscape blendsjungle whisperswith
electronic hums, underscoring the tension between organic en-
vironments and digital demands. It’sa slow burn, echoingthere-
petitive, exhausting nature of gig-economy labour.

Atits heart, Humans in the Loop becomes an act of decolon-
ising imagination. Nehma’s desire to “raise” Al with Adivasi

Atits heart,
‘Humans in the
Loop’ becomes

anactof
decolonising
imagination.
Nehma'’s desire
to ‘raise’ Al
with Adivasi
knowledge
highlights how
today’s Al
systems
depend on
Eurocentric
datasets that
flatten or erase
indigenous
perspectives

knowledge highlights how today’s Al systems depend on Euro-
centricdatasets that flatten or erase indigenous perspectives. The
film asksa critical question: Can technology ever reflect the world-
views of those outside dominant power structures? The question
feelsurgent in 2025, when the Al boom still relies on poorly paid,
largely invisible workers in places like rural India. Drawing inspi-
ration fromreal-life data-labelling centres such asiMerit’s Ranchi
facility, Sahay foregrounds the patience of Adivasi women whose
labour shapes machine intelligence. The film frames this work
through a feminist lens, comparing datalabelling to motherhood
— demanding care, empathy and endurance, yet undervalued.

The performances strengthen the film’s impact. Nehma is
compelling, her face carrying weariness and resolve. Ridhima
Singh’s Dhannu embodies generational tension, while GitaGuha
adds quiet communal wisdom. Sahay avoids preachiness, allow-
ing themes to unfold naturally, though some may find the film’s
optimism about Al rosy. Humans in the Loop refuses oversim-
plification. It challenges dominant narratives with authenticity,
particularly in its portrayal of Adivasi life. With its Oscar cam-
paign, Netflix release, and awards such as the FIPRESCI-India
Grand Prix and Best Director at the Jagran Film Festival, the film
hasearned acclaim. Itisa quiet triumph — honouring indigenous
voices while urging us to rethink our digital future.

The writer is a researcher specialising in caste and cinema
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PMonIndia-Japan

THE PRIME Minister, Rajiv Gandhi, ended a
four-day official visit during which he
stressed that Japan could help his nation
modernise its economy. Many of his meet-
ings with Japanese leaders were to cement
agreements for Japan to helpin the process
of modernisation. The Prime Minister also
said that one possible area of cooperation
was in the field of nuclear disarmament.

Union Carbide’s offer

THE UNION Carbide offer of $5 million aid to
the victims of the Bhopal gas disaster

epaperindianexpress.com .. .

amounts to a mere pittance of Rs 300 per
head. The Madhya Pradesh government
has, however, expressed its happiness over
Union Carbide’s magnanimity. But are the
gas victims of Bhopal, thousands of them
still suffering and facing the prospects of
frightening long-term effects according to
the government’s own admission, happy?

Pension for victims’ widows

AMONTHLY pension of Rs 200 will be given
to the widows of the Bhopal gas tragedy
under the social security pension scheme.
Madhya Pradesh Chief Minister Motilal Vora
will distribute the firstinstalment at a func-

tionin Bhopal. Under the scheme, amonthly
pension of Rs 60 is being given to 2,842 des-
titutes in the gas affected areas.

Dharmadhikaridead

Acharya Dada Dharmadhikari, veteran Sar-
vodaya leader, freedom fighter and
member of the Constituent Assembly died
at Sevagram near Wardha. He was 87. He is
survived by his three sons, including Justice
C S Dharmadbhikari of Bombay High Court.

The December 3, 1985 edition is
unavailable. The above stories are
from December 2, 1985
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straints, thereislittle confidence about what
level of international climate finance would
be available.

In this two-part article, we argue that
despite these negative developments,
India should stay firmly committed to net
zero by 2070. There are two good reasons
for this stance.

One, decarbonisation need not conflict
with growth. Itissometimesargued thatthe
net-zero objective involves high costs and,
therefore, any action should only be under-
taken iflarge external assistance is available
on highly concessional terms. This view ig-
noresthefact that continuingon a fossil fuel-
based trajectory also generates environ-
mental costs. The health hazards of air
pollution — which are especially severe in
Indian cities— provide acompelling reason
to shift out of fossil fuels as fast as possible.

Furthermore, technology has now
brought ustoapoint where decarbonisation
can be pursued in some major sectors with-
out incurring substantial additional costs.
Failure to make an early start on decarbon-
isation will only lead to continued invest-
ments in conventional fossil fuel-based in-
frastructure, which willlead tounproductive
stranded assets down the line. The alter-
native of shifting to green energy will unlock
new opportunities for economic growth and
employment generation in manufacturing,

LETTERS
ToTHE EDITOR

Winter Session

THIS REFERS to the article, “Three
images and the meeting ground that
has gone missing’ (IE, December 2).
Parliament is the most prominentin-
stitution in any democratic society.
Assessing the quality of Parliament is
a daunting task because there exist
no parametersthat can dothat. What
cannot be measured cannot be im-
proved. There is a need to develop a
consensusamongall memberstoim-
prove the quality of Parliament’s
functioning. This can be accompa-
nied by greater involvement of civil
society organisations and an impar-
tial assessor, which can altogether
develop benchmarking standards
by monitoring the inputs and
outputs carefully to be understood in
common parlance.

Vaibhav Goyal, Chandigarh

Take action

THISREFERS to the editorial, ‘On De-
cember 6, minister crosses red lines’
(IE, December 2). The minister’s epi-
sode in Rajasthan is condemnable,
but thiswon’t be the last unless proper
action isensured against the defaulter
immediately. Thishasbecome aregu-
lar phenomenon among novice
politicians who seek to please their
constituencies at any cost and, in
turn, create unrestin society. Fear has
always been a prime motivator for
those selling anything, and these en-
lightened politicians are ready to sell
out harmony and integration.
Sanjeev Raina, Greater Noida

Talent over glamour

THIS REFERS to the editorial, ‘TFFI
must match ambition with greater
purpose’ (IE, December 1). The festi-
val’sexpanded programming and in-
dustry interactions are promising,
but true progress will depend on
shifting the spotlight from celebrity
presence to meaningful cinematic
voices. IFFI has the potential to nur-
ture independent filmmakers, re-
gional stories and experimental cin-
ema forms. For India’s diverse film
culture to flourish globally, the festi-
val must prioritise artistic depth, new
talentand inclusive storytelling over
glamour-driven appeal.

Arzoo Rana, Chandigarh

The scope for achieving high growth in
India, while also reducing emissions, has
been explored by many different quanti-
tative models of the Indian economy. These
modelsrely onthe factthat the emissions as-
sociated with any given growth rate can be
significantly reduced by (i) relentless pursuit
of energy efficiency, which is dependent
upon technological progress; (ii) electrifica-
tion of all economically and technically vi-
able end-uses so that fossil fuelsused can be
substituted by electricity, and (iii) combining
this with shifting away from fossil fuels for
electricity generation to renewables.

One such model is the REMIND-India
model developed by one of us (Utkarsh
Patel) in collaboration with the Potsdam In-
stitute (Germany). The results in terms of
alternative emissions trajectories are sum-
marised in Figure 1. The projected GDP
growth inboth scenarios averages
6.25 per cent p.a. for the period
2025-2050, with higher growth in
the earlier years.

The first curve in the graph
shows the emissions trajectory on
a “business-as-usual” (BAU) basis,
which assumes continuation of
policies currently in place, notably
the2030 NDC targets and continu-
ation of the existing trend in
emission intensity reduction. It is

There is no dearth of private
capital in world markets for
bankable projects.
Fortunately, the Indian private
sector has demonstrated its
ability to develop and
implement such projects

emissions will continue to rise and start to
decline only from 2045 onwards, but remain
much above the current absolute level of
emissions even in 2070. The second curve
indicates the trajectory of total emissions if
a combination of policies is implemented,
which will decarbonise the economy by
2070. Even in this trajectory, the important
point to note is that emissions will continue
torise forthe next10years, but they canthen
bebent downwards after 2035, provided the
right policies are followed.

Two, should the lack of external assis-
tance dissuade us? The uncertainty about in-
ternational public flows being provided on
the scale that developing countries wanted
does not mean that India will not be able to
finance a transition towards net zero. Thisis
because COP discussions have focused on
the financial needs of all developing coun-
tries, and in this context have nat-
urally emphasised the need for
concessional financing from the
budgets of developed countries.
Such funds are very scarce, and
they are most likely tobe prioritised
for the least developed countries.

Given the size of India’s econ-
omy and its growing sophistica-
tion, we will be expected to mobi-
lise most of the additional
investment needed from do-

issue that is relevant for FDI flows in gen-
eral, and it is one of the key items on the
FTA negotiations’ agenda.

We conclude that India’s ability to trans-
form its energy system does not depend on
the availability of large volumes of external
concessional finance. What is more impor-
tant is for the established MDBs to expand
the availability of long-termlending and per-
haps also redirect more of it to support a
much largerinflow of private capital through
various forms of risk sharing and credit en-
hancement mechanisms.

COP meetings have typically under-
played the importance of MDBs in climate-
related flows. Admittedly, the relevant forum
for MDB-related issuesis the G20. Therecent
G20 summit in South Africa did not do
much. US President Donald Trump did not
attend, and the other developed country
members were content toadopt alow profile.
However, the next G20 summit will be
hosted by the US. We should try to use that
meetingto provide appropriate signalstothe
MDBs to leverage larger volumes of private
capital to support the energy transition.

Ahluwalia is former deputy chairman of the
erstwhile Planning Commission, and
distinguished fellow at the Centre for Social &
Economic Progress (CSEP).

Patel is fellow at CSEP
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As a first-generation learner at a Tier-3 col-
lege —with no career cell and no mentors —
Itookaleap many would call reckless. I paid
foraRs1400 online module, practised timed
mock exams, and moved 1,500 km to IIT
Delhi after securing AIR 198 in the 2024 II'T-
JAM. That journey was fragile. It depended
onscraps of information, stubbornness and
luck. For many promising students, those
scraps never arrive.

WhenIreached IIT Delhi, the difference
was immediate. Yet even here the system
sometimes falters. We booked a facility for a
one-day experiment; multiple approvals
stretched it into weeks. Even for an institu-
tion of IIT Delhi’s calibre, navigating appro-
vals may take weeks — not because of inef-
ficiency, but because much of India’s
university system still operates within out-
dated administrative rules. Now imagine
Tier-2and Tier-3 colleges. Small de-
lays turn promising projects into

AsaSTEM student, I want
to stay in India, but won't

22, yet converting that pipeline into stable
careersisfar fromguaranteed. In early 2024,
760,000 Indian students migrated abroad,
accordingtothe Ministry of External Affairs,
Thissignals systemic failure toretain talent.
JRF stipends are Rs 37000 a month, but
late payments (three-six months, sometimes
up to ayear), short contracts, and uncertain
post-PhD options make it insufficient for
those supporting families. For many re-
searchers in their mid-20s, the unpredicta-
bility makes even basic decisions, including
marriage, housing, and long-term planning,
feel impossible. There is a cultural dimen-
sion as well. A friend of mine with a BSc in
Zoology aspired tobe abiologist but now pre-
paresfor government clerical examsbecause
a steady salary feels more realistic than five
precarious years of research.
I have seen seniors leave for Oxford, Max
Planck and Rice. They donotleave
becausetheylovelIndialess —they

missed windows of discovery. Researchis often leave because the system makes
Money and predictability seen as a riskv detour staying harder than going. If a
matter as much as infrastructure. y ’ credible opportunity arose, Iwould

India’s gross expenditure on R&D
is roughly 0.6-0.7 per cent of GDP,
far below the US (~3.4 per cent),
China (~2.6 per cent) and Israel (>6
per cent). The All India Survey on
Higher Education recorded about
2.12lakh PhDregistrationsin2021-

not a stable career. That
perception will change only
when stability, dignity
and clear career paths
become the norm

seriously consider leaving — and
that thought breaks my heart.

The government has signalled
itrecognisesthe problem. A propo-
sal under discussion would invite
Indian-origin researchers back
with set-up grants, autonomy and

flexible terms —awelcome shift amid global
changes in higher education. But this is an
early-stage measure and cannot substitute
for predictable day-to-day systems. A one-
time grant may attract afew returnees; it will
not fix stipends that arrive months late or
procurement delays that stall experiments.
The scheme asks, “How dowebringback the
best?” The more urgent question is: “Why
does the system make staying so difficult?”
The following are not complaints; they
form a compact, actionable reform agenda.
One: Guarantee predictable pay. Auto-dis-
burse fellowships monthly; index to city
cost-of-living (separate tiers for different
cities). Two: Remove procedural friction.
Speed up procurement forlab materials, set
cleartimelines for approvals. Reduce paper-
work delays so research doesn’t get held up
for months. Three: Build early-career path-
ways. Fund multi-year postdoctoral fellow-
ships and bridge grants with mentorship.
Research is often seen as a risky detour,
not a stable career. That perception will
change only when dignity and clear career
pathsbecome the norm. Ifa Rs 1,400 course
and perseverance could change the trajec-
tory of my life, it shows how much potential
islost when opportunity depends on chance.

The writer did his master’s in Physics
from T Delhi

ativetookshape. This was also the period when the food security
bill was being discussed. Many believe the UPA government was
heavily influenced by left-leaning economic ideas, but that was
not the case. The National Food Security Act (later termed the
“Garib Kalyan Yojana”) was the Manmohan Singh government’s
flagship welfare programme. But it faced fierce opposition from
right-wing economists. That opposition mattered.

The central issue of this debate thus became whether welfare
spending should be increased at all. A prominent economist
wrote in a national daily that implementing the Food Security
Actwould sink the economy, costing over 3 per cent of the GDP.

Had that been true, these economists would have urged the
Modi government to scrap the scheme after taking office. In-
stead, they fell silent. The Modi government not only continued
the programme but made food grains free — increasing the
food subsidy bill.

The UPA government fought an uphill battle to pass the Food
Security Act. Critics from the economic right viewed welfare

schemes with deep suspicion.
Ironically, the Act was de-

Once the machinery signed tfotﬁxpand c(ovgrage to
. more of the poor (who were
for direct Ca,Sh earlier excluded from the ra-
transfers was built,cash  tjon system) while reducing
politicswould threaten  per-beneficiary subsidies,
sounddevelopment ~ thereby = keeping — costs

. . . relatively low.
pOhCyj Polarising Around the same time,
thetoric plus cash some began advocating for
transfersis alethal cash transfers instead of food
strategy to which the grains, citing corruption and
. e . inefficiency in the PDS. A
Opposition parties handful of activists and econ-
have no answer omists managed to get a pilot

provision inserted into the
Food Security Act, but they
couldn’t get it implemented on the ground.

Sharad Pawar, then Minister of Agriculture and Consumer Af-
fairs, showed initial interest but soon backed off — possibly due
to opposition from left parties like the CPM. When the food se-
curity bill was being drafted, the idea of cash transfers was pres-
ented before Rahul Gandhi. The Aadhaar enrolment drive was
in full swing, though rural banking systems for direct transfers
remained weak. The proposal was to start with urban areas —
mainly major cities —where direct cash transfers could be easily
rolled out with political will.

Many left-leaning NGOs saw cash transfers asa Trojan horse—
a right-wing ploy to swap food for cash and then cut
subsidies. Rahul Gandhi, too, believed in this theory. The idea
was not supported politically.

Based on the prevailing food grain prices then, each family
would have received about Rs SO0 per month. What if Congress
had fought the 2014 election promising a Rs 500 note to every
family? Had half the urban families received Rs 500 per month,
who knows, it could have reshaped political history. That too
by merely swapping food grain with cash without raising the
subsidy bill.

The BJP opposed cash transfers more strongly than the Left.
Sushma Swaraj demanded in the Lok Sabha that the related
clause be removed from the Act — perhaps sensing its political
potential. This history of cash transfersis not remote. It brings re-
lief to BJP loyalists, regret to Congress supporters, and intrigue
to the neutrals. Many critiques of the Food Security Act and the
cash-versus-kind debate rested on misconceptions, but what
mattered was that there was space for debate — aluxury now fad-
ing. One fear expressed then has since come true: Once the ma-
chinery for direct cash transfers was built, cash politics would
threaten sound development policy. This experiment started in
Maharashtra just days before the elections, and Bihar took it to
another level. Polarising rhetoric plus cash transfers is a lethal
strategy to which the Opposition parties have no answer.

The Lok Sabha elections in 2029 might see an even bigger cash
transfer scheme. Serious questions — about which subsidiesand
investments genuinely drive development — have been pushed
aside. What remains is cash politics, with everything else flown
away like chaffin the wind.

Murugkar writes on economic and social issues
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NIPUN MALHOTRA AND
HARSHITA KUMARI

RECENTLY, THE Supreme Court issued a
notice to the central government on a peti-
tion seeking the explicit inclusion of hae-
mophilia under the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities Act, 2016 (RPwD Act). The peti-
tioners argued that haemophilia results in
serious mobility limitations and recurrent
hospitalisations, yet individuals with hae-
mophilia continue tobe denied reservation
benefits, educational support, and welfare
entitlements available to other recognised
disabilities. Observing that “the objective of
the RPwD Act is inclusion, not exclusion”,

For disabled, recognition doesn't always mean rights

the Bench emphasised that the rights of per-
sonswith long-term health conditions must
be grounded in social justice and equality.
At first glance, this appears contradic-
tory: Haemophilia, thalassaemia, and sickle
cell disease are already among the Act’s 21
disabilities; their exclusion exposes enduring
implementation gaps.This reflectsabroader
tension in India’s disability law: Although the
RPwD Act expanded recognition of disabil-
ities from seven to 21, this has not translated
into corresponding entitlements, leaving
many newly recognised conditions outside
the benefits the law was meant toguarantee.
The RPwD Act marked three key shifts:
It shifted from a narrow, medicalised fram-
ing of disability to a socio-medical model
that recognises how social barriers restrict
participation; it expanded legal protection
to 21 disabilities, and it adopted a rights-

based framework replacing welfare-oriented
language with enforceable guarantees of
equality, dignity, and full participation.
While the Act guarantees equality, non-
discrimination, community living, protec-
tion from violence, inclusive education, vot-
ing access, and access to justice, the
difference emerges in entitlements. These
apply only to persons with benchmark dis-
abilities (40 per cent or more of a disability),

While the RPwD Act guarantees
equality, non-discrimination,
inclusive education, voting access,
and access tojustice,
the difference emerges
in entitlements

epaperindianexpress.com .. .

who get five per cent reservation in higher
education, four per centin governmentjobs,
and free schooling between ages six and 18.
Notably, the reservation in jobs applies
onlytofive categories: Blindness and low vi-
sion; deafness and hardness of hearing; loco-
motor disabilities, including cerebral palsy,
leprosy-cured persons, dwarfism, acid attack
survivors, and muscular dystrophy; autism,
intellectual disability, specific learning dis-
ability,and mentalillness; and multiple dis-
abilities arising from these categories. This
narrow design, embedded in the Act and
replicated across recruitment systems such
as the UPSC, means many with legally rec-
ognised disabilities, including those who
meet the benchmark threshold, remain ex-
cluded from affirmative action.
Acloserlookreveals three structural con-
cerns: First, “visible” or traditionally recog-

nised disabilities are prioritised. Second, the
reservation system still reflects the seven cat-
egories from the 1995 Act, undermining the
2016 law’sbroader intent. Third, this creates
a structural double whammy: Those ex-
cluded from reservation are often simulta-
neously screened out of employment as
“medically unfit”,leaving them with neither
afair chance nor affirmative action recourse.

What this case brings tothe foreisnotan
isolated omission but a design flaw. Legal
recognition does not automatically translate
intoenforceable inclusion. A favourable rul-
ing could help ensure that the RPwD Act’s
promise of rights becomes meaningful in-
clusion for all disabilities.

Malhotra is founder, Nipman Foundation and
director, The Quantum Hub.
Kumariis analyst, The Quantum Hub
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Why Cyclone
Ditwah caused
large-scale
damagein Sri
Lanka

eTHE PATHOF CYCLONE DITWAH
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Anjali Marar
Bengaluru, December 2

CYCLONE DITWAH has been movingin the Indian
Oceanregion for almost a week now. It originated south-
east of Sri Lanka on November 26 and moved slowly
northwards along Sri Lanka’s eastern coastline, causing
large-scale devastation. Hundreds of people have been
reported dead in Sri Lanka.

The remnants of Cyclone Ditwah have continued to
move northwards, reaching the Indian coastline. On Tues-
day, it was located about 40 km southeast of Chennai
around noon, and had already weakened considerably.
The cycloneis expected to dissipate further by Wednesday.

Multiple cyclones are formed in the Indian Ocean an-
nually, and many of them arrive on the Indian coastline,
both from the Bay of Bengal side and the Arabian Sea side.
However, Cyclone Ditwah is slightly different as it orig-
inated south of Sri Lanka, which is an unusual location for
the generation of cyclones. Also, it moved northwards
alongthe Sri Lankan coastline, and was not directed to-
wards the country’slandmass, as typically happens with
cyclones heading towards India. This meant that instead
of dissipating quickly over land, the cyclone lingered
along the coast for alongtime, exacerbating the damage.

To make the situation worse, unlike India, Sri Lanka
does not receive such cyclones regularly and, thus, is not
well-prepared to deal with them.

Note that Cyclone Ditwah was a moderately strong
cyclone. Much stronger cyclones have hit the Indian
landmass with little damage compared to what this
cyclone caused in Sri Lanka.

Cyclonesin Sri Lanka

Although cyclones are not aregular phenomenon in Sri
Lanka, the country is no stranger to them. Since 2000, it
has faced atleast 16 cyclones, said a report titled “Tropical
Cyclones: hazard profile of Sri Lanka’. Most of them were
mild compared to what comes to the Indian coastline.

Ditwah was a ‘cyclonic storm’, the weakest category.
There are four categories of cyclones stronger than this,
based on the wind speeds associated with them and their
damage potential.

Sri Lankais situated closer to the equator than India.
Cyclones generally form slightly away from the equator.
That is because the Coriolis force that makes a cyclone
spin is not strong enough near the equator.

Devastating Ditwah

Cyclone Ditwah emerged from a low-pressure system
that had developed in the southwest Bay of Bengal around
November 25. This area in the north Indian Ocean basin is
not commonly known for cyclone formation, but two fa-
vourable conditions happened simultaneously, making
the emergence of Cyclone Ditwah possible.

One, the Intertropical Convergence Zone — aregion
near the equator where northeast and southwest trade
winds converge, resulting in clouds and thunderstorms
— was quite active during that time. Two, a system of
equatorial waves — disturbances in the atmosphere that
happen periodically in this region — also developed. The
interaction of these two systems provided the required
fuel for the cyclone’s emergence on November 27.

Atthat time, the system was about 90 km northwest of
Batticaloa on the eastern coast of Sri Lanka. Winds associ-
ated with Cyclone Ditwah ranged between 60 kmph and
90 kmph, meaningthat it was alow-intensity cyclone.

When a cyclone develops close to the landmass and is
headed landwards, the potential for damage is greater
compared tothose that originate deep in the seaand move
landwards over a few days. Alongwith its track and inten-
sity, the speed at which it travels also contributes to the im-
pactthatacyclone can have. Slow-moving cyclones have
greater potential for damage as theylinger for along time.

In case of Cyclone Ditwah, rather than going
landwards, it moved almost parallel to the country’s
eastern coastline, causing damage all the way.

Warning and preparation

The India Meteorological Department’s Regional
Specialised Meteorological Centre — which monitors the
oceans in thisregion and issues alerts for cyclones — has
been sharing updates about Cyclone Ditwah with Sri
Lankasince November 13. However, duetothelackofan
elaborate evacuation mechanism, Sri Lanka could not
evacuate alarge number of people.

e TECHNOLOGY

Understanding concerns
around Sanchar Saathi

Billed as ameans to
detect digital fraud, it
has raised questions
about surveillance

SOUMYARENDRA BARIK

THE DEPARTMENT of Telecommunica-
tions (DoT) has directed Indian smart-
phone companies, including manufac-
turers and importers, to pre-install the
state-developed cybersecurity application
called Sanchar Saathi, which allows users
to report fraudulent calls, messages, and
stolen mobile phones.

The DoT earlier told companies that the
app cannot be deleted, restricted or dis-
abled by users. However, following con-
cerns over mandatory installation, Tele-
com Minister Jyotiraditya Scindia clarified
on Tuesday that it is optional.

“If you want to delete the app, you can,
it is not mandatory. For instance, if you
don’twanttouse the app, don’t register for
it, it will stay dormant, and delete it if you
wantto... Every citizen in the country does
not know that this app exists to protect
them from digital frauds and theft, and it
is our responsibility to make the app avail-
able to everyone,” Scindia said.

Apart from pre-installingthe app onaall
new devices sold, the DoT has directed that
a software update with the application be
issued to already-sold phones. The DoT’s
directive was first reported by Reuters.

Smartphone companies, including
Apple and Google —who also control two of
the most popular phone operating systems
iniOS and Android - are unlikely to follow
the government’s directive to mandatorily
preinstall the Sanchar Saathi app on their
devices, and are planning to flag issues of
privacy and system security as part of a
concerted industry-level pushback.

This is the first time that the govern-
ment has mandated a state-controlled app
to be preloaded to phones. The last time it
insisted on large-scale distribution of an
app was Aarogya Setu, the contact tracing
app that was developed during the coro-
navirus pandemic in 2020, with govern-
ment and private sector collaboration.

What the DoT said

The DoT directive, issued on November
28 under the Telecommunication Cyberse-
curity Amendment Rules, 2025, sparked
criticism over privacy and surveillance is-
sues. It effectively meant that usershad no
say in whether they wanted to use the app,
and no option to remove it if their phone
came preinstalled with it.

“...this converts every smartphone sold
in India into a vessel for state mandated
software that the user cannot meaningfully
refuse, control, or remove. For this to work
in practice, the app will almost certainly
need systemlevel or root level access, simi-
lar to carrier or OEM system apps, so that it
cannot be disabled. That design choice
erodes the protections that normally pre-
vent one app from peering into the data of
others, and turns Sanchar Saathi into a per-
manent, non-consensual point of access
sittinginside the operating system of every
Indian smartphone user,” Delhi-based digi-
tal rights group, Internet Freedom Founda-
tion, said in a statement.

Apart from this, its privacy policy and
user data access requirements have raised
concerns and have been flagged by at least

* WHAT GOVERNMENT’S NEW MOBILE APP DOES

® Allowstrackingand blocking
of lost or stolen phones anywhere
inIndia, based on the IMEI of the
phones.

® Givesuserstheoptionto block
lost or stolen mobile phones

® Canassist police authoritiesin
tracing stolen or lost devices,
which can potentially prevent
counterfeit phones from entering
the black market.

® Allows userstoreport sus-
pected fraud communications via
calls, SMS, or platforms like
WhatsApp.

Union Minister of Communications Jyotiraditya Scindia riL

one open-source application testing ser-
vice.

Thisis the first time the government has
issued a directive mandating the installa-
tion of a state-backed application on
phones. While such a move would be un-
usual in most Western democracies, it is
not entirely without precedent. Russia re-
cently directed smartphone companies to
preinstall the state-backed messaging plat-
form MAX, a rival to WhatsApp, which
critics say could be used to track users.

Besides, when the Telecommunica-
tions Act was being finalised in 2023, sev-
eral concerns were raised that the law
might be broad and cover online platforms
as well. While the government had then
said that no such overlaps would happen,
the telecom cybersecurity rules, which
draw their powers from the Telecom Act,
are now being used to issue directions to
tech companies.

Understanding the privacy
architecture

Here’s a look at the personal data that
Sanchar Saathi hasaccessto, and the ques-
tions this has raised:

® According to the FAQs, registration
with a phone number is mandatory and
happens automatically on Android de-
vices, without the user’s explicit consent.
The app can detect the active mobile
number and send an automatic message
for registration to the DoT. However, oniOS
devices, users have to press send on the reg-
istration message; it does not get sent auto-
matically.

®Users who wish to use the app’s fea-
tures must register on the Sanchar Saathi
app using their phone number. It says reg-
istration is required “to identify the mobile
number using the... services of the app”.

®The directive has also raised red flags
among smartphone makers, who are ar-
guing that it would require big operating
system-level changes. Surveillance and pri-
vacy concerns stem from the fact that it is
a government-backed app. The state and
itsagencies are eligible for blanket exemp-
tionsunder India’s Data Protection Act, and
some view it as the Centre seeking greater
control over the internet.

What Sanchar Saathi can

access on phones

On Android devices, the Sanchar Saathi
app seeks the following permissions:

MAKE AND MANAGE PHONE CALLS: To
detect mobile numbers on the phone.

SEND SMS: To complete registration by
sending the automatic message to DoT.

CALL/ SMS LOGS: To report any
calls/SMS in the facilities offered by the
Sanchar Saathi App.

PHOTOS ANDFILES: To upload theimage

Key Points

The app must be
installed in all
new mobile
phones. It can
access phone
logs, camera and
other functions.

These functions
haveled to
concerns about
dataaccess and
user privacy.

While users can
chooseto later
delete the app,

mandatory
installation as
the default could
be problematic.

of acall/SMSwhile reporting them, or while
reporting lost or stolen mobile phones.

CAMERA: For scanning the barcode of
the IMEI (International Mobile Equipment
Identity, or a unique code for each phone)
to checkits genuineness.

Notably, on iOS devices, the app does
notseek permissions to make and manage
phone calls and automatically send a text
message, presumably because of guardrails
inherent in the operating system. On Apple
devices, the Sanchar Saathi app only seeks
permission to access photos, files and the
camera.

Sanchar Saathi’s data
collection

An analysis of Sanchar Saathi’s Android
application (.apk file) on the open-source
application testing service Mobile Security
Framework (MobSF) found that several
codes allow the app to undertake multiple
tasks related to user data.

It can take pictures and videos with the
camera, read call logs, read data from ex-
ternal storage (like memory cards), and ac-
cess phone features which can “can deter-
mine the phone number and serial number
of this phone, whether a call is active, the
number that call is connected toand soon”.

The platform’s short privacy policy
states that the application does not auto-
matically capture any personal informa-
tion without prior notification. If personal
information is requested, the user will be
informed of the purposes, and “adequate
security measures will be taken” to protect
that data, it states. It prohibits sharing per-
sonally identifiable information (PII) with
third parties (public/private), except when
required by law enforcement.

“If the application requests you to pro-
vide personal information, you will be in-
formed for the particular purposes for
which the information is gathered and ad-
equate security measures will be taken to
protect your personal information,” the
policy states.

However, the app’s privacy policy lacks
elements are considered the industry stan-
dard for privacy. It has no explicit state-
ment about users’ rights, does not allow
users to request a correction or, more im-
portantly, deletion of their data from the
app, and has no opt-out mechanism. It is
unclear how long it stores the data it ac-
cesses. Also, in its developers’ declaration
section on Apple’sand Google’s app stores,
the DoT has declared that the application
does not collect any user data.

However, that is simply not accurate, as
the app does collect different types of per-
sonal data, including users’ phone
numbers upon registration, photos, and
call and SMS logs. Queries sent to the DoT
remained unanswered until publication.

o LAW

Where Sanchar
Saathi stands
on consent,
constitutional
teston privacy

Vineet Bhalla
New Delhi, December 2

THE RECENT directive by the Department
of Telecommunications (DoT) mandating
the pre-installation of the Sanchar Saathi
application on all mobile phones has raised
several legal and ethical concerns.

While the government cited “telecom
cyber security” and the need to curb
counterfeit devices as its rationale, the
forced installation of a state-owned app
onto personal devices is being viewed by
legal experts as a potential violation of the
fundamental right to privacy.

Lack of user consent

The contradiction between the written
order and Telecom Minister Jyotiraditya
Scindia’s verbal assurance on users having
the ability to delete the app has created a
grey area for user consent.

Sachin Dhawan, Deputy Director at The
Dialogue, atech policy think tank, said, “If
an app is there by default, I have to actively
take the effort to exercise my control. That
issomethinglesslikely to happen; users gen-
erally gowith the default,” Dhawan said. He
contrasted this with the standard practice,
where a user actively goes to the Play Store
todownload an app.

Three-fold constitutional test

The directive must also be seen through
the lens of the Supreme Court’s landmark
2017 judgment (the KS Puttaswamy case),
which affirmed privacy as a fundamental
right. Thejudgment gave a three-fold test for
any state intervention into privacy: legality
(existence of a law), necessity (a legitimate
state aim) and proportionality (a rational
nexus between the object and the means).

Experts argue the app’s mandate fails
this test. Talha Abdul Rahman, an Advo-
cate on Record at the Supreme Court who
was involved in the right to privacy case,
said that such exercises require legislative
oversight. “Whatever curtailment of fun-
damental rightsyouwanttodo, ithastobe
done by law. It cannot be done by notifica-
tions issued under the rules,” he said.

Hedrew aparallel to thelegal challenge
to Aadhaar, noting that the government
had to bring in an Act to ensure the con-
tinuation of the scheme.

Surveillance, ‘function creep’

Raman Jit Singh Chima, Asia Pacific
Policy Director and Global Cybersecurity
Lead at the non-profit Access Now, said
that the government already hasless intru-
sive means to verify phones’ IMEI numbers
without forcing an app installation. A gov-
ernment-mandated app also creates a
single point of failure, which “could be a
source of vulnerability that could be tar-
geted by hackers.”

Another concern is “function creep”,
where data collected for one purpose is
eventually used for another. The app seeks
permissions for location, camera and call
logs. Mishi Choudhary, atechnology lawyer
and online civil liberties activist, said, “Con-
sidering the scale, this raises serious con-
cerns about masssurveillance, trackingand
profiling”. Chimaadded thatevenifoneac-
cepts the stated purpose of the app, “it cre-
ates architecture for future surveillance.”

The directive requires compliance
within 90 days. However, in the absence of
an existing data protection regime that
commands trust, the move is being viewed
with suspicion. Choudhary said that the
developments come soon after Indiarolled
out the Digital Personal Data Protection
Rules. In that context, the absence of mean-
ingful choices for users stands out.

e POLICY

How new SIM binding rule could log users out of WhatsApp Web

Soumyarendra Barik
New Delhi, December 2

A DIRECTIVE by the Department of Tele-
communications (DoT) toonline messaging
companies like WhatsApp, Signal and Tele-
gramwill soon mean that userswill nolonger
be able to access the applications without
their registered SIM card. The directive will
also mean that the companion web services,
such as WhatsApp Web, will no longer be
available uninterrupted to users, asthey will
be automaticallylogged out every sixhours.

While the department views the directive
asaway to combat rising digital fraud in the
country, manyintheindustrybelieve that it
will erode users’ privacy, pose challenges for
userson international travels, and introduce
potential friction points in using such ser-
vices across multiple devices. Telecom com-
panies, however, support the move, opening
up yet another frontier of disagreement be-
tween them and tech companies.

What changes now
Drawing its regulatory powers from the
Telecommunication  Cybersecurity

Amendment Rules, 2025, notified in Oc-
tober, the government has introduced the

concept of Telecommunication Identifier
User Entity (TIUE) under the scope of tele-
comregulations. Under the rules,a TIUE is
an entity (other than a licensee, like tele-
com operators) that uses telecommunica-
tion identifiers — such as mobile numbers
—to identify its users.

The directions were reportedly sent to
companies like WhatsApp, Telegram, Sig-
nal, Snapchat and Jiochat. These platforms
are now required to ensure that, within 90
days, their services are “continuously”
linked to the SIM card used to register, and
cannot be accessed without the SIM in the
device. This is called SIM binding. Thus,
various associated web services (like
WhatsApp Web) “shall be logged out peri-
odically” - no later than six hours. Plat-
formswill have to send a compliance report
to the DoT within the next four months.

Presently, services like WhatsApp verify
auser’s identity by sending a one-time
password (OTP) to their mobile number. To
follow the DoT’s directive, they will have to
start accessing the International Mobile
Subscriber Identity (IMSI) of their SIM
cards. The IMSIis aunique number stored
on the SIM card that identifies every mo-
bile subscriber globally.

Conceptof
TIUE

® TIUE stands for
Telecommunication
Identifier User Entity.

® TIUEisanentity
that uses telecom-
munication identi-
fiers (like mobile
numbers) to identify
its users. The govern-
ment believes that
directing TIUEs (such
as WhatsApp) can
help track digital
fraud cases.
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For a global platform like WhatsApp,
which has billions of users globally — and
more than 500 million in India - it would
mean re-engineering its service to meet In-
dian regulations, which are different from
other countries. A senior industry execu-
tive said that such alevel of SIM linkage for
communication services does not happen
in the same way in other countries.

Government officials have expressed
frustration over their inability to track cyber
fraudsters who use apps like WhatsApp.

“... it has come to the notice of Central
Government that some of the app based
communication services that are utilising
mobile number for identification of its cus-
tomers... allow users to consume their ser-
vices without availability of the underlying
SIM within the device... posing challenge
totelecom cyber security as it is being mis-
used from outside the country to commit
cyber-frauds,” the DoT said in its notice to
the communication companies.

How industry stakeholders have
reacted

When the telecom cybersecurity rules
were proposed earlier this year, the telecom
industry had supported the need for SIM

binding. Some telecom representatives
have now flagged concerns with the propo-
sal. A senior industry executive said that
these directions could pose a challenge to
users who travel abroad and frequently use
SIM cards from those countries to access
communication services. “So far, when you
use a new SIM card abroad, you can con-
tinue using services like WhatsApp without
any additional registration. Now with these
directives, that would no longer be poss-
ible,” one representative said.

Another executive said that the direc-
tive to log out from companion web in-
stances of the messaging platforms every
few hours could disrupt workflows, es-
pecially in professional setups. “Many
people use services like WhatsApp on their
computers when they’re at work. Some also
have to use them without their phones
around in some instances. There will now
be alot of added friction in that use case,”
this executive said.

There are also questions around how ef-
fective these directives could be, as many
people who use such services to carry out
fraud and scams use SIM cards procured
through illegal means, such as using forged
or mule identity cards.
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20%in FY25, top banking gricvances

ENS Economic Bureau
Mumbai, December?2

CREDIT CARDS emerged as a
major source of customer com-
plaintsin FY25, with grievances
in this segment rising far more
than in other areas of banking,
accordingtothe Annual Report
of the Ombudsman Scheme
2024-25released by the Reserve
Bank of India (RBI).

Overall credit card com-
plaints surged by 20.04 per cent
to 50,811 cases during the year.
Private sector banks dominated
this space by a wide margin,
driven by their strong pushinto
unsecured lending and the
rapid expansion of their card
businesses. They recorded
32,696 complaints — far higher

than the 3,021 complaints re-
ceived against public sector
banks, the report said.

One of the key reasons be-
hind the growing pile of griev-
ances is the fact that private
banks are far more activein the
credit card market, leaving PSU
banks with a relatively small
share. With more cards in cir-
culation and heavier usage, pri-
vate banks naturally attract
a larger number of customer
issues.

Interestingly, even as credit
card complaints climbed, other
categories showed encouraging
improvement. Complaints re-
lated to ATM and debit card
transactions fell sharply by
28.33 per cent to 18,082 cases in
FY25. Issues tied to mobile and

DGCA: Air India officials
involved in letting aircraft
operate without certificate
de-rostered, plane grounded

Sukalp Sharma
New Delhi, December 2

AIRINDIA officials who allowed
anaircrafttooperatewithanex-
pired airworthiness certificate
have been de-rostered pending
aprobeby India’s aviation safety
regulator Directorate General of
Civil Aviation (DGCA), and the
Tata group airline was in-
structed to ground that aircraft,
the regulator said Tuesday. Air
Indiaisalsoconductinganinter-
nalinvestigation intothe matter
on the DGCA’s instructions to
identify deficiencies in its sys-
tems and put corrective
measures in place.

The aircraft—an Airbus
A320 bearing registration VT-
TQN—operated eight commer-
cial flights on an expired Air-
worthiness Review Certificate
(ARC), before Air India volun-
tarily informed the DGCA about
the gaffe on November 26, the
DGCA said. Air India expressed
regret over the incident, adding
that it suspended all personnel
involved in the decision to oper-
atetheaircraft whileits ARCwas
not valid. Following the tragic
crash of Air India flight AT171in
Ahmedabad onJune12, the car-
rierhasbeen atthereceivingend
of a number of regulatory ac-
tionsby the DGCA, anumber of
which were aresult of voluntary
disclosures by the airline.

According to flight tracking
data, the three-year-old air-
craft—which earlier flew with
Vistara—last operated a flight
on November 25, which sug-
gests that it was grounded im-
mediately following Air India’s
disclosure to the regulator. The
dataalso showsthat the aircraft
operated eight flights on No-
vember 24-25. Before that, it was
under maintenance for a
month, having operated its last
flight on avalid ARC on October
24. Operating an aircrafton a

The aircraft —an
Airbus A320 bearing
registration VT-
TQN — operated
eight commercial
flights on an expired
Airworthiness
Review Certificate,
before Air India
voluntarily
informedthe DGCA

lapsed airworthiness license is
typically categorised asaserious
safety lapse. Usually, Air India
issues ARCs for the aircraft it op-
erates under delegated author-
ity. These are issued by Air
India’sin-house Continuing Air-
worthiness Management Or-
ganization (CAMO). Butin view
of Vistara’s merger into AirIndia
in November last year, it wasde-
cided that the DGCA, and not
AirIndia, willdothe first ARCre-
newal for all 70 aircraft that were
in Vistara’s fleet.

The ARC is issued annually
after acomprehensive review of
the aircraft’s maintenance rec-
ords, physical condition, and
verification of compliance with
all airworthiness standards. It
acts as a validation of the air-
craft’s main Certificate of Air-
worthiness. “Tilldate ARCforall
the sixty-nine aircraft has been
issued by the DGCA after satis-
factory compliance by operator
(Air India). In respect of the
seventieth aircraft, the operator
filed application with the DGCA
and subsequently the aircraft
was grounded for the engine
change. During this period the
ARC expired, however the air-
craft was released for service
afterengine change,” the regula-
tor said.
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e PRIVATE BANKS GET THEMOST COMPLAINTS

OVERALL CREDIT card com-
plaints surged by 20.04% to
50,811 cases during the year. Pri-
vate banks dominated this space
driven by their pushinto unse-
cured lending and the rapid ex-
pansion of their card businesses

PRIVATE SECTOR banks re-
corded 32,696 complaints — far
higher than the 3,021 complaints
received against public sector
banks, the Annual Report of

the Ombudsman Scheme
2024-25 said

electronic banking declined by
12.74 per cent year-on-year.
These trends indicate that digi-
tal systems are becoming more
reliable, although the sheer vol-
ume of digital transactions
handled by private banks con-
tinues to create pressure points.

Pension-related complaints
fell by 33.81 per cent to 2,719,

those of remittances & collec-
tion of instruments declined by
9.73 per cent and para banking
by 24.16 per cent. However,
complaints on depositaccounts
rose by 7.67 per cent and loans &
advances by 1.63 per cent, ac-
cording to the report.

Overall, the numbers reflect
a broader shift in the banking

landscape. Private sector banks
— now holding around 40 per
centof India’sbanking assets —
have emerged as the largest
source of customer grievances.
Fromatotal 0f2,96,321 com-
plaintsreceived by the banking
systemin FY25, up 0.82 per cent
year-on-year, those against pri-
vate sector banks saw a sharp
rise from 34.39 per centin FY24
to 37.53 per cent in FY25,
amounting to 1,11,199 griev-
ances. Therise underscoresthe
growing pressure points in pri-
vate banks’ customer-facingop-
erations, especially as they ex-
pand aggressively in retail
lending and digital banking.
In contrast, public sector
banks, long perceived as com-
plaint-heavy because of their

large customer base, saw a no-
table decline. Their share of
complaintsdropped from 38.32
per cent in FY24 to 34.80 per
cent in FY25, though the abso-
lute number still stood at a size-
able1,03,117 cases, as per the re-
port. The shift indicates that the
burden of dissatisfaction is
gradually tilting toward the pri-
vate sector as its market share
and product footprint in-
creases.

Of the total grievances re-
ceived by the Ombudsman in
FY25, individuals accounted for
the overwhelming majority, fil-
ing2,58,365 complaints or 87.19
per cent of the total, according
to the report.
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Amid strong Q2 GDP growth, will RBI's MPC
cut interest rates or maintain a status quo?

Hitesh Vyas
Mumbai, December 2

THE RESERVE Bank of India’s
(RBI) Monetary Policy Commit-
tee (MPC) is largely expected to
keep the repo rate unchanged
for the third consecutive time at
its upcoming meeting sched-
uled from December 3to 5. The
policy review comesontheback
of the country’s gross domestic
product (GDP) growingat 8.2 per
centin Q2FY26 —itsfastest pace
in six quarters, and consumer
priceindex (CPI) inflation easing
toanall-timelow of 0.25 per cent
in October.

The rate-setting panel is also
likely to retain a neutral policy
stance when it announces the
decision on December 5. Econ-
omists feel RBI will also revise
theinflation and growth forecast
for the current financial year.

Key policy rate

The six-member MPC is
likely to retain the repo rate —
the key policy rate — steady at
5.5 per cent for the third succes-
sive policy. “Expectations built
till a few days back of a shallow
rate cut of 25 bps appear to have
faded as finer readings of the
strong Q2 growth print and the
evolving playbook make the
choicetilted in favour of a pause
in December policy,” said Sou-

Sanjay Malhotra, Governor,
Reserve Bank of India. FILE

mya Kanti Ghosh, group

Standard Chartered Bank.
Headline CPI inflation moder-
ated to 0.25 per cent in October
2025 from 1.4 per cent in Sep-
tember. This was driven by the
deepening of deflation in food
prices and impact of the GST
rate cut on goods and services
prices, amid large favourable
base effects. IDFC FIRST Bank’s
chief economist Gaura Sen
Gupta said that the inflation
print shows space for rate cut
with FY26 CPI inflation averag-
ingat2percentand FY27averag-
ingat 39 per cent. How-

chief economic advisor, ever, growth indicates
State Bank of India. The that the need for a rate
country’s GDP expanded ) cutis much lower with
at an impressive 8.2 per recovery becoming
cent in the July-Septem- broadbased, led byboth
ber 2025 quarter, up sharply urbanand rural consumption.

from 5.6 per cent in the corre- Economists expect the MPC

sponding quarter of the previous
fiscal. This followed a growth of
7.8 per centin Q1 FY26, bringing
the H1 growth to 8 per cent.
“We expect a status quo on
rates and stance in the De-
cember MPC as the need to de-
liver a cut with a 7 per cent GDP
growth and front loading of rate
cuts is limited. Also, as we are
close to the end of the easing
cycle, transmission in the rates
marketislikelytobebetterinthe
hope ofa cutrather than an out-
right cut,” said Anubhuti Sahay,
head, India economic research,

to retain the ‘neutral’ monetary
policy stance. A neutral stance
willmean that the rate canmove
in either direction, depending
on the evolving economic data.
The policy stance changed to
neutral fromaccommodativein
the June 2025 policy.

GDPand inflation
projections

The RBI is likely to revise
FY26 inflation projection lowet,
and GDPforecast upwardsinthe
forthcoming policy, economists
said. “Wedoexpectadownward

revision in inflation forecast by
0.1-0.2 per cent and an upward
revision in GDP forecast of 0.1-0.2
per cent for FY26,” said Madan
Sabnavis, chiefeconomist, Bank
of Baroda. According to Stan-
dard Chartered Bank’s Sahay,
GDPandinflationarelikelytobe
revised higher towards 7.5 per
centand 2 per cent, respectively.
In October monetary policy,
the RBI had raised the GDP
growth projection by 30 bps to
6.8 per cent, from an earlier esti-
mate of 6.5 per cent, whileithad
slashed inflation forecast by SO
bps to 2.6 per cent as against an
estimate of 3.1 per cent.
Analysts expect the RBI to
announce open market oper-
ations (OMOs) to provide liquid-
ity in the banking system. After
huge swings in liquidity in Oc-
tober, November witnessed con-
tinued liquidity surplus which,
however, reduced from an aver-
ageofRs2.21akh croreinthefirst
halftoRs1.51akh crore post that.
“As liquidity, though in sur-
plus, is at the lower end of the 1
per cent of NDTL (net demand
and time liabilities) mark, there
could be a case for announcing
some OMOs. Thiswill be helpful
during December when the ad-
vance tax payments flow out of
the system,” said Sabnavis.
FULLREPORTON
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Maruti Suzuki targets 11akh EV charging points by 2030

New Delhi: Maruti Suzuki is tar-
geting to set up over 1,00,000
charging points across the
countrybytheend ofthisdecade
as the automaker looks to boost
consumer confidenceinelectric
vehicles, the company’s MD and
CEO Hisashi Takeuchi said.
The automaker, which is pre-
paring to launchiits first electric
vehicle eVitara, is targeting to
become largest fast-charging
OEM network. Maruti has part-
nered with 13 charge-point op-

. erators and has already set up

2,000 exclusive charging points
across 1,100 cities.

The company will be offering
battery-as-a-service, asubscrip-
tion-based ownership model,
and an assured buyback pro-
gramme for the eVitara. These
options are aimed at reducing
upfront costs for buyers while
providing long-term value and
flexibility in ownership. On
Tuesday, Maruti Suzuki was
presented with a comprehen-
sive 5-star Bharat NCAP safety
rating for eVitara. FE&PTI

Maruti Suzuki India MD and CEO Hisashi Takeuchi and officials with
the newly introduced eVitara in Gurgaon on Tuesday. PTI

e ‘CAPACITY UTILISATION LEVELS ARE INCHING UP AND THAT SHOULD SPUR SOME REVIVAL IN PRIVATE CAPITAL EXPENDITURE’

After labour, ‘land & power reforms can be worked on’

AFTER LABOUR, land and
power reforms need to be
worked on next to reduce the
cost of doing business and logis-
tics, ANANT GOENKA, the new
president of Federation of In-
dian Chambers of Commerce &
Industry (FICCI) said on Tues-
day. “With infrastructure spend-
ing, logistics costs are coming
down. But certainly, something
can be done on cross-subsidis-
ation of power and acquisition of
land...,” he told RAVIDUTTA
MISHRA and SIDDHARTH
UPASANI. The comments by
Goenka, vice chairman of the
RPG Group, come after the four
new labour codes were notified
last month, with the govern-
ment pushing through a
number of other measures amid
the US’ steep 50 per cent tariffon
India. Edited excerpts:

India’s GDP growth
continues to exceed
expectations, but clarity on
private investmentis
elusive. Have theincome
taxand GST rate cuts
improved the outlook for

consumption and
investment?

Ithinkallindicators are fairly
positive. Certainly, after GST 2.0,
the changes — October hasbeen
a strong month and we have
seen that continue into Novem-
ber as well. I think capacity util-
isationlevelsareinchingupand
that should spur somerevivalin
capital expenditure. If you look
at PFCE (Private Final Con-
sumption Expenditure) data,
etc, that is showing positive
(signs for) consumption. And
the corporate sector has a fair
amount of powder — profitsand
de-leveraged balance sheets. To
that extent, we are seeing a shift
and I am fairly optimistic that
thisis along-term shift.

About Rs 2.4 lakh crore has
been put into the hands of the
consumer between the income
tax and GST reductions. With
thatmoney goingintothe hands
ofthe consumer, we areseeinga
good shiftindemand and, there-
fore, utilisation limits.

How will the industry
balance the consequences

. EXPRESS
Imnterview

ANANT GOENKA

PRESIDENT, FICCI & VICE CHAIRMAN,
RPG GROUP

ofthelabour codes,suchas
compliancereduction and
the ability to scale versus
the higher costs?

Ilook at it, largely, as a very
positive action. Today, things
like retiral benefits, simplicity of
movement of people across the
board, women working in night
shifts, safety norms, all of that is

absolutely very important. We
can’t think about everything on
a cost basis — that as a result of
thisretiral benefit thereisalper
cent increase in cost. There has
tobeacertain minimum level of
basic protection and benefits
that people should receive.
Competitively, we are strong on
people costs across the world. So,
to that extent, I don’t think the
industry should complain at all
aboutthecostincrease.Ithinkit
is only better — 29 codes (have)
come down to four, life has be-
come easiet, (there is) cross-state
movement... If we have to do
something, we have to work on
our own productivity or figure
outwaysof increasingefficiency.

Whatis the nextbigreform
thatthe government should
takeup?

Two things come to mind:
One, continued focus on factors
of production. Some amount (of
work) on labour has been done,
but land and power are some-
thing that we would continu-
ously work on — how do we re-
duce the cost of doing business?
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In addition to power there is lo-
gistics. With infrastructure ex-
penditure, logistics costs are
coming down. But certainly,
somethingcanbe done on cross-
subsidisation of power and ac-
quisition ofland...

The secondbigareawould be
therole ofthestate. The Centreis
fairly focused on the ease-of-
doing-business reform, but how
dowe getamore uniform shift of
(focus from the) states? One of
the suggestions that we have is
an index (that measures) ease of
doing business at a district level
or state level.

How difficultisit goingto
be toincrease the share of
manufacturing to 25 per
centinthelongterm?

In the long term, manufac-
turing has to grow at beyond
double-digit pace. We have tail-
windssuch aspeople, skills, and
talent. Apple used to make no-
thing 5-7 years ago. Now, I think
22 per centof Apple’sphonesare
madeinIndia; theyarebuilding
the newest iPhones in India.

On the industry side, more

quality consciousness, more
focus on R&D, a more global
focus — these are the things
which we also have to do. It’s a
partnership: the government
does some bit and we do some
bit.Iaman optimist. We will have
todoit; thereisnooption. Other-
wise, with productivity (gains)
and artificial intelligence, there
is a little bit of risk for jobs. And
the way to (more) jobsis going to
be through manufacturing. Ser-
vices can absorb some amount,
but manufacturing will have to
absorb a large share. We have 10
million people coming into the
workforce everyyear. Thereisno
choice. We have to grow much
larger and think bigger. Asentre-
preneurs, we are also a bit Rol
(return oninvestment) focused.
Wethinkifdemandis100,T'll set
upafactory of120. China will set
up a factory of 300, because 10
years ahead they know (de-
mand) will go up to 300. So how
do we as entrepreneurs think
aboutlongertermRol?Itcan’tbe
just about the here and now.
FULLINTERVIEWON
WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM
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Samsung unveils first
multi-folding phone as
competition heats up

A Samsung Galaxy Z TriFold smartphone at alaunch event ata
Samsung store in Seoul, South Korea on Tuesday.

Reuters
Seoul, December 2

SAMSUNG ELECTRONICS un-
veiled on Tuesday its first multi-
folding smartphone, in a bid to
strengthenits positioninasector
ofthe phone market where com-
petition is expected to intensify.

The launch of the Galaxy Z
TriFold marks Samsung’s bid to
reinforceits footing in a segment
where Chinese rivals have been
gainingground, even asanalysts
say the high price and produc-
tion challenges mean foldable
devices are likely to remain a
niche category for now.

The model, priced at about
3.59 millionwon ($2,440.17), un-
folds into a 253.1 millimetre (10-
inch) display, using three panels
anditisnearly 25 per centlarger
than Samsung’s latest foldable
GalaxyZFold 7model. “Ibelieve
the foldable market will con-
tinuetogrow, and the TriFold in
particular could act as a catalyst
that drives more explosive
growth in key parts of the seg-
ment,” said Alex Lim, Samsung
Electronics executive vice presi-
dentand head of the KoreaSales
& Marketing Office.

Lim said the new foldable de-
vice is intended for customers

* BRIEFLY

AP/PTI

Thelaunch ofthe
Galaxy Z TriFold
marks Samsung’s
bidtoreinforceits
footinginasegment
where Chineserivals
have beengaining
ground

who specifically want it, rather
than asavolume driver.

The TriFold, produced in
South Korea, will go on sale do-
mestically on December 12 and
be rolled out in China, Singa-
pore, Taiwan and the United
Arab Emirates within this year.
The US launch is expected as
early as the first quarter of next
year. The device features Sam-
sung’s largest battery in its flag-
ship models and supports super-
fast charging that powers the
phone to 50 per cent in 30 min-
utes.

Lim said memory chips and
other component costs have
beenrising sharply, making pric-
ing a “difficult decision”.

Analysts said the TriFold is
more likely to be a showcase of
the new technology rather than
avolume-driving flagship.

Rupee hits
record low on

bearish bias

Mumbai: The rupeefelltoa
record low on Tuesday, ex-
tendinglosses sparked by
the absence of atrade deal
between India and the
United States, which has
dented trade and portfolio
inflows. It touched 89.9475
against the US dollar before
endingat 89.87, down
nearly 0.4 per centand log-
gingitsfifth consecutive
daily fall. REUTERS

Statutory
authority for
NSC sought

New Delhi: AParliamentary
panel on Tuesday stressed
the need forastrong,inde-
pendent National Statistical
Commission (NSC) with
statutory authority to ensure
credibility of official
statistics. The Parliamentary
Standing Committee on Fi-
nance, inits27th Reporton
‘Performance review of NSC’
pertaining to the Ministry of
Statistics and Programme
Implementation, tabled in
Parliament on Tuesday,
noted that discrepancies be-
tween official and private
dataundermine trust. PTI

Dubai Duty
Freewins
MEADFA award

New Delhi: Dubai Duty Free

won the Sustainability and
CSR Award at the 4th
Middle East & Africa Duty
Free Association

(MEADFA) Awards held
earlier last month at Inter-
Continental Dubai Festival
City. ENS

India pitches for
timely tax info
exchange

New Delhi:Indiaon Tuesday
called for global
cooperationtodeal with
new challenges emanating
from digitalisation of the
economy, crypto and stable-
coins, and ensure the timely
exchange of information
among various
jurisdictions. Inaugurating
the 18th Global Forum Ple-
nary meeting, Finance Min-
ister Nirmala Sitharaman
said technological tools

like artificial intelligence
should be used to ensure
thattaxinformationis ex-
changed. PTI

ADB okays
$650 mn loan for

rooftop solar

New Delhi: Multilateral de-
velopment bank ADB has
approved a $650 million
(about Rs 5,780 crore) pol-
icy-basedloanto help the
Government of India accel-
erate rooftop solar
adoption and expand ac-
cesstoclean, affordable
energy for 10 million
households by 2027. PTI
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Regulatory overreach

Pre-screening social media posts will muzzle free speech

he Supreme Court’s recent suggestion that

the Centre consider pre-screening all social

media posts, possibly through an
independent agency, has triggered understandable
concern. Although the Court has maintained that it
does not seek to interfere with the fundamental right
to free expression and acknowledged that dissent is
integral to democracy, the veryidea of a filtering
mechanism before publication raises difficult
constitutional and practical questions.

The top court’s core reasoning is that India
“} lacks a preventive framework to protect

individuals from online harm before it
occurs. Once hateful, defamatory or
misleading content is published, the damage
spreads faster than legal remedy can keep
pace; takedowns are slow, and prosecution is
always after the act. In the Court’s view, the
regulatory vacuum has left millions
vulnerable to abuse on largely unregulated
platforms. This concern is legitimate. The
scale and speed at which information spreads
online, combined with the power of Al-driven
curation have created an ecosystem where
platforms profit from engagement even when
content is harmful. But the proposed remedy
of pre-filtering user content through an
agency sits uneasily with the Court’s own
landmark jurisprudence. In Shreya Singhal v.
Union of India (2015), the Supreme Court
struck down Section 66A of the IT Act as
unconstitutional for its vague and sweeping
restrictions on online speech. The ruling
emphasised that intermediaries mustact
against content only upon receiving a court
or government order.

Any form of mandatory pre-screening,
therefore, risks sliding into sweeping
censorship. Even with the best intentions, a
filtering mechanism run by the state or its
agents could easily be misused, especially
when definitions of “fake”, “misleading”, or
“anti-national” are prone to
misinterpretation. The potential for arbitrary
enforcement and a resulting “chilling effect”
isreal. At the same time, leaving everything to
platforms has proved inadequate. Companies
such as Facebook and Twitter have
repeatedly failed to moderate inflammatory
or harmful content promptly. The IT Rules,
2021, require social media and streaming
platforms to take down content more quickly,
appoint grievance officers, and assist law
enforcement investigations. But these Rules
are under legal challenge, with the Delhi High
Court examining whether to impose
obligations that go beyond the parent statute.

The European Union’s Digital Services Act
(DSA) offers a useful reference point. It
imposes rigorous transparency
requirements, mandates rapid action against
harmful content, requires risk assessments,
and allows for strong penalties, while
avoiding pre-censorship of user speech. This
approach preserves the free flow of
information while compelling platforms to
act responsibly. India must move towards a
similar model: have clear standards for
harmful content, independent audits, user
grievance mechanisms, and strong
enforcement against platforms that fail to
comply.

RAVIKANTH

—— "Another weather forecast app? But what we
need is a power forecast app!”

Questions
arising out of

Sandesara rulin

CURIOUS VERDICT. Opaque settlement mechanisms raise concerns about consistency and deterrence

RAJASEKHAR VK

he Supreme Court’s order

dated November 19,2025 in

Hemant S. Hathiv. CBI

represents an unusual

culmination of along and
complex cluster of proceedings arising
from the affairs of the Sterling group.
Acting on what it repeatedly describes as
the “peculiar facts” of the case, the
Court directed that all criminal,
regulatory and attachment proceedings
be quashed on deposit of a consolidated
sum of 5,100 crore.

This belongs to a small category of
cases that lie outside the ordinary
grammar of criminal law. Its significance
is not in any pronouncement on
culpability, statutory thresholds or
evidentiary standards, but what it
reveals about the Court’s approach
when confronted with overlapping
statutes, multiple agencies and a factual
matrix too interwoven to be resolved
through conventional adjudication.

What transpired before the Court
bore little resemblance to an adversarial
adjudication. The proceedings
functioned, in effect, as a high-stakes
settlement exercise. As the order itself
reveals, the petitioners were not
asserting legal rights so much as
negotiating a financial quantum for a
global discharge. The sealed cover
proposal placed by the Solicitor General
reflected the State’s preferred basis for a
consolidated resolution, and the Court
ultimately based its directions on that
figure. The Court’s role, in the end, was
to give legal effect to that resolution.

THE STATUTORY CANVAS

The relief sought by the petitioners
spanned an extraordinary range: CBI
charge-sheets, ECIRs under the PMLA,
attachment and freezing proceedings, a
fugitive-economic-offender application,
prosecution under section 447 of the
Companies Act, and complaints under
the Black Money Act. Few matters
present this breadth of statutory
engagement simultaneously.

The order records that the amount
alleged in the primary FIR was 5,383
crore. The consolidated one-time
settlement (OTS) figures across entities
was 36,761 crore, of which 33,507.63
crore had already been deposited. After
accounting for recoveries of 31,192
crore through insolvency processes, the
remaining unpaid sum stood at
%2,061.37 crore.

On November 18, 2025, the Solicitor
General submitted, in a sealed cover, a
proposal that all proceedings be brought
to an end on payment of 5,100 crore.
The petitioners indicated their
willingness to make this deposit. The
order records this proposal and its
acceptance, but does not disclose how
the figure was derived, what
components it includes, or whether it
corresponds to principal, interest or any
additional liability. The calculation
therefore remains outside the public
record.

In matters involving allegations of
diversion, money laundering and
fugitive conduct, the quantum that
extinguishes criminal liability is nota
trivial detail. A sealed cover may
facilitate negotiation, but once the
Court adopted the figure as the legal
basis for quashing proceedings across
several statutes, it was better to explain
the basis. The absence of any disclosed
rationale becomes a point of concern.
Transparency is a cornerstone of public
justice, and the sealed-cover number
now operates as a black box that the
legal system itself cannot interrogate.

THE COURT’S RATIONALE

The Court observed that if the
petitioners were prepared to deposit the
amounts settled in OTS arrangements
and thereby return public funds to the

A sealed cover may
facilitate negotiation, but
once the Court adopted
the figure as the legal
basis for quashing
proceedings across several
statutes, it was better to
explain the basis

lender banks, “the continuation of the
criminal proceedings would not serve
any useful purpose.” The “peculiarity” of
the facts, as described in the order, lay in
the scale of the financial exposure and
the long trajectory of partial repayments
and recoveries.

Itis notable that the Court did not
enter upon questions of fact or
culpability, nor did it interpret the
PMLA, the Fugitive Economic
Offenders Act, the Black Money Act or
the Companies Act. Its directions were
confined to the factual conspectus and
the restitutionary objective that, in its
view, justified closure.

The operative portion directs that all
proceedings be quashed upon deposit of
5,100 crore. The Registry would hold
the amount in short-term fixed deposits
and disburse it proportionately to the
lender banks after verification. The
litigation relating to the original loan
would be “put to an end by way of full
and final settlement as per consensus.”
The order concludes with an express
caveat that it is not to be treated as
precedent.

WHAT THE ORDER DISPLACES

The more serious implications lie notin
what the order says, but in what it makes
unnecessary. Over the past decade,
Parliament has built a dense ecosystem
of special statutes designed to address
economic crime with heightened rigour:
the PMLA, the FEOA, the Black Money
Act, and section 447 of the Companies
Act. These enactments were intended to
override general criminal law and ensure
that certain offences could not be
compromised through financial
settlement.

The present order renders these
frameworks otiose. Through a
consolidated payment, the entire
investigative, attachment and
prosecutorial matrix has been brought
toan end. The Court’s choice not to
interpret the statutes is understandable
inafact-specific proceeding, but the
effect is that the statutory architecture,
painstakingly constructed to deter
high-value economic misconduct, is
neutralised for the purposes of this case.

The repeated reliance on “peculiar
facts” and the disclaimer that the order
isnot to serve as precedent is intended

GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO

as alegal safeguard. In practice,
however, such caveats rarely prevent
replication. A pathway has been
demonstrated: negotiate an OTS, make
partial repayments, endure multiple
parallel proceedings, and ultimately seek
aglobal settlement before the Supreme
Court. Even if this was not the Court’s
intention, the structure of the order will
inevitably be read as a viable model for
similarly placed individuals.

This raises the unresolved question of
deterrence. If allegations involving
fraud, diversion of funds, money
laundering and flight from jurisdiction
can culminate in a financial settlement,
the enforcement calculus becomes
merely economic, with the
consequences of wrongdoingjusta
negotiable cost rather than alegal
prohibition.

For ordinary citizens, criminal
liability proceeds along a predictable
statutory route. Where proceedings
span multiple jurisdictions and agencies,
this order highlights a path capable of
being reshaped into a single financial
end-point by litigants able to marshal
substantial resources.

The Sandesara order may represent a
pragmatic response to an unusually
complex factual situation, but its
implications extend far beyond the
record. It indicates a shift from
adjudication to negotiated closure in
cases where statutory routes prove
unwieldy. While restoring public funds
is unquestionably valuable, the manner
of restoration matters equally. If
high-value criminal allegations are
resolved through opaque settlement
mechanisms, confidence in the
even-handedness of the legal system will
be shaken.

In future, cases involving multiple
special statutes and interlocking
financial allegations would benefit from
aclearer articulation of the
considerations that guide the Court’s
choice of the course. Such clarity does
not constrain judicial discretion; it only
strengthens institutional confidence by
demonstrating that even in exceptional
situations, the law’s capacity to deter,
and not merely recover, remains intact.

The writer is alawyer and former Judicial Member of
the National Company Law Tribunal

Credit information should remain purpose-bound

Using credit scores for decisions on jobs or matrimony can undermine equity and fairness, and foster financial exclusion

L]
Ganga Narayan Rath
Siddharth Subudhi

redit information has emerged
‘ asa cornerstone of India’s

lending-led growth economy.
Since the early 2000s, with the
establishment of credit bureaus, the
Indian financial ecosystem has gained a
structured mechanism to assess
borrower risk.

In India, where lending-led
consumption and investment are seen as
key growth drivers, credit bureaus can
be central to financial deepening as they
help lower the risk-premia attached to
borrowing without collateral.

Credit scores and reports are
designed to assess repayment capacity
and willingness in the context of
financial contracts. Extending their
applicability to unrelated domains, such
as, employment decisions, rentinga
house, selling insurance, matrimonial
etc.,as we have seen happening recently,
raises both ethical and economic
concerns.

The recent decision of the Madras
High Court to uphold the State Bank of
India’s withdrawal of ajob offer toa
candidate based on adverse CIBIL
history reflects this tension. While
banks may argue that integrity and

financial prudence are relevant for
employees handling money, such
blanket use risks conflating two distinct
spheres: the ability to repay debt, and
the capacity to performa job. This
reflects a certain “function creep”,
where the gradual expansion of credit
information’s purpose leads to
discrimination and erosion of trust.

EDUCATION LOANS

The risks of such overreach are
particularly stark in the context of
education loans. As of FY2025,
outstanding education loans in India
exceed 2 lakh crore, with around 8 per
cent classified as non-performing assets
(NPAs).

Alarge share of these defaults arises
not from wilful neglect but inability to
repay due to mismatch between
education and earning opportunities.
When these young borrowers, many
first-generation graduates, are further
blacklisted by employers due to poor
credit scores, the system traps them ina
cycle of exclusion.

As job markets abroad tighten, banks
face the prospect of recognizing more
NPAs, while these returnees confront
bleak domestic prospects and the stigma
of low credit scores. If our system
punishes them through automated
credit-based blacklisting rather than

CREDIT SCORE. Make judicious use

rehabilitation, can we still claim to
uphold systemic justice?

The disparity is further accentuated
by how the system treats large corporate
defaulters. Through frameworks like the
Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code, many
big borrowers manage to wash their sins
and return to the market with little
reputational loss. Meanwhile, small
borrowers including students, farmers,
and micro-entrepreneurs face
life-altering consequences for defaults
often beyond their control. This
asymmetry challenges not just
economic fairness but also the moral
architecture of India’s financial
inclusion agenda.

Comparative evidence from the US
and Europe also suggests restraint.

In the Indian context, unrestricted

application of credit information
beyond lending may have unintended
consequences. At systemic level, it risks
creating a discriminatory system where
past financial distress, sometimes
caused by macroeconomic shocks
outside individual control, permanently
scars employment prospects.

Atabehavioural level, borrowers
fearing that adverse credit history will
curtail not only their financial access but
also their job opportunities, may turn
away from the formal system altogether.
This could drive demand for informal
credit markets, where thereis a
significantly higher risk to the individual
due to unscrupulous collection tactics
and higher interest rates.

Credit information is indispensable
for India’s growth trajectoryas it
underpins risk-based lending and
financial inclusion. But its use should
remain purpose bound.

As India integrates deeper into global
financial and digital ecosystems,
regulators may need to revisit the scope
of credit data application to balance
banks’ interests with broader societal
objectives. Credit information should be
atool for enabling access, nota
gatekeeper that entrenches exclusion.

Rath is a former central banker; Subudhiis a public
policy analyst. Views are personal
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Problematic judgment
This refers to the editorial
‘Unprecedented ruling’
(December 2).

The recent Supreme Court ruling
in the case of Sandesara brothers
case sends jitters to many
stakeholders.

From layman point of view, the
borrowersare accused of on
several grounds including
misappropriation, money
laundering, diversion of funds and
suppression of facts and fled the
country. Pune

disturbing. Details of peculiarity of the
case are not known.

It is rather bewildering that it has
agreedtoannulall legal proceedings
pending across courts on acceptance
of the One Time Settlement of the
agreed sum by the banks. Laws are
meant to punish the perpetrators of
frauds. Any monetary compensation
cannot undo the wrongdoings.

RV Baskaran

Apex court’s contention on such For speedy justice without any political interference.
reversal of its verdict based on This is with reference to the Veena Shenoy
‘peculiar facts of the case’is highly article ‘Reform the Judicial Thane

system’ (December 2).

One of the main reasons in India
for people settling their disputes
out of the court, is the inordinate
delay in our judicial system.
Setting up fast track courts to
dispose of minor offencesisa
plausible option.

Secondly, all the cases should be
computerized. Judgesand
lawyers should be solely
appointed on the basis of merit

adjustments, and shifting

Handling growth volatility
Apropos“Explaining Indian Growth
Fluctuations” (December 2), the
article offers atimely reminder that
headline numbers often mask the
interplay of demand cycles, policy

consumption patterns. India’s recent
swings in growth reflect not only
external pressures but also the uneven
effects of domestic reforms. The

challenge now is to maintain
momentum without over-tightening
fiscal or monetary levers, especially
when household demand and
small-firm activity remain fragile.
Asteadier pipeline of public
spending, paired with measures that
broaden access to long-term finance,
would help smoothen volatility and
support more durable expansion.

A coordinated push on productivity
and investment quality could anchor
growth on firmer ground.
Abbharna Barathi

Chennai
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Data protection by banks

The DPDP Act requires them to strengthen systems

—
K Srinivasa Rao

iththe recent
s ;s ; implementation of the
Digital Personal Data

Protection Rules 2025 (DPR25),
the DPDP Act 2023 (DPA23) has
now come into force. Despite a
12-18-month transition period,
banks acting as data fiduciaries
(DFs) will need to align their data
management systems to protect
their extensive customer data.
Otherwise, the significant
penalties outlined in the punitive
measures could heighten
operational risks and potentially
breach public trust.

With over 300 crore deposit
accounts and 32 crore loan
accounts, banks, as DFs, are the
repositories of huge digital
personal data. They also handle a
large volume of highly sensitive
customer data— suchas KYC
details, AML checks, account
activity, credit reports, borrower
ratings, transaction and credit
histories, and more — while
managing multiple data storage
centres and processing activities.

Though banks are accustomed
to protecting data as part of their
fiduciary responsibility to
maintain confidentiality, the
added responsibilities and data
sensitivities under DPR25 call for
strengthening and revamping
data management practices. Asa
result, internal systemic controls
must be strengthened to ensure
compliance at every stage.

THE STRATEGIES

Banks should establisha
cross-functional internal data
protection team to oversee
compliance, investigate breaches,
and ensure corrective actions are
taken. This team should serve as
the primary contact for
policy-making and developing the
resources necessary for data
management within the bank to
uphold the rights granted under
the DPA23 and maintain trustin
the system.

Strong data protection
guarantees should be included in
service-level agreements with
vendors, and stricter penalties
should be enforced for violations.
The privacy of contracts between
banks and data processors must
be robust to manage the risks of
data leakage better.

Banks should therefore develop
not only policies and procedures
but also establish clear standard
operating procedures (SOPs) to
create a robust system for
protecting personal dataina
rapidly growing digital
environment.

Banks should should enforce

HEFTY PENALTY. For data leaks

consent and transparency,
security safeguards, and
accountability. Compliance with
DPR2S5 involves multiple
departments, is complex, and
depends on a timeline. Therefore,
the core implementation team
should ensure that the essential
infrastructure, trained personnel,
systems, and processes are
integrated with the data
management systems.

The effectiveness of systemic
controls should be evaluated
through simulated scenarios to
identify weaknesses and gaps
observed during testing. The
monitoring and control systems
need to be connected to data hubs
to deliver prompt alerts to
relevant authorities, enabling
them to respond, guide, and
resolve issues.

The track record over the past
five years reveals several
significant data leaks or incidents
of data theft or breach, evenin
major banks with stronger
internal controls. RBI imposed
penalties and, in some cases,
non-monetary restrictions to
prevent onboarding new
customers. DFs should consider
the significant financial penalties
for non-compliance. The
maximum penalty of up to ¥250
crore applies if a DF fails to
implement reasonable security
measures. Since banks hold
accounts for minors, thereisa
risk of minors’ data being
misused.

Any other breach of the Act or
Rules by a DF may lead to
penalties of up to I50 crore.
Better coordination with the Data
Protection Board will be
necessary to seek guidance to
address risks. Training and
sensitisation of staff across the
organisations on DPR25 and its
implications should be conducted
regularly. Customer education on
data protection will be equally
important, given the increasing
number of digitally driven
self-service kiosks and apps in
use.

The writer is Adjunct Professor, Institute of
Insurance and Risk Management, Hyderabad.
Views are personal
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Dual pricing for kerosene under study

With international crude prices continuing to remain at high levels and
domestic oil marketing companies reporting huge under recoveries because
of subsidised kerosene and LPG sales, the Petroleum Ministry has activated the
process to decide whether dual pricing for subsidised kerosene could be
worked out to target focussed user groups.

Rupee at new 14-month low

The rupee dived to a fresh 14-month low against the dollar on Friday, in
tandem with a fall in other major currencies. In the domestic market, heavy
importer buying pulled the rupee down against the greenback. The domestic
currency touched an intra-day low of 46.24, and finally closed the day at 46.18.

It will become an IN-thing for all callers

Telephone users will soon be able to access all the helpline numbers, toll-free
numbers, tele-voting numbers and premium numbers like those offered by
astrologers, irrespective of the operators from whom they have taken the
connection. An open access would mean that an AirTel subscriber would be
able to access all the IN-based services hosted by Hutch and vice versa.
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he official line is that

Pakistan Prime Minister

Shehbaz Sharif suddenly

felt unwell and dashed off to

London to consult doctors.
But nobody in Islamabad is swallowing
that without a large pinch of salt. His
conveniently timed trip fell on the very
day Army Chief and self-anointed Field
Marshal Asim Munir was due to be
elevated to the unprecedented post of
combined chief of the army, air force and
navy.
Fresh drama followed around
Shehbaz’s return. Instead of flying back
to Islamabad as expected, he was due to
land late Tuesday at Lahore. Meanwhile,
Section 144 was imposed around
Rawalpindi’s Adiala Jail, even as
ex-prime minister Imran Khan’s sister
met him for the first time in weeks. She
reported him well but furious he was
only being allowed out of his cell for 30
minutes a day.

Whether by accident or design,
Shehbaz’s vanishing act only added fuel
to the speculation surrounding Munir’s
impending coronation as Pakistan’s
supreme military boss.

The turbulence began November 27
with the retirement of General Sahir
Shamshad Mirza, head of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff Committee. With his
departure, the post was abolished.
Under Pakistan’s 27th Constitutional
Amendment, a new Chief of Defence
Forces, or CDF, should have
immediately taken over command of all
three services. Munir was poised to step
into his oversized boots, baton polished
and ready.

And that was precisely when Shehbaz
flew to London, ostensibly for medical
reasons but also to consult his elder
brother, Nawaz Sharif, the family
patriarch. Why did Shehbaz need his
brother’s advice? The whisper mill says
there’s significant resistance within the
military to Munir’s elevation. He’s
already served three years as army chief
and is now set for another five. After
that, he could even be eligible for a
second five-year term. That would mean
most senior officers would retire long
before he put down his field marshal’s
baton. The fact Shehbaz did not sign off
immediately, and instead left the
country, has raised the obvious question:

STATISTALK.
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would he dare to stall without at least
some quiet backing from senior officers?

Dissent is not confined to the army.
Air Chief Marshal Zafar Ahmad Babar
Sidhu is reportedly incensed Munir will
now wield authority over the skies,
particularly after the air force’s
confidence about its showing in the May
Four-Day War. Meanwhile, Pakistan’s
legal fraternity is furious. Recent
changes have sharply curtailed judicial
independence and given the
government the final say in appointing
judges. Many lawyers view this as an
attack on the last major institution that
had occasionally resisted political and
military pressure.

At the same time, Pakistan’s Army is
spreading the story that its nightmare of
amulti-front conflict is inching closer to
reality. The army has long feared being

Analysts say the army
and government may be
tightening the screws to
push Khan towards exile,
as they did with Nawaz
Sharif and Benazir Bhutto

trapped between India and Afghanistan.
Asveteran columnist Maleeha Lodhi
writes: “An early conflict with India and
continuing tensions over Kashmir were
accompanied by irredentist claims of
successive Afghan governments, who
questioned” the British-demarcated
Durand Line border.

FIGHTING ON THREE FRONTS
But Lodhi argues today’s situation is
worse. Pakistan is now effectively
fighting on three fronts. Alongside India
and Afghanistan, it is facing a relentless
campaign by the Afghanistan-based
TTP. The TTP slips across the porous
border, attacks Pakistani forces and
retreats to sanctuaries where the army
cannot pursue them. Frustration in
Islamabad has grown to the point that
Pakistan recently bombed Kabul. Two
simultaneous peace processes, one
mediated by Turkiye and Qatar, the
other by Saudi Arabia, are under way to
stabilise relations between Islamabad
and Kabul. So far, neither has yielded
results.

It seems inevitable Munir will soon
have to deploy the full might of the army
to push back the TTP. That will be along,

Compiled by Dhuraivel Gunasekaran | Graphic KS Gunasekar

Consumer spending shifts: Trends shaping the 2026 marketplace

A Euromonitor International report, Top Global Consumer Trends 2026, outlines four major global consumer-behaviour shifts expected
in 2026. Through survey data and market research, it identifies the rise of the comfort-zone mindset, identity-based consumption,
clinical-grade data-led precision-wellness solutions, and the ascent of the Asian wave. Key trends: High stress levels and limited relief
are creating massive addressable markets for anxiety-reducing products and wellness tech solutions. Rising outstanding short-term
personal loans reflect live-for-today attitudes, driving emotional purchases and frequent micro-indulgence. Chinese brands are
expanding aggressively in appliances, smartphones, and gaming — combining price efficiency with digital retail engines.

Air-conditioner adoption surges
Consumers prioritize personal comfort over

environmental impact, reshaping appliance demand
® % of households (2026)
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Mental wellbeing claims dominate launches
Rise in health-claimed FMCG launches signals innovation-growth

Stress relie o
Relaxing - o
Mood enhancing
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Aids sleep

(in %)

50 60 70 80 90 100

@ Beauty and personal care @ Consumer health @ Hot drinks
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The rise of Chinese companies

Short term loans continue to rise

Reflecting live-for-today attitudes, driving emotional

purchases, and frequent micro-indulgence

= Chinese companies == Japanese companies

Chinese brands expand in appliances, smartphones, gaming,
combining pricing efficiency and digital retail engines

(in %)

Korean companies == Others
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Political theatre being
played out in Pakistan

VANISHING ACT. Shehbaz Sharif’s medical mystery tour fuels speculation about
resistance to Field Marshal Asim Munir’s coronation

difficult fight. And, predictably, Pakistan
continues to accuse India of quietly
backing the group.

Amid all this comes another twist in
the Imran Khan saga. For weeks, his
family had been denied access to him,
fuelling speculation he was gravely ill or
even dead. But on Tuesday there was a
dramatic shift when authorities allowed
his surgeon sister, Uzma Khan, to meet
him inside Adiala Jail. Analysts say the
army and government may be tightening
the screws to push Khan towards exile,
as they did with Nawaz Sharif and
Benazir Bhutto. Many
Pakistan-watchers now believe Khan has
been effectively neutralised and no
longer commands the overwhelming
street power he once enjoyed.

Even so, perhaps the gravest threat
comes from within Pakistan’s own
power structure. Has Munir
overreached? By trying to consolidate
unprecedented authority, has he
antagonised too many elements,
including the air force, parts of the army,
the judiciary, political players and the
public? One thing is clear. This saga is far
from over and Pakistan has rarely
offered more dramatic political theatre.

On businessline.in

Labour codes: An
important beginning on
the road to reforms

Implementing the
proposals for an
E:j,m@ experimental period of,
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Fibre based broadband
vital for India’s digital
marathon

It scores over fixed
wireless access, which is
better suited for urgent
situations like restoring
links in crises, disaster
relief or accessing
hard-to-reach hamlets,
says TV Ramachandran

https://tinyurl.com/3fk7esp4

The last child’s gender
still tells the truth

Though the incidence of
R son preference in Indian
E'i“ﬁjhﬁ_'@ families has fallen, there
: f:ﬁ is still little preference
@éu‘ﬁ e-L— 1 for daughters, point out
’Lp-i"a' v }_Aj Nijara Deka and
jugnpefa g Gautam Kumar Das
https://tinyurl.com/yc9rmb5xt
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1. Willing to have a go at venison, say (4)

Major appliances Smartphones Mobile games
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DOWN DOWN
SY 1. Pastime, sport (4) NOT SO EASY
2. Pimple (4)
ACROSS ACROSS

7. Cleaner for floor
covering (6,7)

8. Founded (11)
12. Long pace (6)
14. Cornstalks (6)
16. Booted (6)

18. Aset,in
succession (6)

19. Working
together (11)

23. Wheel structure
on aircraft (13)

3. Horse accommodation (6)
4. Lovers, young men (6)

5. Opening between threads of net (4)
6. Repair (4)

9. Mediterranean wind (7)

10. Feeling of raised spirits (7)
11. Puts question (4)

12. Japanese drink; cause (4)
13. Change colour (3)

15. Foot digit (3)

17.Soak (6)

18. Steps indoors (6)

19. Fruit of fir, pine (4)

20. Unseal (4)

21. Wading bird (4)

22. Comedian’s quick jokes (4)

7. Pile may be pushed over for it to make a

clean-up (6,7)

8. Settled the fact that it had its foundation (11)
12. A good pace for a good man to go on a horse (6)
14. Last things clutched at when growth returns

in craft (6)

16. Had a punt, and put the boot in (6)
18. Set progressively differing from Erse is

apparent (6)

19. Firm theatre work when working together (11)
23. Where one may see railway tracks or flying

wheels (13)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2836

2. Being immaculate, can not thus get a glimpse of it (4)

3. Firm sink-top on another piece of furniture (6)

4. One is among the cobs, who are lovers (6)

5. Men endlessly call for quiet to get gear together (4)

6. Get better people at the end of the road (4)
9. Fabulous bird is backed first : company gets wind of it (7)
10. Good feeling, having given up story getting one on (7)

11. When kiss is out, invites one to it (4)

12. Abandon one for this drink in Japan (4)
13. Colour red, yellow, blue - one from each (3)

15. First thing to put in boot in some other form turns up (3)

17. Thoroughly wet children the Italian left twisting (6)
18. They go up - or down - in case (6)

19. Icecream perhaps gives warning of a lot of wind (4)

20. Begin softly in one version (4)
21.Bird - at least, half of it - is surrounded (4)
22. Stops one uttering comic’s funny lines (4)

ACROSS 1. Typists 5. Solid 8. Narrate 9. Organ 10. Emergency 12. Lea 13. Tempo 17. Cot 19. Slackened 21. Noble 22. Inkling 24. Scamp 25. Minutes
DOWN 1. Tender 2. Portent 3. Sea 4. Stern 5. Story-book 6. Legal 7. Denial 11. Go to sleep 14. Convict 15. Scenes 16. Adages 18. Tibia 20. Axiom 23. Kin
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FM flags global tax risks from digitisation, new financial products

MONIKA YADAV
New Delhi, 2 December

Global tax systems must urgently adapt to
digitalisation, new financial products, and
evolving beneficial-ownership structures,
Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman said
on Tuesday, calling for deeper cooperation
and stronger confidentiality systems
among jurisdictions.

She said this while explaining that
although transparency and technology
have strengthened India’s compliance sys-
tems, new risks from digitalisation, com-
plex financial products and
beneficial-ownership structures require
collective global cooperation, strong confi-
dentiality protections, and responsible use
of shared information.

Speaking at the 18th Global Forum
Plenary meeting on Transparency and

Exchange of Information for Tax Pur-
poses in New Delhi, she stressed
that these emerging challenges “are not
challenges that any one country can
address alone” and require “coordina-
tion, trust, and timely exchange of rel-
evant information.”

Sitharaman said that trust is the foun-
dation of the Global Forum’s work, noting
that trusted relationships have direct econ-
omic value by making cooperation easier,
improving investment flows and stabilis-
ingeconomicties. She emphasised that the
Forum plays a critical role in reviewing
implementation, developing standards,
and supporting members, demonstrating
that transparency can be “effective and
fair” when guided by clear rules, mutual
respect and shared objectives.

She underlined that the task ahead is to
strengthen standards where necessary and

Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman
at the 18th Global Forum Plenary
meeting on Transparency and
Exchange of Information for Tax
Purposes, in New Delhi on Tuesday pri

ensure that information exchange leads to
measurable outcomes — not only for
enforcement but also for boosting confi-

dence in institutions and encouraging
responsible economic behaviour. “The
focus must remain on fairness, sustainabil-
ity, and public trust in the integrity of tax
systems,” she said.

Within India, she noted, the exchange
of information is now integrated into
broader compliance and risk analysis
frameworks. As technology and artificial
intelligence enhance analytical capacity,
Sitharaman cautioned that “innovation
must always work hand-in-hand with
accountability,” adding thatjudgment and
respect for procedure are essential to
maintaining credibility.

Reinforcing the same themes, Revenue
Secretary Arvind Shrivastava said the
global tax community faces a set of “clear
and urgent” tasks. “We must continue to
deepen beneficial-ownership transpar-
ency, ensure strong data confidentiality

systems, and make sure that information
shared under international standards is
used effectively,” he said.

Shrivastava highlighted the need to
adapttodigital economy taxation and new
crypto-asset reporting frameworks,
noting that these shifts will require both
technical innovation and coordinated
international action.

He added that India stands ready to
contribute to the Forum’s next phase, one
where transparency “leads not just to
enforcement, but also to greater com-
pliance, investor confidence and sustain-
able development.”

OECD Secretary-General Mathias
Cormann said the Forum’s next phase
will focus on crypto-asset transparency,
stronger implementation of information-
exchange standards and expanded
capacity building. He noted that the

global crypto market has surged to about
$3trillion from $740 billion in 2020, creat-
ing new risks, and said “over 70 jurisdic-
tions have now committed to start first
exchanges on crypto-assets from 2027
onwards.” Updated technical guidance
covering the amended Common Repor-
ting Standard and the Crypto-asset
Reporting Framework was published
in June to support implementation,
he informed.

Cormann added that peer reviews show
continued challenges in the quality and
timeliness of information exchange,
underscoring the need for improvements
in processes and procedures.

He also highlighted the Forum’s grow-
ing technical assistance footprint, with
support extended to 106 jurisdictions and
training provided to more than 15,000 offi-
cialsin 2025.

Centre appoints
Ramakrishnan
Chander as LICMD

The central government has appointed
Ramakrishnan Chander, who was serving as
executive director and chief financial officer
of state-owned Life Insurance Corporation
(LIC), as managing director with effect from
December 1. His tenure will run until his
superannuation on September 30, 2027, the
insurer said in an exchange notification.
LIC has four MDs in addition to its MD &
CEO, R Doraiswamy. The other three MDs
are Sat Pal Bhanoo, Ratnakar Patnaik, and
Dinesh Pant. Bhanoo’s tenure is expected to
end in January 2026. BS REPORTER

Numaligarh Refinery
becomes India’s 27th
Navratna CPSE

Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman has gra-
nted Navratna status to Numaligarh Refinery
Ltd (NRL). Prior to the upgrade, NRL, a Central
Public Sector Enterprise under the Ministry of
Petroleum and Natural Gas, held Miniratna
status. “Hon’ble Finance Minister hasapproved
the upgradation of Numaligarh Refinery Ltd
(NRL) to Navratna CPSE. NRL will be the 27th
Navratnaamongst the CPSEs. NRL is a Ministry
of Petroleum & Natural Gas CPSE with an
annual turn over of 25,147 crores and net profit
of Rs 1,608 crores for FY 2024-25,” Department
of Public Enterprises under the Finance Minis-
try said in a post on X on Tuesday. PTI

DRDO successfully
conducts high-speed
rocket-sled test

The DRDO has successfully conducted a high-
speed rocket-sled test of a fighter aircraft
escape system at controlled velocity, validating
some of the key safety parameters including
complete aircrew recovery. The test has placed
India in “an elite club of nations” with
advanced in-house escape system testing capa-
bility, the defence ministry said on Tuesday. In
a rocket-sled test, the system coupled with a
rocket propulsion mechanism is run at a high
speed ona pair of rails to simulate a moving air-
craft in mid-air, a senior official said. PTI

Raghuram Rajan
warns of rising
private credit risks

Former Reserve Bank of India Governor Rag-
huram Rajan warned about excess liquidity
building up in private credit globally, the latest
voice to weigh in on rising risks in the asset
class. Private sector profitability and a wave of
Al success stories have created a sense in the
market that the lending boom will continue for
along time, said Rajan, a finance professor at
the University of Chicago. “We are in a period
where there’s ample credit, and the Fed is cut-
ting,” he said, speaking at the Clifford Capital
Investor Day event in Singapore on Tuesday.
BLOOMBERG

Sanctions, logistics issucs take a
toll on India’s exports to Russia

SHREYA NANDI
New Delhi, 2 December

Even as India’s merchandise trade with
Russia expanded sharply since the onset
of the conflict with Ukraine in February
2022, export growth remained in the
slow lane owing to sanctions pressure,
disruption in logistics and market
access issues.

Total trade between India and Russia
rose from $8.73 billion in FY22 to $68.7 bil-
lion in FY25, mainly due to New Delhi’s oil
purchases, government data showed.

Inbound shipments rose from $5.48
billion in FY22 to $63.8 billion in FY25,
while exports grew from $3.5 billion to
only $4.88 billion, according to com-
merce department data.

Exporters said that, going ahead,
exports to Russia may see growth, but in
a limited way. This comes as Western
nations have been tryingtoisolate Russia
through economic sanctions.

Logistics challenges persist due to
inadequate container load, and currency
fluctuation — mainly in ruble. This has

also made purchase of Indian goods
more expensive.

India’s key exports to Russia include
engineering goods, drugs and pharma-
ceuticals, electronics, organic and inor-
ganic chemicals, coal and marine
products, among others.

In certain sectors such as dairy, marine
products and pharmaceuticals, market
access remains an issue, they said.

However, in the current financial year
(April-October), marine exports have
grown by nearly 30 per cent year-on-year
(Y-0-Y) — although at a low base — to
$90.79 million.

2025-26 (Apr-Sep) 225

Source: Department of Commerce

Merchandise exports to Russia

Value (5bn)  Y-0-Y chg (%)
2021-22 325
2022-23 315
2023-24 4.26
2024-25 4.88

That apart, the US government’s
warning to Indian manufacturers last
year — urging them to ensure that items,
including defence equipment, are not
exported to Russia — has dampened
sentiment.

Companies have been hesitant to
export items that are dual-use in nature,
given the risk that such items could aid
Russia’s missile systems. This could
expose them to Western sanctions.

“The bigger companies that have
exposure to the US are hesitant to export
to Russia. Any change in the geopolitical
situation will improve exportsto Russia,”

Engineering Export Promotion Council
of India chairman Pankaj Chadha said.

Sanctions and geopolitical challenges
have been the reasons for a fall in exports
ofengineering goods to Russia. Thiscomes
even as the segment accounts for the lar-
gest share of India-outbound shipmentsto
that market. Exports of engineering goods
declined to $1.26 billion in FY25 from $1.36
billionin FY24.

Federation of Indian Export Organisa-
tions (Fieo) also echoed Chadha’s senti-
ment. “After the sanctions, large
companies are not keen to deal with Russia
and most exports are from small and
medium companies. As a result, quantum
growth in exports will be difficult,” said
Ajay Sahai, director general and CEO, Fieo.
However, in some segments, we are doing
well such as electrical and electronics. We
have done well and have crossed the $1 bil-
lion mark (in FY25). “Coffee, food products,
home textiles and auto components
demand is growing,” he said.

Alleyesare now on the upcomingvisit
of Russian President Vladimir Putin to
India later this week.

Putin’s India visit puts Su-57 stealth
jets, extra S-400 firepower on table

BHASWAR KUMAR
New Delhi, 2 December

Russian President Vladimir Putin’s two-
day state visit to India beginning Thurs-
daywill see bilateral defence cooperation
advance further, with the possible supply
to New Delhi of Russian Sukhoi Su-57
stealth jets and additional S-400 air
defence units — used during Operation
Sindoor — expected on the agenda.
Russia is also being considered a partner
for expanded co-production of military
hardware, despite its share in India’s
arms imports halving over the past 15
years, even as it remains the country’s
largest supplier.

Putin is visiting India for the 23rd
India-Russia Annual Summit at the invi-
tation of Prime Minister Narendra Modi.

“The issue of Su-57s certainly will be
on the agenda during the coming visit,”
Kremlin spokesperson Dmitry Peskov
said on Tuesday at an online press brief-
ing organised by Russia’s Sputnik News,
in response to a question on whether
Russia had made any offer to India for
supplying the stealth jets. However, these
are understood to be exploratory talks,
with an agreement unlikely to be formal-
ised during the current visit.

Russia has been exploring the possi-
bility of manufacturing the stealth
fighter jets in India, and, according to

Russia’s Sukhoi Su-57 stealth combat aircraft at Aero India 2025 in Bengaluru
PHOTO: DINAKAR PERI  Source: Sipri’'s Trends in International
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sources, at least one team has visited Hin-
dustan Aeronautics’ Aircraft Manufac-
turing Division in Nashik (Maharashtra)
to assess feasibility.

Peskov also said the supply of addi-
tional S-400 air defence systems would
be discussed during the visit. “This issue
istop of the agenda, and I have no doubt
it will be discussed during the visit...
have no doubt that it will be mentioned
also at the highest level,” he said in
response to a question.

Inan apparent bid to address concerns
about Russia’s capacity to deliver military
equipment to export customers, he added
that the country’s military industry has
increased production over the past four
years, not only to meet the needs of its own

armed forces but also to sustain exports.
At a defence conclave on November
28, Defence Secretary Rajesh Kumar
Singh said that delays in the delivery of
military equipment were not confined to
domestic manufacturers, citing the
delayed S-400 shipment due to the con-
flict in Ukraine as an example.
Speakinglater that day at a Federation of
Indian Chambers of Commerce and Indus-
try event, Singh said maintenance and sup-
port for the considerable volume of Russian
legacy equipment operated by the Indian
armed forces, aswell asthe remaining S-400
air defence systems yet to be delivered,
would be on the agenda during Putin’s visit.
Indiaprocured the S-400 undera2018
deal valued at about 40,300 crore.

Although all five squadrons were orig-
inally scheduled for delivery by end-
2023, the delivery of two remains
pending.

Military jet engines — a critical gap in
India’s capabilities — could be another
area of cooperation between India and
Russia. On Tuesday, responding toaques-
tion on whether Russia would transfer
related technology to India, Peskov said,
“There are negotiations.” He also said that
Russia was transferring a substantial
amount of technology and launchingjoint
production projects in India.

Moscow’s push to reinforce its
defence engagements comes amid a
sharp fallinitsshare of New Delhi’s arms
imports.

OECD retains
FY26 growth
outlook at 6.7%

SHIVA RAJORA
New Delhi, 2 December

The Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development
(OECD) in its latest economic outlook
onTuesday retained its growth forecast
for the current financial year at 6.7 per
cent, citing monetary policy easing and
the overhaul of the goods and services
tax regime. It further kept FY27 growth
forecast unchanged at 6.2 per cent.

“InIndia, growth is anticipated tobe
supported by rising real incomes, mon-
etary policy easing and strong growth
in public capital spending,” the
OECD said.

However, the 50 per cent tariff
imposed by the US on India will weaken
export growth.

Besides, the OECD lowered its retail
inflation forecast for the current finan-
cial year by 100 basis points (bps) to
1.9 per cent and by 50 bps to 3.4 per cent
for FY27.

“Risks are broadly balanced. On the
upside, successful negotiations with the
United States to roll back the recently
imposed tariffs would ease trade uncer-
tainty, improve confidence and bolster
manufacturing exports. On the down-
side, higher oil import prices could raise
inflation, weighing on private con-
sumption and industrial production,”
the report said.

On the fiscal deficit, the outlook
expects it to remain at 4.5 per cent in
FY26, higher than the government’s
fiscal deficit target of 4.4 per cent for
the year.

The outlook further notes that per-
sistent infrastructure bottlenecks, such
as unreliable electricity, inadequate
transport networks, and limited digital
access, continue to constrain competi-
tiveness and widen regional disparities.
India’s limited integration into global
value chains constrains its ability to
capitalise on global trade trends and
technological diffusion.

“India has scope to deepen trade
integration by actively pursuing new
preferential and bilateral trade agree-
ments, while continuing to simplify
customs procedures and reduce tariffs,”
the outlook said.

Regarding the global economy, the
outlook notesthat it has shown ‘surpris-
ing’ resilience in 2025 as front-loading of
goods production and trade ahead of
the introduction of higher tariff rates
was a key factor in the early part of
the year.

The global growth is expected to
clock3.2 per centin 2025, followed by 2.9
per cent in 2026.

“Easier global financial conditions,
supportive macroeconomic policies,
realincome growth, and strongdemand
for new Al-related investments in some
countries, particularly the United
States, are all providing broader support
for demand,” it noted.

‘Indian entrepreneurs need to think global to meet customer needs’

the president of the Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce and

@Last week, Anant Goenka, vice chairman of the RPG group, took over as

Industry (Ficci). In an interview with Asit Ranjan Mishra and Gulveen
Aulakh in New Delhi, Goenka explains the challenges and opportunities for India Inc

as he seesit. Edited excerpts:

We have seen GDP growth for Q2FY26
at 8.2 per cent, but the index of indus-
trial production (IIP) data for October
and GST numbers for November have
not been very encouraging. How do
you see growth turning out for the rest
of the financial year?

m  Qverall, 'm fairly optimistic about futu-
re growth. Some amount of holiday season,
not good production happening because of
closure due to holidays had some (adverse)
impact. But largely, if you see between the
change in income tax slab as well as GST
rationalisation, nearly X2.5 trillion has
been pumped into consumption. So, with
that coming in, I'm fairly optimistic that
demand will be strong and, therefore, even
corporate investment should be at amuch
better position going forward.

Geopolitical and external risks have
been a cause of concern. We are negoti-
ating a free trade agreement (FTA)
with the US, and the 50 per cent tariff
has been there for some time now. How

is India Inc coping with the high tariff?
m  There are very few focused industries
such as garments, shrimp, and gems &
jewellery that have seen a larger impact.
But we were just looking at some data,
and actually most of the industries have
actually grown in exports. Gems & jewel-
lery overall has grown. So, the entire
diversification strategy, whether it is
because of FTAs or because of just focus
on different geographies, has been posi-
tive. The garment industry is one that has
not fully been able to absorb or pass on
the entire impact. But there are alot of
positive signs that we are seeing on the
FTA front. We had the commerce secretary
address our AGM (annual general meet-
ing). Hopefully, there'll be some positive
news soon. That is what I have gathered
from indications that he gave us in the
talk. So, hopefully that will be over and one
big geopolitical challenge that we have
seen will be behind us.

The government is clearly on a reforms

path. What is the biggest challenge
that you think the Indian industry is
facing? And what needs to be done?

®  We have been working with the
government on market factor reforms. So,
labour has been addressed. The next two
would be land and power as factors of
production. Logistics, also, I would put as
something that is a long-term game. How
do we avoid cross-subsidisation and bring
down power costs? That would be cer-
tainly one area. Second is ease of doing
business at a state-level as well. With the
central taskforce that has been set up,
there is a higher focus on states. So, while
the Centre has high intent, action on
reforms at the state level will certainly
help. Healthy competition between states
or districts can be something that will
create a positive momentum.

Why do you think private capex is not
picking up as expected?

®m  Onebigchallenge for capex not hap-
pening was demand. The government
has played its part. As demand and util-
isation levels go up in factories, Tam
fairly optimistic that we should see a
spurring of private consumption; private
expenditure or corporate expenditure
should come in for sure out of that.
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CCWE HAVE BEEN WORKING WITH
THE GOVERNMENT ON MARKET
FACTOR REFORMS. SO, LABOUR HAS
BEEN ADDRESSED. THE NEXT TWO
WOULD BE LAND AND POWER AS
FACTORS OF PRODUCTION )

There's some onus also industry needs to
take. We can think more global as entre-
preneurs. How do we cater to global cus-
tomer needs? How do we innovate for
that customer? How do we make sure we
brand, invest in these countries, and
invest in people? So, thinking more
global, doing a little bit more innovation,
research and development (R&D) are our
core focus in Ficci.

Now that the labour codes are in place,

what challenges do you see in their
implementation? Also, companies
need to restructure their compensa-
tion packages for their employees.

®  It’sanextremely positive shift that has
happened. It had been in the offing fora
fairamount of time, but it's great that the
government has gone ahead with this.
Implementation is something we have to
work again closely with the government to
make sure it is uniformly done across all
states, and adopted across the board.
Maybe some states will go a little slow,
some will be at a certain pace, but move-
ment across the states would be one thing
that comes to mind as an area that we have
to focus on. Otherwise, it’s very positive.

The government sometime back
started focusing a lot on quality
control orders (QCOs), and suddenly it
has again started reversing some of
them. What is your stand on QCOs?

m Toacertain extent, it enforces higher
quality products, which can be assured to
the customers. On the other hand, there
are certain compliance challenges that
may arise. We need to ensure that there's
enough labs and testing capabilities to
make sure there are no long waits and
bureaucracy around that. Maybe in sec-

tors that are more consumption-focused,
if you have a QCO for final products, you
may not need it for intermediate
products. It’s a balance between quality
and ease of implementation.

What are your key expectations from
the upcoming Budget?

®  Oneisahighlevel thought of
Atmanirbharta (self-reliance), which is
particularly focused on two or three sec-
tors we have recommended. One is
defence and national security; we are
seeing increased outlay on defence
spending around the world.

Second suggestion is to set up a mega
industrial park for electronics manufac-
turing services. There, the benefits of
working in a value chain close to each
other is very high, which increases the
value addition. So, an outlay where all
original equipment manufacturers,
assemblers and everyone else can come
in and set up business together is needed.

Third, the government had the recent
critical minerals mission. On that, how
can we also add a mission for the tailings
such as fly ash, leftovers from mines, etc?
How do we extract critical minerals from
them? Further strengthening of techno-
logical capability in drones is an area.
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Protecting revenue

GST may need further reforms

The Union government this week introduced two Bills in Parliament to enable it to
impose taxes on select sin goods. In a way, this is a logical step forward after the
rationalisation of rates in goods and services tax (GST). In September, the GST
Council had decided to move broadly to a two-slab system of 5 per cent and 18 per
cent. Besides, select sin and luxury goods were put in the 40 per cent tax slab. The
adjustment also ended the compensation cess on most items, except sin goods, on
which it was retained to repay the remaining debt incurred to compensate states
for the revenue shortfall during the pandemic. As the debt gets fully repaid, the new
Bills will ensure that taxes on sin items do not decline.

Asthestatement of objects and reasons for the Central Excise (Amendment) Bill,
2025, explains that with the levy of GST and the compensation cess on tobacco and
tobacco products, central excise rates were reduced significantly. Now that the cess
will be discontinued once the debt incurred to pay compensation is fully repaid, the
government is increasing the excise duty. Further, the Health Security Se
National Security Cess Bill, 2025, will enable the government to levy a cess on
machines used to produce specified goods, such as pan masala or other items,
which may be notified later. Cess collection is intended to be utilised for public
health and national security. Since this will be a cess, the Centre will not be
required to share it with the states. Notably, the simplification of the GST system
was welcomed by most stakeholders. In the same reformist spirit, the govern-
ment could simply have imposed a sin tax over and above the GST rate on items
it deemed fit. This would have kept the tax structure simple, and the collection,
like all other central taxes, could have been shared with the states. The imposi-
tion of the cess must be avoided. State governments in this regard have a genuine
concern that the increasing dependence on cess collection affects the flow of tax
revenue because that is not part of the divisible pool. Ideally, it should be
imposed only as a temporary measure in exceptional circumstances.

Although the new Bills will help protect revenue to some extent, GST collection
may settle at an unfavourable level. Net GST collection in November increased just
1.3 per cent, year-on-year, without factoring in the compensation cess. One way to
seethe numbersisthat despite reduction in GST rates on most items, collection has
not dropped. However, it is worth noting that the collection reflects the surge in
demand during the festival season after the rate cuts. It needs to be watched if
demand sustains over the coming months. A possible reduction in GST collection
will affect both the Union government and the states. As things stand, the Union
government’s gross tax revenue increased only 4 per cent, year-on-year, during
April-October and will have to grow at a much faster rate to achieve the full-year
revenuetarget. Things could become difficult if GST collection dropsin the coming
months. In this regard, once cess collection ends and a clearer picture of revenue
collection emerges, the GST Council could deliberate on the next set of reforms.
Further rate adjustments may be necessary to safeguard revenue over the medium
tolongrun.

Inconsistent solutions

Recent telecom directives must be reconsidered

Two recent directives from the Department of Telecommunications have led to
confusion and controversy. One mandates that apps such as WhatsApp, Telegram,
Signal, Arattai, Snapchat, and JioChat and other “telecommunication identifier
user entities” must ensure that subscriber identity module (SIM) cards are con-
tinuously linked to respective services. If users opt for website or web-app-based
access, the apps must ensure they are logged out every six hours and re-login
through the QR-code. This directive will interfere in the functionality of these apps
and disrupt the business models of many services provided on them, as well as
cause inconvenience to a large number of individual users. The second directive
orders all smartphone manufacturers and importers to pre-install the Sanchar
Saathi (SS) app on all new cell phones manufactured or imported for use in India.
Moreover, the SS must be force-installed on older smartphones already in use
through an update. This would in effect install in every smartphone a backdoor,
which could be athreat to privacy and security. The government on Tuesday clari-
fied that the app was not mandatory and users could remove it.

The rationale for SIM-binding is that apps like these may allow access even
when the underlying SIM is not present or active. It has been argued that this cre-
ates vulnerabilities that may be exploited to commit cyber fraud. But these apps
are already bound to devices. While subscribers sign up for accounts by using the
SIM, one of the most useful functions is that these apps allow communication
even when the SIM is not active. Some obvious use cases are for mariners at sea
or persons (such as oil prospectors, civil engineers, and defence personnel) work-
ing in remote areas where a SIM-based telecom network is not present but WiFi
connectivity is available. The SIM-binding directive would also disrupt the provi-
sion of WhatsApp business accounts, where multiple persons using different
devices log in using the same business account. This directive could obviously
be disruptive to many users including businesses, and interfere in core features
of messaging apps.

The SS app is used to protect smartphone devices, verify the international
mobile equipment identity (IMEI) number, and report suspicious activities. Devel-
oped by the government, it has features like Chakshu, which allows users to report
suspected fraud attempts, by call, SMS or WhatsApp, including impersonation,
financial scams, and spoofed calls. The app also helps users report lost and stolen
phones, which can then be traced or disabled. Users may also use the app to check
ifanyunauthorised mobile connection hasbeenissued in their names. SS requires
permission to handle call and SMS logs, phone management, SMS sending,
camera and file access, and location. It is, therefore, potentially a backdoor into
every device on which it is installed and it could enable government surveillance
onalargescale. The SS code is not open-source soitis hard tocheckifthere are any
bugsthat may allow hackersto access devices. The best way to combat cybercrime
would be to foster awareness among users rather than to force SIM-binding and
the pre-installation of an app that many users may not know how to use, and some
may prefer not to use.

Big banks, or more¢
agile banks?

With rapid tech innovation and fast-changing customer
expectations, the sector is ripe for disruption

Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman said the other
day that the government was in talks with the
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) to consolidate the six
public sector banks that were left out of the previous
merger process. These banks include larger ones like
Bank of India, as well as medium and smaller banks
such as Central Bank of India, Indian Overseas Bank,
Punjab & Sind Bank, Bank of Maharash-
tra, and UCO Bank.

The big question is: Do we want big
oragile?Itisnot thatsize isn’timportant
inbanking, but agility is what will make
the crucial difference between survival
and failure in the future where fintechs,
mutual funds, big non-bank finance
companies (NBFCs) and even corpor-
ations may be looking for investments
in the banking sector. The sector is ripe
for major disruption.

There is little doubt that foreign
players are seeking to buy stakes in
Indian banks and fintechs. Some years

BEYOND
IDEOLOGY

RJAGANNATHAN

ate-run NBFCs have huge assets under manage-
ment. For example, Bajaj Finance’s consolidated
assets are as high as ¥4.6 trillion, which means the
systemic risks are no less than those of a medium-
sized regular bank. Ideally, such large banks should
be enabled to convert into regular banks, but the RBI
balks at the idea of letting businessmen own banks.
The point is: If they can be trusted to run
massive NBFCs, why not banks? The
RBI’s hesitation is partly the result of old
history, when banks before nationalisa-
tion were seen to be giving loans to their
promoter companies, leading to real
problems with related-party risks. But
today, when corporations already own
payment banks, owning universal
banks — with many strong regulations
and surveillance in place — hardly
sounds unreasonable.

There is also another way to look at
it. As NBFCs grow larger, the risks are
not any lower for them compared to

back, DBS of Singapore took over Lak-
shmi Vilas Bank. More recently, two small private
sector banks, Yes Bank and RBL Bank, have seen two
foreign promoters, Sumitomo Mitsui Financial
Group and Emirates NBD, taking them over.

Clearly, the RBI’s old mindset of allowing failing
banks to merge with large public sector or private
banks is changing. But, in the context of changing
trends in technology and customer needs, it must
change even faster. When competition is going to
heat up, it has to find more innovative answers to the
problems of regulation.

The first change in mindset can probably be with
respect to corporate promoters. Very large corpor-

banks, except for the fact that they
cannot raise unlimited liabilities (deposits). But
when payment banks can theoretically raise unli-
mited liabilities by expanding their user base (no
doubtlimited toX21akh per account, which may rise
to 5 lakh at some point as regulations are eased),
the logic of not allowing corporations to run banks
will grow weaker and weaker. The largest NBFCs
surely can be trusted with the responsibility of run-
ningbanks as they have more tolose in terms of rep-
utational damage if they mess up.
If the RBI truly wants more competition and
better consumer servicing, there are other areas
where it could start thinking differently. It began by

allowing foreign banks to take over banks running
into trouble, but how long will it be before more such
banks, including some in the public sector, start feel-
ing the squeeze as bank deposits steadily migrate to
mutual funds? The name of the game is nimble
money management and not just making a decent
spread between the cost of raising deposits and earn-
ing interest on loans. Spreads will get thinner as
savers see better opportunities in mutual funds. It
won’t be very long before mutual funds start issuing
cheques for withdrawals from schemes, thus mirror-
ing savings and current accounts. The line between
raising deposits and mutual fund investments will
begin to thin.

Mutual funds now account for roughly 33-35 per
cent of bank deposits, up from just over 10-12 per
cent a decade ago. In a few years’ time, they may
command as much money as banks. This does not
mean bank deposits will fall, but such deposits will
become less stable, which means treasury manage-
ment will need to be sharper — almost like manag-
ing open-ended funds.

Payment banks, which are expected to hold 75
per cent of their deposits in short-term papers with
tenures up to one year, also will become good treas-
ury managers since it is the float that will give them
some margins.

At another level, with the rapid expansion of the
unified payments interface (UPI), it is not banks, but
fintechs like GPay, PhonePe, and Paytm to a lesser
extent, which control billions of monthly customer
transactions. GPay and PhonePe between them
account for over 80 per cent of transactions. They
may not be making money right now, but these tech
giants own customer data caches that are larger than
most banks. More fintechs may ultimately enter the
picture to intermediate between lenders and bor-
rowers, with banks being left out of the action. Since
dataisthe new oil, itimplies that those who own the
customer’s data can cross-sell many products, and it
is anybody’s guess whether Google will do better
than banks in using data to sell more products and
make money from advertisers and marketers. Banks
are sitting ducks for disruption.

Contrast this: As of last October, unlisted Pho-
nePe’s business was valued at $14.5 billion, more
than three times that of Bank of Maharashtra. The
RBIshould be asking itself whether a well-regulated
fintech company would be a better owner of smaller
banks or of other banks, which may not have as
many customers and are also less nimble.

In short, whether you are the government and
own alot of banks (big or small), or the regulator, who
has to supervise them and ensure that none of them
pose systemic risks, it is not enough to just think big
banks or stable banks. While we do need big banks
that can take up wholesale banking or shoulder the
risks involved in project financing and mergers and
acquisitions, the vast majority of banks and non-
bank financial companies need to focus on agility
and adaptation to ever-changing market needs. More
so in the emerging gig economy, where there are no
easy EMIsto base your asset growth expectations on.

In the era of huge tech innovation and fast-
changing customer expectations, banks and regu-
lators have to be quicker on their feet than they
were before.

The author is a senior journalist

A defence link that lasts

Defence cooperation is likely to prove a key topic at
the India-Russia summit on December 4 and 5. The
expected talks between the defence ministers, their
second meeting this year, will cover several deals,
including India’s additional procurement of S-400
surface-to-air missile (SAM) systems, as well as
potential contracts for the purchase and joint pro-
duction of S-500 systems and the Su-57 fifth-gener-
ation fighter jets. While bilateral discussions on
defence have clearly resurfaced,
this does not mean that new
agreements will be among the
deliverables of the summit.

Since the Cold War era, defence
has been a cornerstone of bilateral
cooperation, with the Soviet Union
emerging as a major arms supplier
toIndiain the 1960s. Moscow’s will-
ingness to share its technologies
and localise production, as evi-
denced by the establishment of the
MiG-21plantinIndiain 1962, along
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with the weakest period of Russia’s arms exports to
India, the bilateral defence partnership re-emerged
in the 2000s with a large number of deals, whose
outcomes continue to sustain the relationship. The
variety of weapons and equipment provided by
Russia during this period included aircraft, heli-
copters, battle tanks, missiles, frigates and submar-
ines — including the lease of a new
nuclear-powered attack submarine — as well as an
aircraft carrier.

The result of a rich history of
defence tie-ups has been India’s
reliance on Soviet and Russian mili-
tary platforms. For instance, the T-72
and T-90 main battle tanks have
become the mainstay of the Indian
Army tank fleet, while the Su-30s are
the main combat aircraft and the
backbone of the IAF. The BrahMos
supersonic cruise missile, a product
oftheIndo-Russianjoint venture, has
enhanced India’s precision strikes

with the provision of military
hardware following the US embargo in 1965, were the
main drivers of the two countries coming together as
defence partners. Specifically, the USSR bolstered
the Indian Air Force (IAF) by exporting 200 Su-7
fighter bombers in 1967, which were superior to the
jets in Pakistan’s arsenal. In the 1980s, alarmed by
India’s diversification efforts, the Soviet Union
stepped up its attempts to lure New Delhi with
advanced weapons and technologies. This entailed
updating the previously delivered equipment, such
astanks, fighterjets, missiles, and warships. Inasign
of deep trust, the USSR leased a nuclear-powered
submarine to India in 1987.

Following a “lost decade” in India’s defence
procurement from 1988 to 1998, which coincided

capabilities and isundergoing further
upgrades to extend its range.

The endurance of the India-Russia defence part-
nershipis hardly surprising. Forone, India continuesto
require maintenance and spare parts for the Russian
military equipment and is, therefore, moving ahead
with the acquisition of key elements, such asengines for
tanksand fighterjets. AsRussia unveils new engine ver-
sions, India gets an opportunity to upgrade its plat-
forms, as demonstrated by Moscow’s proposal to
supply advanced AL-41 engines for the Su-30MKI fleet.

Two, recognising its strengths and showing flexi-
bility in response to India’s demands, Russia is ready
forunrestricted technology transfer and localisation
of production, as evident in its recent offer on the Su-
57jetsdeal.

Three, despite facing major disruptions to the
supply of key components, such asthe gas turbines for
Project 11356-class frigates for India, Russia managed
to find a solution and ultimately deliver the vessels to
the Indian Navy.

Following Operation Sindoor, in which Russia’s
S-400 air defence systems showcased their effi-
ciency, New Delhi and Moscow have intensified
their military talks at various levels. Suggesting an
intention to further integrate Russian defence sys-
tems into India’s air defence network, the Indian
Ministry of Defence has recently given the go-ahead
for the procurement of “a large number of surface-
to-air missiles” for the S-400, with ranges of 120, 200,
250, and 380 kilometres.

A deal for an additional batch of S-400 SAM sys-
temsisalsoonthebilateral agenda. However, the new
contract is seemingly in the initial stages, with cost-
related negotiations and formal procurement proce-
dures likely to take considerable time. On top of that,
Russia’sown defence needs, given the war in Ukraine,
coupled with the significant delay in the supply of the
remaining two S-400 units from the previous 2018
contract, mean that the delivery schedule for these
systems is shrouded in uncertainty.

Russia, being bogged down by the war and priori-
tising the requirements of its own armed forces,
along with India’s consistent diversification policy,
will remain a major challenge to the bilateral part-
nership. The upcoming summit may, however, pro-
vide insights into the future trajectory of defence
ties, with Russia set to remain a key defence partner
of India, albeit with a decreased share of the Indian
arms market.

The authors are, respectively, vice-president and
fellow, Russia & Eurasia, at the Observer Research
Foundation, New Delhi

US-China: The end of engagement

BOOK
REVIEW

GUNJAN SINGH

The current trade war between the
United States and China under the
second Trump presidency has sent the
bilateral and global order into a whirl-
wind. The complexity of this relation-
ship can be gauged from the fact that
even though Donald Trump is pushing
for increased tariffs and barriers, he
still promotes the idea of the G2. The
ebbs and flow in this relationship is not
limited to the bilateral; it has major
regional and geo-political reper-
cussions. As David Shambaugh writes
in Breaking the Engagement: How
China Won & Lost America , the US-
Chinarelationship has witnessed, “...

cycles of engagement-estrangement-
reengagement”. While “neither side is
blameless” the “narrowing of the power
gap has definitely affected this
dynamics”. According to the author,
“engagement” is finally over.

This book attempts to track the con-
tours of the relationship against this
backdrop. But the author cautions that it
is “principally a study of US foreign
policy and the American side of the US-
Chinarelationship”. Drawing on awide
array of sources from the US government
and private sector as well as “never
before examined” Chinese language
sources, the book offers a nuanced and
detailed analysis of one of the most con-
sequential relationships of our times.

The title correctly suggests that
though Beijing gained a lot from this rela-
tionship, it has “lost” the US in the pro-
cess. Engagement has been the key
driver of US-China relations since Presi-
dent Richard Nixon’s seminal visit to
Chinain 1972 and formal diplomatic rela-
tions, which were established in 1979. For

almost four decades, the two sides have
interacted at multiple levels. At the peak
of the engagement, the US and China
were talking at multiple platforms,
engaging at multiple levels, including
non-governmental organisations, uni-
versities and think-tanks alike. This was
principally because as the author argues,
“The desire to ‘change China’ is deeply
rooted in American DNA, it has not
changed in 250 years, and it is not going
to change”. No doubt this was one of the
hopes embedded in the move to bring
China into the World Trade Organisa-
tion. But the fact is for the Chinese Com-
munist Party (CCP) “the United States
[has been] an active threat to its political
stability”. Apart from the multiple chal-
lenges this relationship faces, Dr Sham-
baugh says that “the differing political
systems are really the core issue in US-
Chinarelations”.

One major voice in favour of con-
tinuing trade and engagement is that
this trade alone supports around one
million jobs in the US and the nation is

China’s largest trading partner. Ameri-
can companies such as Apple have
invested billions in China, not only cre-

atingjobs but also building capabilities.

This has worked because, as Dr Sham-
baugh writes, “It is also true and impor-
tant to recognise that, until very recent
years, China has always been the
weaker party and thus it needed the
United States for its modernisation
and security.”

But given the fact that China is
known to weaponise trade, the author
argues that, “... one should not trade
with a potential adversary.” But the
impulse to do so has come from the
business community. “Despite
encountering difficulties in recent
years, the business community con-
tinues to be the primary advocate of US
engagement with China. No other con-
stituency comes close,” he writes.

The rise and eventual deterioration
of the engagement has been explained
in detail through successive US presi-
dencies and the significant speeches,
articles and policy changes that have
had long-lasting impact on this bilat-
eral relationship. Dr Shambaugh
rightly points out that one of the major

challenges to the engagement has
come from Xi Jinping’s presidency and
his hyper-nationalism. Beijing’s overall
economic and military
power has risen, making it
the second-most important

global parameters and thus,

“China has a newfound con- E
fidence and hubris”. He Lo
describes the relationship

between the US and China as

BREAKING THE
country on almost all the MHEH“T

to focus on the allies and the goodwill
that the US claims around the world in
contrast to the fact that the authoritar-
ian structure of the Chinese
political system has managed
to alienate a large part of the
world. The differences in the
political system can be a sig-
nificant advantage to Wash-
ington, Shambaugh argues.
However, he constantly
points to the need to go back

one of indefinite comprehen- o E b Wby to the policies and methods
sive competitive rivalry”. s A TR employed by Washington
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sole superpower, thoughits  Epgagement: How argues that, “To understand
position is in relative China Won & Lost China, you need to under-
decline, Dr Shambaugh America stand the Soviet
writes that for the US, by David Shambaugh ~ Union first”.
“Chinais a geostrategic Published by Oxford By setting out a road map

challenge, a military adver-
sary, an economic and tech-
nological competitor, and an
ideological rival.” At the
same time, he says, global competition
requires “prioritisation”, because the
US does not possess the capacity or the
resources to do everything everywhere
all at once. Thus, he argues, it is crucial
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to navigating this relation-
ship, the book offers an
understanding of what

we can expect from this
“indefinite comprehensive competi-
tive rivalry”.

The reviewer is associate professor, OP
Jindal Global University






