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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 tari�s.
Merchandise exports grew in September, the �rst
full month of 50% tari�s, as earlier orders were
being ful�lled. They then contracted nearly 12%
in October as the tari�s 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 speci�cally mentioned that new export or-
ders rose at their slowest pace in over a year,
another sign that the U.S.’s tari�s 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 �rst full month of data following the GST
rate rationalisation. GST revenue of ₹1.7 lakh
crore in November, re�ecting 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.

Speed bumps ahead 
The third quarter is unlikely to bring

cheer for the economy 

T
he growing sophistication of cyber-
crimes, from “digital arrests” to anony-
mous, large-scale cross-border scams,

has made tackling them both urgent and di�cult.
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 �rst 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 �rst 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 �rst 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 clari�cation 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 veri�cation 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-
�ce. 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.

Zero stars
Mandating the Sanchar Saathi app to

tackle cybercrime is an overkill

T
he Aravalli range, which runs from
Gujarat through Rajasthan and till
Haryana, has long played a signi�cant
role in Indian geography and history. It

has served as a barrier to the spread of
deserti�cation 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 ma�as to
�nish o� 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 re�ected 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 re�ect 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

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) noti�cation 2020 sought to dilute public
hearings, expand exemptions and reduce
compliance reporting. The Coastal Regulation
Zone (CRZ) Noti�cation 2018 eased construction
rules along India’s shorelines, opening
ecologically sensitive coastal areas and �shing
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
bene�t the pro�t 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.

The dismal state of India’s environment

Sonia Gandhi 
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Congress
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There is a
deep-seated
and continuing
disregard for
the
environment in
government
policymaking

O
n November 20, 2025, India hosted the
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, tra�cking 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-Paci�c,
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

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 in�uence.

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 e�orts 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
signi�cant advances in heralding a new
framework of cooperation in a region that su�ers
from a deep lack of cohesion and convergence
among countries on issues of security. E�orts to
imagine the way ahead must remain anchored in
the need to foster institutional resilience and
cohesion among its member-countries.

A template for security cooperation in the Indian Ocean
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Sanchar Saathi app
The Department of
Telecom’s
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

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

Parliament and business
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

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,

Muza�arpur, 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

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

digital fraud and
cybercrimes and ensure
digital security. As the
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
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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 �nally got the coveted
invitation U.S. o�cials 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
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 o�cials 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
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
to enlarge their areas of friendship and
understanding, notwithstanding the di�erences
which still separate them in many phases of
their respective national and international
policies. 

The main blow of the Chinese axe these days
is directed at detente, a proposition which they
consider unrealistic and containing the certain
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. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO DECEMBER 3, 1975

Ford has two-hour talks
with Mao 

F R O M T H E A R C H I V E S

Oslo, Dec. 3: Storthing’s Nobel Committee has
decided not to award the Nobel peace prize for
1925; the peace prize for last year is also not
awarded.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO DECEMBER 3, 1925

Nobel Peace Prize not to be
awarded this year

I
n the age of Arti�cial
Intelligence (AI), technology
is a double-edged sword,
with users grappling with

the trade-o�s 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 �shbowl
society where we are gauging
‘harm’ from a myopic lens of
privacy and dignity instead of
obscurity. As Meredith Broussard
notes in her book Arti�cial
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 classi�cation
of speci�c o�ences. We �led an
Right to Information application
on October 3, 2025 seeking

information on the number of
cases registered in the previous
year relating speci�cally 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 su�cient to
address the realities of online
abuse. Accessibility, awareness,
and social acceptance of these
laws play an equally critical role in
determining their e�ectiveness. A
signi�cant share of young women
are unaware of what o�ences 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
o�ering multiple platforms for
complaints. This is a welcome and
long-awaited step. However, an
SOP is only the starting point. Its
e�ectiveness 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,
de�ne the quantum of
punishment, or articulate speci�c
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, AI
developers, and intermediaries,
more speci�c and comprehensive
than the Information Technology
(Intermediary Guidelines and
Digital Media Ethics Code)
Amendment Rule, 2025.

With the proliferation of
AI-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
o�cials, victim-blaming, and
de�cient cyber-investigative
capacity further dilute the impact
of existing laws. As NGOs and
research studies highlight,
thousands of cases are �led daily
across India, yet convictions
remain disproportionately low. In
this context, while the SOP is a
crucial �rst step, a meaningful
response to NCII and deepfake
harms requires gender-neutral
reforms, police training, capacity
building, platform accountability,
AI-speci�c safeguards, and
stronger victim-centric legal
mechanisms.

Privacy in a ‘�shbowl society’

Aastha Tiwari
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The government
has issued
Standard
Operating
Procedures to
curb the
circulation of
Non-Consensual
Intimate Image
Abuse. But this
is only a starting
point
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STATE OF PLAY

D
eaths by suicide have
become a subject of
discussion in Kerala.

The topic entered public dis-
course after several indivi-
duals, including police o�c-
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% su�er-
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 intensi�ed in Ker-
ala. The National Mental
Health Survey 2015-16 too
shows that rates of depres-
sion, anxiety disorders, and
suicidal tendencies are signi�-
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 scienti�cally 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 o�ered
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 de�cien-
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

Tackling Kerala’s mental health challenge

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

B. Ekbal

T
he paddy harvesting sea-
son for 2025 o�cially 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 �res in the two States
declined to their lowest levels in
�ve 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 o� the roads. The Centre for
Science and Environment (CSE)’s
assessment of Delhi’s early winter
trends and annual air quality con-
�rms this reality: Delhi and the Na-
tional Capital Region (NCR) can no
longer hide behind the smoke-
screen of farm �res.

The incidence of crop burning
has substantially reduced in Pun-
jab and Haryana this year, partly
due to the massive �oods in Pun-
jab during the monsoon. In the Oc-
tober-November period, the daily
contribution of farm �res 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 �res 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-

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 tra�c-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 o�cially identi�ed
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
µg/m3 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 µg/m3 in
2025, similar to Ashok Vihar. Neh-
ru Nagar, Alipur, Sirifort, Dwarka
Sector 8, and Patparganj have all
recorded more than 90 µg/m3

(Chart 3). 
The report also noted that sev-

eral NCR cities remained just as
polluted as Delhi, and were often
worse o�. While a region-wide
smog episode a�ected 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. 

Delhi can stop blaming farm �res for its pollution woes
Stubble burning in Punjab and Haryana is at a �ve-year low, yet Delhi’s pollution is peaking

The Hindu Data Team
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The value of JSW’s
defence drone
manufacturing project

90
In $ million. JSW Defence

has launched a $90 million

project to build a military

drone manufacturing facility in Hyderabad

in partnership with U.S.-based Shield AI.

The investment will support a licensing

arrangement to produce the V-BAT Group 3

unmanned aerial system in India. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

The death toll from
Asia’s �ood disasters
across four nations

1,200
More than

1,200 people

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. AFP

The paddy procured
by Andhra Pradesh
this season

11.9
In lakh tonnes. Andhra

Pradesh has procured

11.9 lakh tonnes of

paddy so far this season, Civil Supplies

Minister Nadendla Manohar said on

Tuesday. Payments totaling ₹2,830 crore

have been deposited directly into the

accounts of 1.7 lakh farmers. PTI

Value of U.P.’s newly
approved drinking
water projects

582.74
In ₹ crore.

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. PTI

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

60
In per cent. Amid protests

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. PTI

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

I
n late February 2022, days after
Russia launched its invasion of
Ukraine, Russian and Ukrainian
o�cials met in Belarus, opening a

diplomatic channel. Russian troops had
advanced towards Kharkiv in the
northeast and Kherson in the south, but if
Moscow expected a quick victory, it was
mistaken. 

The talks that began in Belarus
continued under Turkey’s mediation,
culminating in a meeting in Istanbul on
March 29, 2022. Ahead of the talks,
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
said Ukraine was ready to renounce NATO
membership and recognise Russian as an
o�cial language. Soon after the Istanbul
meeting, Russia announced that it would
pull back troops from the Kyiv and
Chernihiv fronts as a “diplomatic
gesture”. It later emerged that Russian
and Ukrainian o�cials had tentatively
agreed on the outlines of an interim
settlement. According to a September
2022 essay in Foreign A�airs by Fiona Hill
and Angela Stent, both former U.S.
foreign service o�cials, 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
Donetsk and Luhansk). In return, Ukraine
would pledge not to seek NATO
membership and instead receive security
guarantees from a group of countries.
According to Russian Foreign Minister
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 �ght”.
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 con�ict, but Mr. Johnson
persuaded Mr. Zelenskyy to not back
down. Ukraine chose to continue to �ght,
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

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 �ve 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

proposal says Ukraine will receive
“reliable security guarantees”, it doesn’t
o�er 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 signi�cant 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 o�ers 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 o�cials held
talks with European and U.S. o�cials to
add their inputs to the Trump proposal. 

While e�orts to �nd a political solution
continue, the facts on the ground have
shifted signi�cantly 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
su�ering tactical setbacks in Kharkiv and

Kherson, Russia regrouped and
restructured its forces and shifted to a
long-term war strategy. Over the past four
years, Ukraine has received some of the
West’s most advanced defensive and
o�ensive 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
announced that its troops captured
Pokrovsk, a strategically important city in
Donetsk, which had been under sustained
Russian attack for over a year. The
capture of Pokrovsk and Russian
advances in Kupiansk (in Kharkiv) could
clear the way for further Russian
battle�eld gains.

When Joe Biden was the U.S. President,
Washington’s policy was to support
Ukraine “as long as it takes”. There was a
broad consensus between the U.S. and
Europe that sustained military and
economic assistance to Kyiv, combined
with economic sanctions on Moscow,
could eventually weaken Russia’s war
e�ort — or at least push Mr. Putin to seek
a settlement that was not entirely
favourable for Russia. But Ukraine’s 2023
countero�ensive, aimed at recapturing
lost territories, proved a decisive failure,
e�ectively closing o� the military option.
The return of Mr. Trump to the White
House in early 2025 meant that the
trans-Atlantic consensus on Ukraine was
broken. Mr. Trump saw the con�ict as a
lost war, and began shifting the burden of
supporting Ukraine onto Europe. He
believes that once the war is concluded,
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
di�cult 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 Sta�
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 battle�eld, 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
cease�re 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
�nds 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, chie�y 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 o�ering, 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. 

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 cease�re grows increasingly complicated amid military setbacks

Stanly Johny

WORLD INSIGHT THE GIST

�

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 o�icials
had tentatively agreed on the
outlines of an interim
settlement.

�

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”.

�

The Trump plan o�ers 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
.
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For feedback and suggestions for 
Text & Context, please write to

letters@thehindu.co.in

with the subject ‘Text & Context’

X

QUESTION 1

When did India ratify
the UN Convention on
the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities
expressing its
commitment to
promote and protect
the rights of persons
with disabilities? 
X

QUESTION 2

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

QUESTION 3

About 60 people with

disabilities dropped their
assistive devices and
wheel chairs and crawled
the 83 stone steps of the
Capital Hill to protest
against the delay in
passing the American
Disability Act, 1990. What
is the name of this iconic
civil disobedience event
that took place on March
12, 1990 in Washington
D.C.?
X

QUESTION 4

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

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.
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 o�icial 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| Tamanjit Bisla| Arjun Debnath
Pradeep Bagival is former Asst.Commissioner for persons with

disabilities, Government of Karnataka.

THE DAILY QUIZ

The International Day of Persons with Disabilities is observed every year on
December 3. A quiz on the rights of persons with disabilities

X

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

Please send in your answers to 
dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Pradeep Bagival

“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 �rst

syllable ‘scin’ is pronounced like the word
‘sin’.”

“So the ‘c’ 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 ‘a’ in the third syllable ‘la’ is like the
‘a’ in ‘late’, ‘date’ and ‘hate’. And the �nal
syllable...”

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

“It’s on the �rst 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
�oating 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...”

“... you’re 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 di�erent 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.

Know your
English
S. Upendran

FROM THE ARCHIVES

A
�awed 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,
unveri�able 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 e�ort 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 �rst 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 �nd his own
record — despite having voted in every
general election. These experiences
illustrate the �aws in the 2002-04 dataset.

Moreover, as the rolls exist only in
paper form, a database of more than 600
million entries cannot undergo
veri�cation 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 O�cers (BLOs). The
search page also includes a disclaimer
that the rolls are published exactly as
received from State Chief Electoral
O�cers (CEOs). The EC merely hosts
them. This e�ectively distances the EC
from the very o�cers it oversees. Without
digitisation, these rolls serve only archival

purposes.
These incomplete, non-searchable

legacy records form the foundation of
today’s SIR —leaving countless genuine
voters unable to �nd 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, �ling complaints, and
tracking their status. These functions are
comprehensive and typically work
�awlessly, enabling even online
submission of Enumeration Forms (EFs)
through Aadhaar-based veri�cation.

Yet, legacy SIR data has not been
integrated into ECINet with the same
e�ciency. With minimal e�ort, the
2002-04 rolls could be digitised and made
searchable, o�ering the same capabilities
needed for �lling 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 o�er limited help: most function
mainly as distributors and collectors of
paper EFs. Lacking past polling records,
many demand birth certi�cates 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 �lled 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
ine�cient 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 veri�cation makes the process
smooth and reliable.

Minor mismatches — mostly inherited
from �awed 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 �rst-time voters when using Form 6. EF
submissions via BLOs show only
“received,” with no details, unlike
transparent online submissions. Thus, a
simple digital work�ow is blocked by
bureaucratic hurdles and o�cial inertia. 

For non-tech-savvy citizens, the EC
could have deployed mobile digital kiosks
with handheld devices and trained sta� to
help them �le 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
engul�ng both voters and BLOs.

How to go fully digital 
The following work�ow can make SIR
2026 fully digital, paperless, and
veri�able:

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 �elds.

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
veri�cation.

Di�erentiate 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 e�ciently, while electoral o�cials
handle ground veri�cation.

Digitise all steps: complete document
veri�cation, uploads, and post-validation
checks entirely online, with transparent
work�ows.

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 �aws 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 e�ort; 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,
veri�cation, 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.

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

Tedious process: A BLO helping voters fill up enumeration forms in Kochi on November 28. H.VIBHU
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T
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 very idea of a filtering
mechanism before publication raises di�cult
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 AI-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 must act
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 e�ect”
is real. 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 o�cers, 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) o�ers 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.

Regulatory overreach
Pre-screening social media posts will muzzle free speech
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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
borrowers are accused of on
several grounds including
misappropriation, money
laundering, diversion of funds and
suppression of facts and fled the
country. 

Apex court's contention on such
reversal of its verdict based on
'peculiar facts of the case' is highly
disturbing. Details of peculiarity of the
case are not known.
It is rather bewildering that it has
agreed to annul all 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
Pune

For speedy justice
This is with reference to the
article ‘Reform the Judicial
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 o�ences is a
plausible option. 
Secondly, all the cases should be
computerized. Judges and
lawyers should be solely
appointed on the basis of merit

without any political interference.
Veena Shenoy
Thane

Handling growth volatility
Apropos“Explaining Indian Growth
Fluctuations” (December 2), the
article o�ers a timely reminder that
headline numbers often mask the
interplay of demand cycles, policy
adjustments, and shifting
consumption patterns. India’s recent
swings in growth reflect not only
external pressures but also the uneven
e�ects 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. 
A steadier 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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C
redit information has emerged
as a 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, renting a
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 a job o�er to a
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 perform a 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). 

A large 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 in a
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

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.

At a behavioural 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 there is a
significantly higher risk to the individual
due to unscrupulous collection tactics
and higher interest rates. 

Credit information is indispensable
for India’s growth trajectory as 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
a tool for enabling access, not a
gatekeeper that entrenches exclusion.

Rath is a former central banker; Subudhi is a public
policy analyst. Views are personal

Credit information should remain purpose-bound

Ganga Narayan Rath
Siddharth Subudhi

CREDIT SCORE. Make judicious use 

Using credit scores for decisions on jobs or matrimony can undermine equity and fairness, and foster financial exclusion
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T
he Supreme Court’s order
dated November 19, 2025 in
Hemant S. Hathi v. CBI
represents an unusual
culmination of a long and

complex cluster of proceedings arising
from the a�airs 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 e�ect, 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 e�ect 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-o�ender 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 ₹6,761 crore, of which ₹3,507.63
crore had already been deposited. After
accounting for recoveries of ₹1,192
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 not a
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

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.

It is notable that the Court did not
enter upon questions of fact or
culpability, nor did it interpret the
PMLA, the Fugitive Economic
O�enders 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 not in
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 o�ences 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
to an end. The Court’s choice not to
interpret the statutes is understandable
in a fact-specific proceeding, but the
e�ect 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
is not to serve as precedent is intended

as a legal 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
a global 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 wrongdoing just a
negotiable cost rather than a legal
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
a clearer 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 a lawyer and former Judicial Member of
the National Company Law Tribunal

Questions
arising out of
Sandesara ruling
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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 

CURIOUS VERDICT. Opaque settlement mechanisms raise concerns about consistency and deterrence
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W
ith the recent
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 — such as 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. As a
result, internal systemic controls
must be strengthened to ensure
compliance at every stage. 

THE STRATEGIES

Banks should establish a
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 trust in
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 data in a
rapidly growing digital
environment. 

Banks should should enforce

consent and transparency,
security safeguards, and
accountability. Compliance with
DPR25 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 e�ectiveness 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, even in
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, there is a
risk of minors’ data being
misused. 

Any other breach of the Act or
Rules by a DF may lead to
penalties of up to ₹50 crore.
Better coordination with the Data
Protection Board will be
necessary to seek guidance to
address risks. Training and
sensitisation of sta� 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

Data protection by banks

K Srinivasa Rao

HEFTY PENALTY. For data leaks

The DPDP Act requires them to strengthen systems
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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 o�ered 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.

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS

7. Cleaner for floor

covering (6,7)

8. Founded (11)

12. Long pace (6)

14. Cornstalks (6)

16. Booted (6)

18. A set, in

succession (6)

19. Working

together (11)

23. Wheel structure

on aircraft (13)

DOWN

1. Pastime, sport (4)

2. Pimple (4)

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)

ACROSS

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 di�ering from Erse is 

apparent (6)

19. Firm theatre work when working together (11)

23. Where one may see railway tracks or flying

wheels (13)

DOWN

1. Willing to have a go at venison, say (4)

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)

EASY

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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NOT SO EASY

T
he o�cial line is that
Pakistan Prime Minister
Shehbaz Sharif suddenly
felt unwell and dashed o� 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 Sta� 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 o�cers would retire long
before he put down his field marshal’s
baton. The fact Shehbaz did not sign o�
immediately, and instead left the
country, has raised the obvious question:

would he dare to stall without at least
some quiet backing from senior o�cers?

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
a multi-front conflict is inching closer to
reality. The army has long feared being

trapped between India and Afghanistan.
As veteran 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 e�ectively
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 a long,

di�cult 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 e�ectively 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
o�ered more dramatic political theatre.

Political theatre being
played out in Pakistan

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

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

PARAN BALAKRISHNAN

THE WIDER
ANGLE.
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IN BRIEF 

Centre appoints 
Ramakrishnan 
Chander as LIC MD 
The central government has appointed 
Ramakrishnan Chander, who was serving as 
executive director and chief financial oicer 
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 has approved 
the upgradation of Numaligarh Refinery Ltd 
(NRL) to Navratna CPSE. NRL will be the 27th 
Navratna amongst 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 on a pair of rails to simulate a moving air-
craft in mid-air, a senior oicial 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 
AI success stories have created a sense in the 
market that the lending boom will continue for 
a long 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
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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-
ing economic ties. 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 

ensure that information exchange leads to 
measurable outcomes — not only for 
enforc ement 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 that judgment 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 
adapt to digital 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 
$3 trillion 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 oi-
cials in 2025. 

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

Last week, Anant Goenka, vice chairman of the RPG group, took over as 
the president of the Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce and 
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 sees it. 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? 

Overall, I’m fairly optimistic about fut u -n
re growth. Some amount of holiday sea son, 
not good production happening be cause 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 ~2.5 trillion has 
been pumped into consumption. So, with 
that coming in, I’m fairly optimistic that 
demand will be strong and, the refore, even 
corporate investment sh o u ld be at a much 
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? 
There are very few focused industries n

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 a lot 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  n
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? 

One big challenge for capex not hap-n
pening was demand. The government 
has played its part. As demand and util-
isation levels go up in factories, I am 
fairly optimistic that we should see a 
spurring of private consumption; private 
expenditure or corporate expenditure 
should come in for sure out of that. 

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’s an extremely positive shift that has n
happened. It had been in the oing for a 
fair amount 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? 

To a certain extent, it enforces higher n
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? 

One is a high level thought of n
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.  

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 
on Tuesday 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. 

“In India, growth is anticipated to be 
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 notes that 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 
clock 3.2 per cent in 2025, followed by 2.9 
per cent in 2026. 

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

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 pti

(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)

Sanctions, logistics issues 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 trying to isolate 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, ma r ine 
products and pharmaceuticals, ma rket 
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-o-Y) — although at a low base — to 
$90.79 million. 

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 exports to Russia,” 

Engineering Export Promotion Council 
of India chairman Pankaj Chadha said. 

Sanctions and geopolitical challenges 
have been the reasons for a fall in exports 
of engineering goods to Russia. This comes 
even as the segment accounts for the lar-
gest share of India-outbound shipments to 
that market. Exports of engineering goods 
declined to $1.26 billion in FY25 from $1.36 
billion in 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 diicult,” 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. 

All eyes are now on the upcoming visit 
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-
day will 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 

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 
is top of the agenda, and I have no doubt 
it will be discussed during the visit… I 
have no doubt that it will be mentioned 
also at the highest level,” he said in 
response to a question. 

In an 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. 

Speaking later 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, as well as the remaining S-400 
air defence systems yet to be delivered, 
would be on the agenda during Putin’s visit. 

India procured the S-400 under a 2018 
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 to a ques-
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 launching joint 
production projects in India. 

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

                        Value ($ bn)         Y-o-Y chg (%) 

 2021-22                        3.25         22.56 

 2022-23                        3.15                     -3.3 

 2023-24                      4.26           35.4 

 2024-25                     4.88           14.5 

 2025-26 (Apr-Sep)    2.25                     -14.2

Merchandise exports to Russia

Source: Department of Commerce
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Russia’s Sukhoi Su-57 stealth combat aircraft at Aero India 2025 in Bengaluru   
photo: dinakar peri

Russia’s share of 
India’s arms imports 
cut by half Share (%)

Source: Sipri’s Trends in International 
Arms Transfers, 2024  
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Protecting revenue

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. 

As the statement 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 

see the numbers is that 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 

revenue target. Things could become diicult if GST collection drops in 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 

to long run.

Inconsistent solutions 

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 a threat 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 

if any unauthorised mobile connection has been issued 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 

on a large scale. The SS code is not open-source so it is hard to check if there are any 

bugs that may allow hackers to 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.  

Recent telecom directives must be reconsidered 

GST may need further reforms

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 
or agile? It is not that size isn’t important 
in banking, 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 
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-

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 
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 
doubt limited to ~2 lakh 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-
ning banks as they have more to lose 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 
data is the new oil, it implies 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 
RBI should 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 a lot 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 EMIs to 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. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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 
to India in the 1960s. Moscow’s will-
ingness to share its technologies 
and localise production, as evi-
denced by the establishment of the 
MiG-21 plant in India in 1962, along 
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 
as tanks, fighter jets, missiles, and warships. In a sign 
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 

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 
of the Indo-Russian joint venture, has 
enhanced India’s precision strikes 
capabilities and is undergoing further 

upgrades to extend its range. 
 The endurance of the India-Russia defence part-

nership is hardly surprising. For one, India continues to 
require maintenance and spare parts for the Russian 
military equipment and is, therefore, moving ahead 
with the acquisition of key elements, such as engines for 
tanks and fighter jets. As Russia 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 
for unrestricted technology transfer and localisation 
of production, as evident in its recent offer on the Su-
57 jets deal.  

Three, despite facing major disruptions to the 
supply of key components, such as the 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 ei-
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-
tems is also on the bilateral 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’s own 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.  
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The authors are, respectively, vice-president and 
fellow, Russia & Eurasia, at the Observer Research 
Foundation , New Delhi

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-
China relationship 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-
China relationship”. Drawing on a wide 
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 
China in 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-
China relations”. 

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-
ating jobs 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 diiculties 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 
country on almost all the 
global parameters and thus, 
“China has a newfound con-
fidence and hubris”. He 
describes the relationship 
between the US and China as 
one of indefinite comprehen-
sive competitive rivalry”.  

Making the point that 
the US continues to be the 
sole superpower, though its 
position is in relative 
decline, Dr Shambaugh 
writes that for the US, 
“China is a geostrategic 
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 

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 
to the policies and methods 
employed by Washington 
during the Cold War vis-à-vis 
the Soviet Union and even 
argues that, “To understand 
China, you need to under-
stand the Soviet  
Union first”. 

By setting out a road map 
to navigating this relation-
ship, the book offers an 
understanding of what  
we can expect from this 

“indefinite comprehensive competi-
tive rivalry”. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The reviewer is associate professor, OP 
Jindal Global University 

US-China: The end of engagement
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the adverse effects of major transitions. Yet, 
globally, median spending on active pro-
grammes is merely 0.3% of GDP. India’s 
spending focuses primarily on active 
schemes like the rural job guarantee, rather 
than passive unemployment insurance and 
other benefits. With over 90% of jobs 
informal and lacking social security, workers 
have minimal support between jobs or for 
reskilling across sectors. The fundamental 
question isn’t whether technological change 
generates aggregate benefits. It’s whether 
societies can implement complementary 
policies to ensure equitable distribution.

The Nobel Prize reminds us that sustained 
prosperity requires more than brilliant 
innovations. It demands institutional frame-
works that harness creative destruction 
while protecting those it displaces. For 
India, this means making strategic choices 
on innovation versus adaptation, ensuring 
that technologies fit local contexts, and 
investing in labour markets. The new labour 
codes are an important reform. Two centu-
ries of growth have transformed humanity, 
but the next chapter depends on whether we 
can maintain openness to change and adap-
tation while managing its inevitable disrup-
tions. Our greatest challenge lies in finding 
innovative ways to maintain this balance.

First, “useful knowledge” must combine 
prescriptive knowledge (instructions for 
operating a technology) and propositional 
knowledge (scientific understanding of why 
it works). Second, skilled mechanics and engi-
neers were needed to translate ideas into eco-
nomic reality. Finally, societies required 
openness to change: institutions that let com-
peting interests negotiate and come up with 
mutually beneficial compromises, unlike the 
resistance of Luddites, for example, who 
destroyed textile machinery.

The other laureates, Philippe Aghion and 
Peter Howitt, created a mathematical frame-
work of creative destruction, where new 
innovations continually replace older ones 
to sustain growth. It reveals two crucial 
insights: creative destruction can generate 
stable aggregate growth despite firm-level 
disruptions and moderate market power is 
essential for innovation. While monopolists 
can block entry, too much competition can 
leave little incentive to innovate. Govern-
ments must balance support for innovation 
against the “business stealing” effect. Tech-
nology could also bite back: higher pollution 
and privacy invasions can lead to further 
innovations or “destructive creation.” The 
model guides practical questions: How 
should we set R&D subsidies? How do we 

T
wo centuries of sustained growth has 
transformed living standards. In the 
US and UK, GDP per capita more than 

doubled every generation, a cumulative 
twentyfold increase. What accounts for such 
massive growth? Technological change.

Consider telephones: from rotary dials to 
smartphones, each leap has been creative. 
But it’s also destructive, as each new phone 
outmodes its predecessor. This year’s Nobel 
Prize in Economics honours the scholars 
who decoded this paradox. How did sus-
tained economic growth begin and how did 
it continue despite the disruption it causes? 
The answers carry profound implications.

Laureate Joel Mokyr notes that technolog-
ical innovation alone can’t explain economic 
growth because technological change pre-
dates sustained growth. For millennia before 
the Industrial Revolution, major innovations 
took place: the heavy plough, printing press, 
etc. Yet, GDP per capita in England, Sweden 
et al barely budged for four centuries. Mokyr 
identified the crucial prerequisites. 

line because market discipline, good 
advisors and a still-independent cen-
tral bank (notwithstanding Trump’s 
periodic threats) have already forced 
the White House to blink and climb 
down from the high tariffs announced 
on 2 April.

Since then, the Trump administra-
tion has negotiated various trade deals 
and frameworks featuring more modest 
tariff increases (often in exchange for 
commitments to invest in America). 
As a result, US and global growth have 
slowed somewhat, but inflation has 
risen only modestly.

If there is a strong recovery by the 
middle of next year, it will be driven by 
several factors: further monetary easing 
by the Federal Reserve; fiscal stimulus 
that is still in the pipeline (most of the 
recently legislated spending cuts will 
not occur until after the 2026 midterm 
election); strong household and corpo-
rate balance sheets; easy financial con-
ditions (owing to high equity prices, low 
bond yields and credit spreads, plus a 
weaker dollar); and the strong tailwinds 
from capital expenditure relating to AI.

Moreover, inflation in the US may 
peak and then start to fall next year as 
the base effects of tariffs wane, and as 
technology-driven productivity gains 
start to reduce costs and unlock new 
efficiencies.

While the second scenario (i.e., of a 
short, shallow recession with a slower 
recovery) cannot be ruled out, it is less 
likely than the baseline. The effects of 
tariffs tend to appear with a lag, which 
means that US trade policies could 
still push up inflation, thereby eroding 
real wages and further weakening 
consumer confidence.

There is already talk of an emerging 
‘K-shaped economy,’ in which high-
income households thrive and lower-
income households struggle. Business 
confidence also could take a hit, espe-
cially if concerns about an AI bubble 
lead to a large equity-price correction 
and softer capital expenditure.

But even in this gloomier scenario, the 

recession would be short and shallow, 
because the Federal Reserve would cut 
rates more aggressively and fiscal author-
ities may intervene with additional stim-
ulus to support economic recovery.

Finally, the upside, no-landing sce-
nario cannot be ruled out, because some 
recent indicators suggest that the US 
economy is more resilient than many 
previously thought. For example, the 
apparent slowdown in hiring may be 
driven by a fall in labour supply—owing 
to the Trump administration’s crack-
down on immigration—and early pro-
ductivity gains from new or recently 
adopted technologies.

Tight product and labour markets 
would lift wages and promote overall 
growth, and core price inflation 
(excluding food and energy) would 
remain closer to 3%

 In this case, those on the interest-
rate-setting Federal Open Market 
Committee (FOMC) who worry about 
overheating would have the upper 
hand, and the Fed may refrain from 
cutting rates as long as above-potential 
growth and above-target inflation 
persist.

That said, this last scenario is not the 
baseline (most likely) because other 
recent indicators do point to economic 
weakness. Moreover, various geopoliti-
cal headwinds—like a worsening of 
Sino-American trade tensions and over-
all relations, or a new conflict that 
causes oil prices to spike—could always 
push the economy into the recession 
scenario. Fortunately, such shocks have 
largely been contained, and one must 
hope that they will remain so.

If the US economy stages a recovery 
in 2026 and if the Chinese economy 
remains resilient and maintains growth 
close to 5%, the global outlook will 
improve. Advanced economies and 
emerging markets alike would be on 
track for stronger growth compared to 
what we saw in 2025. Even if important 
downside risks remain, one can be 
cautiously optimistic heading into the 
new year. ©2025/PROJECT SYNDICATE

T
his has been a bumpy year for the 
American economy. Although 
there was a massive boom in 

artificial intelligence (AI)-related 
investments, uncertainties caused by 
US President Donald Trump’s tariffs 
and other polices curtailed growth in 
the second half of the year, and disrup-
tions to official employment and infla-
tion data as a result of America’s long-
est-ever government shutdown have 
further clouded policymakers’ percep-
tions. The big question now is what 
2026 will bring.

There are three possible scenarios. 
In the baseline case, the US will suffer a 
growth recession (meaning below-
trend gross domestic product, or GDP, 
growth) for a few months, followed by a 
recovery and a gradual decline in the 
inflation rate toward the US Federal 
Reserve’s 2% target. Think of this as 
‘the Goldilocks scenario’ [referring, i.e., 
to an economy that’s not too hot, nor 
too cool].

In the second scenario, the American 
economy experiences a shallow reces-
sion for a few quarters, followed by a 
slower return to growth than in the 
first scenario.

And the third scenario features a 
‘no-landing’ outcome in which growth 
remains strong but inflation does not 
fall toward the Fed’s target rate.

The Goldilocks scenario is the base-

Indicators suggest weakness but it won’t last long and a recovery would be good for global growth 

NOURIEL ROUBINI
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What this year’s Economics Nobel prize means for India
PRACHI MISHRA

S
oon after its order on keeping chat 
apps linked to phone SIM cards even 
for web access to such messaging 
platforms, India’s Department of 
Telecommunications (DoT) issued a 
fresh directive aimed at tightening 

network security further. This one is likely to 
ruffle even more feathers. DoT has asked smart-
phone makers to pre-install a government-run 
cybersecurity app called Sanchar Saathi on all 
new devices. This app must be placed promi-
nently to catch attention the first time a phone 
is used. Despatched handsets would have to be 
loaded through remote updates of software. 
One wouldn’t have flinched had it not been for 
the order’s mandatory nature. Manufacturers 
seem taken by surprise and left staring at an 
awkward burden. If phones already in use are 
also targeted for compulsory installation, the 
app could acquire all-India reach. Since the 
app’s backbone is a central device registry, this 
may serve the purpose of ensuring that every 
phone—identified by its unique IMEI number—
is held by its rightful owner, thus reducing the 
scope for telecom misuse, especially via fake 
IMEIs. Coercion, however, arouses suspicion, 
which is reason enough for a rethink.

To be sure, telecom minister Jyotiraditya 
Scindia has said that it would be possible to off-
load Sanchar Saathi. This is a choice everyone 
must have. Asking people to opt out if they 
don’t want it, instead of opting in if they do, may 
be consistent with ‘nudge theory’ to promote 
adoption. But it does little to allay fears of the 
app’s very activation resulting in privacy expo-
sure, given that India’s personal data protection 
regime is yet to take effect, although the gov-
ernment has carved out escape hatches for itself 
from this law, and the app asks for access to a 

bewildering range of one’s data. One way to 
reassure the concerned would be to have an 
independent agency verify that the app does 
not exceed its stated security brief, nor pry into 
private spaces. The surest way to soften market 
resistance, though, would be to let the app’s 
utility lead its adoption curve. As reported, it 
has already notched up millions of downloads. 
Voluntary usage has seen other government 
apps make headway. The facial recognition 
backbone of DigiYatra helps users breeze 
through airport security, for example. Digi-
Locker lets us digitally store and share official 
documents like Aadhaar; traffic police need no 
longer be handed over licence cards, as the 
app lets a verified digital version be shown. The 
primary pitch of Sanchar Saathi, which means 
‘communication partner’ in Hindi, is the ease 
with which it allows one to get a stolen or lost 
phone blocked, killing chances of its misuse. 
It also lets us report spam and guard against 
identity theft by checking if mystery mobile 
connections exist in our name. Those who see 
value in this package do not need a push to 
install the app. Its appeal should suffice.

In general, it would be best if state-run apps 
compete with others for phone space. Manufac-
turers already have various rules to comply with 
and should be spared a pre-loading burden. 
How Apple responds is of particular interest, as 
it claims to run costly tests on apps before it lets 
them onto its devices. DoT could argue that it is 
in every stakeholder’s interest to keep Indian 
telecom networks secure. But it should weigh 
this point against what its mandate implies for 
the liberty of businesses and the freedom of 
phone users to choose apps. For Sanchar Saathi 
to act as a protective shield, it must win public 
confidence, not demand it.

Sanchar Saathi: Demand 

should drive downloads

Telecom security is a valid public goal but government apps shouldn’t be forced upon phones. 

As with other state-run apps, let its utility drive adoption. But first, address privacy concerns
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Zo did not respond to email
queries seeking comment.

Oyo Rooms is the early market
leader among budget hotels,
having raised $100 million from
Japan’s SoftBank Group and oth-
ers in August.

Budget hotel aggregators were
supposed to be the next big
thing for investors and entrepre-
neurs, but as with most other
new, unproven businesses such
as food-tech, investors and
entrepreneurs seem to have
overestimated the potential of
the business. 

All  told, investors have
pumped money into at least 10
such start-ups (some of which
have different models). Now, as
a slowdown in start-up funding

TURN TO PAGE 4®
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Budget hotel site Oyo
Rooms (Oravel Stays Pvt.
Ltd) has expressed inter-

est in buying smaller rival Zo
Rooms, which is scrambling to
raise a fresh round of funds in
order to avoid being sold, three
people familiar with the matter
said.

The overture from Oyo Rooms
comes follows the entry of large
online travel firms MakeMyTrip,
Yatra Online Pvt. Ltd and Goi-
bibo into the budget hotel seg-
ment.  

Though Zo Rooms, run by
Zostel Hospitality Pvt. Ltd, is
currently in conversations with
at least two investors for a fresh
funding round, it faces an uphill
task as its biggest investor, Tiger
Global Management,  has
decided to go slow on writing
large cheques for the smaller
companies in its portfolio, the
three people cited above said on
condition of anonymity. 

“Zo has held talks with several
new investors though a deal is
not near any closure,” one of the
people cited above said. 

Zo, which is under pressure to
cut costs, may shut its opera-
tions in Goa, one of the three
people cited above said.

Zo raised roughly $35 million
from Tiger and Orios Manage-
ment this year.

Oyo approached Zo last
month with a buyout offer to
widen its lead in the budget
hotels space, the three said.

“We do not comment on mar-
ket speculation and rumours,” a
spokesperson for Oyo said in an
email response. 

Mint is also available for R8.50 with 
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On an annualized basis, it
will, by 31 March 2016,

have spent more on advertising
in the previous 12 months than
Emami Ltd, GSK Consumer
Healthcare Ltd, Marico Ltd, Nes-
tle India Ltd and Godrej Con-
sumer Products Ltd, some of
India’s largest packaged con-
sumer goods companies. 

In five years, it hopes to be the
biggest packaged consumer
goods company in the country. 

Former Bollywood star and
member of Parliament Hema
Malini will endorse its biscuits. 

Olympic medallist, wrestler
Sushil Kumar will endorse its
ghee. 

The it in these sentences is
yoga guru Ramdev-promoted
Patanjali Ayurved Ltd, which
would have spent `360 crore on
advertising between November
and March as it seeks to estab-
lish itself as a serious contender
in the country’s estimated `3.2
trillion packaged goods market.

Of the total spend, about `300
crore has been allocated for tele-
vision, radio, print and digital
media, while the remaining will

TURN TO PAGE 4®

Patanjali eyes a 
bigger bite of 
consumer goods 
pie with ad blitz

INSIDE

Oil traders don’t 
see price rise soon

The world’s largest inde-
pendent oil traders said

supplies will overwhelm 
demand into next year and 
prices may not rally until 
2017, painting a gloomy out-
look for energy-rich nations 
as Opec gathers to discuss 
output policy. >P18

trolling stake in Facebook, val-
ued at $303 billion as of Tues-
day’s close, for what the com-
pany called the “foreseeable
future”. According to Facebook’s
most recent proxy statement,
Zuckerberg owned 4 million
Class A shares and 422.3 million
Class B shares, which have 10
times the voting power of A
shares. Combined he held 54%
of the voting power of the com-
pany’s shares.

Zuckerberg said he plans to
remain CEO of Facebook for
“many, many years to come”.

Zuckerberg’s new project, the
Chan Zuckerberg Initiative, is
not his first in the world of phi-
lanthropy. When he was 26, he
signed the Giving Pledge, which
invites the world’s wealthiest
individuals and families to com-
mit to giving more than half of
their wealth to philanthropy or
charitable causes over their life-
time or in their will. 

“Mark and Priscilla are break-
ing the mold with this breathtak-
ing commitment,” Buffett said on

TURN TO PAGE 4®

Art of giving: Max Chan Zuckerberg is held by her parents, Mark and 
Priscilla. The Facebook CEO and his wife announced the pledge in a 
letter to their newborn daughter on Tuesday.

Rain havoc: Torrential rain on Wednesday swamped Chennai and 
coastal areas of Tamil Nadu, destroying road and rail links, shutting 
the airport and rendering thousands homeless. The Met department has 
predicted more rain in the next 72 hours.  See pages 6 and 24
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Creditors of GOL Offshore Ltd
are considering invoking

so-called strategic debt restruc-
turing (SDR) rules to try and
recover `2,000 crore owed by the
oilfield services provider, three
people familiar with the situa-
tion said.

If they eventually decide to go
ahead with the exercise, GOL
Offshore would join a growing
number of companies in which
banks have converted debt into
majority shareholding.

In less than six months, credit-
ors have invoked SDR norms in
the case of at least eight listed
borrowers although they haven’t
yet chosen to exercise the option
of changing the management at
the companies.

As the list lengthens, ques-
tions are being asked about the
ability of the creditors to find
buyers within 18 months for the
stressed assets they are taking
control of. That’s the time limit
that the Reserve Bank of India
has given them to sell the equity
and recover their loans.

“Even some of the larger len-

TURN TO PAGE 4®

More lenders 
join strategic 
restructuring 
bandwagon

BUYOUT OFFER

Oyo Rooms 
looks to 
buy rival Zo 
Zo is struggling to 
raise funds amid rising 
competition in budget 
hotels as large online 
travel firms make entry 
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Start-ups such as hotel
aggregator Zo Rooms

and online local services
provider LocalOye, the
non-unicorns in US invest-
ment firm Tiger Global
Management’s India port-
folio, are looking for new
investors to lead their next
rounds of funding as Tiger
takes a back seat, three
people familiar with the
matter said. 

Like other investors,
Tiger Global, one of the
most aggressive and pow-
erful venture capital (VC)
firms operating in India, is

TURN TO PAGE 9®

Start-ups look 
for new backers 
as Tiger Global 
takes back seat  
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Mark Zuckerberg will put
99% of his Facebook Inc.

shares, currently worth about
$45 billion, into a new philan-
thropy project focusing on
human potential and equality,
he and his wife said on Tuesday
in a letter to their newborn
daughter.

The plan, which was posted
on the Facebook founder and
chief executive officer’s page,
attracted more than 570,000
“likes”, including from singer
Shakira, former California gover-
nor Arnold Schwarzenegger and
Melinda Gates, wife of Microsoft
founder Bill Gates. The Gates
and other high-profile billion-
aires such as Warren Buffett
have set up foundations of their
own to dedicate their massive
fortunes to philanthropic
endeavours.

Zuckerberg, 31, who will con-
trol the new initiative jointly
with his wife, Priscilla Chan,
while remaining in charge of the
world’s largest online social net-
work, said he would sell or give
up to $1 billion in shares in each
of the next three years. 

Zuckerberg will keep a con-

$45 BILLION SURPRISE

Zuckerberg pledges 99% of his 
Facebook stock to philanthropy

MARK ZUCKERBERG VIA AP
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Social media is more 
than the antics of trolls.

As Chennai was battered 
once again by heavy rain, 
the way social media has 
been used by residents of 
the city to get information 
across or help those in need 
has been exemplary.

Most of the social media
initiatives in response to the 
crisis in Chennai have been 
voluntary. But previous 
examples of disaster from 
other parts of the world—
be it Haiti or Nepal—show 
that aggregating social 
media messages to generate 
big data can make relief 
operations even more 
effective. Data analysts can 
trawl through thousands of 
distress messages on social 
media or telecom networks 
to identify areas that need 
the most urgent help.

The voluntary action 
seen in Chennai also shows 
that social trust has not 
exactly disappeared from 
India. There are ample 
reports of people throwing 
open their doors to 
strangers who have been 
stranded. It shows that 
citizens can voluntarily 
become the first line of 
defence when governance 
has collapsed.

QUICK EDIT

Social after 
floods

GLOBAL: Yahoo weighs 
sale of Web business >18

CORPORATE: NSR plans to return 
$500 million to investors next year >8

POLICY: RBI to buy up to `10,000 cr 
of government bonds via auction >5

TECHNOLOGY: Wipro buys German 
firm Cellent for $78 million >10

BRENDAN GRAINGER@TWITTER

When it comes to 
privacy and accountability, 
people always demand the 
former for themselves and 
the latter for everyone else.
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its unique context. As a labour-abundant 
country with expanding working-age 
cohorts, basic economics suggests empha-
sizing labour-intensive production. Yet, par-
adoxically, India increasingly adopts capital-
intensive technologies, with exports shifting 
from textiles to engineering goods.

Consider AI’s potential. 
Nearly half of India’s work-
ing-age population works 
in agriculture, where AI 
can enhance productivity. 
The PM-Kisan chatbot 
makes direct benefit trans-
fers accessible through 
voice-enabled information. 
This approach could 
extend to the Public Distri-
bution System and other 
programmes where digital 
literacy limits access. Tech-
nology can be adapted for 
developing contexts. The 

challenge is scaling it cost-effectively.
Third, India must address labour market 

disruptions from technological transitions. 
Active labour market policies like training 
programmes, skill development and 
employment subsidies plus passive policies 
like unemployment insurance can mitigate 

design safety nets for workers displaced by 
technological change? The Nobel laureates’ 
message is sobering: 200 years of unprece-
dented economic growth is brief compared 
to millennia of stagnation. We must not take 
progress for granted. Instead, we must nur-
ture the factors that sustain growth.

For India, three critical 
challenges emerge. First, 
with limited resources, 
should India aim to inno-
vate at the frontier or adapt 
existing technologies? 
Most economies aren’t at 
the technological frontier, 
yet many experience sub-
stantial growth. The bicy-
cle race analogy is instruct-
ive: being second, shel-
tered from the wind, can 
still mean reaching the fin-
ish line in impressive time. 
Perhaps more important 
than frontier innovation is the widespread 
deployment of new technologies, through 
labour market organization, efficient bank-
ruptcy and skill development. Less glamor-
ous than building AI centres, but likely more 
consequential.

Second, India must adapt technologies to 

Adapting to 

technological 

change is a must 

for growth 

but disruption 

management 

needs attention

The US economy presents a case 
for being ‘cautiously optimistic’
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T
he past few months have seen a spate of 
policy changes aimed at reducing the 
regulatory burden on Indian enter-
prises. Here are a few examples. The 
government has withdrawn 114 quality 
control orders that were ostensibly put 

in place to protect consumers but in effect hurt 
access to cheaper imported inputs for smaller 
companies, though far too many such orders still 
remain. The government has notified its four new 
labour codes covering wages, industrial relations, 
social security and working conditions nearly six 
years after they were cleared by Parliament.

Meanwhile, Niti Aayog has reportedly finalized a 
report that suggests radical changes in the way 
government agencies oversee the operations of 
companies, ranging from registrations to inspec-
tion, based on a culture of trust rather than suspi-
cion. Several Indian states have been changing 
their rule books on everything from building bye-
laws and working hours for women to regulations 
on land use. And the Reserve Bank of India has 
repealed 9,446 circulars to replace them with 244 
master directions to the lenders it regulates.

The 1991 reforms dismantled the licence raj, but 
largely left the inspector raj untouched— the rule 
of the factory inspector, labour inspector, pollu-
tion inspector, tax inspector and so on. Many have 
draconian powers. In that context, the recent 
policy changes should be seen more as an overdue 
start towards deregulation, rather than the com-
pletion of the very difficult task of simplifying a 
tangled mess of rules across levels of government, 
departments and regulatory agencies—an opening 
note rather than a crescendo. 

The underlying culture has long been one of 
suspicion rather than trust. When Jaswant Singh 
took over as finance minister in 2002, he had sum-
moned senior tax officials to tell them that no civi-
lized country conducts tax raids on its own citizens. 
Not a single tax raid was conducted during his two 
years as finance minister. There is a lesson there 
for how the Indian state deals with its entrepre-
neurs over a wide spectrum of regulations. 

Why does deregulation matter? One good place 
to start is by taking a look at the Enterprise Surveys 
of the World Bank. These surveys are one of the 
most comprehensive firm-level data-sets on the 
business environment across countries. They 
gather information directly from business owners 
and top managers, covering a wide range of topics 
including access to finance, corruption, infrastruc-
ture challenges, workforce skills, regulatory bur-
dens and competition.

Take a look at two simple metrics reported in the 
World Bank’s Enterprise Surveys: the average time 
spent by senior management in dealing with gov-
ernment regulations and the proportion of firms 

Easing most of this excess regulatory burden 
should hopefully help in dealing with one of the 
less appreciated issues in India—the problem of 
‘the missing middle.’ Between large established 
enterprises at one end and tiny suboptimal enter-
prises at the other, India does not have enough 
firms in the middle of the distribution. They are 
the key to robust job creation. The sixth economic 
census conducted more than a decade ago showed 
that the average Indian enterprise employed just 
2.24 workers. Indian enterprise has a problem of 
scale and hence of productivity.

A recent report by the International Monetary 
Fund says that nearly 75% of manufacturing estab-
lishments in India employ fewer than five paid 
workers, compared to 38% of manufacturing 
establishments in the US. Other research shows 
that firms that survive in a competitive market 
tend to grow rapidly in the US, but they stagnate in 
India. The productivity gap between small firms 
and large firms in India is more than twice that in 
the US. Also, small firms are usually young firms in 
the US, while they are not necessarily so in India. 
There are a host of reasons why this is so, including 
lack of access to formal finance. But there is no 
doubt that regulatory and compliance burdens and 
the time spent by small entrepreneurs on dealing 
with it are a big part of the answer as well.

At the core of the deregulation argument is the 
issue of economic freedom, as Bhuvana Anand of 
think-tank Prosperiti, which works with several 
state governments on land market and process 
reforms, wrote in an article in Business Standard 
last week. The national discourse often implicitly 
assumes that economic growth falls from the skies. 
It is enterprises—from the smallest workshop to 
the largest company—that invest, innovate, trade 
and employ. The current deregulation initiatives, 
and perhaps more in the coming months, will 
hopefully give them more space to breathe.

Inspector raj rollback: Let’s turn 
this small start into a crescendo
India has begun to clear up a regulatory thicket that should proceed apace to give all our businesses more space to breathe
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I
t was almost exactly three years ago that 
ChatGPT made its debut as a humble 
web demo. It now has more than 800 

million weekly users, a number that could 
cross 1 billion before the year is out. And for 
the Generative AI boom, it has become a 
bellwether, one of the fastest-growing 
online services of all time.

But CEO Sam Altman isn’t done. He’s 
ushering ChatGPT into the next phase of 
growth, juicing engagement by adding 
new personality features—and even erotic 
content—as he scrambles to cover his 
extraordinary costs. Luckily for him, 
ChatGPT’s domination of the chatbot mar-
ket looks set to continue even as Alphabet’s 
Google creeps up the rankings.

Google’s own ChatGPT clone, known as 
Gemini, captured the limelight with an 
update in November that jumped ahead in 
industry benchmarks, seeming to surpass 
its rival. Salesforce CEO Marc Benioff 
tweeted that after two hours of testing 
Gemini 3, he would permanently switch 
from ChatGPT after using it daily for three 
years. “The leap is insane,” he tweeted. 
“Reasoning, speed, images, video… every-
thing is sharper and faster.”

But in terms of market share, Gemini is 
still far behind. In October, there were 153 
million monthly visits to its web-based ver-
sion, according to data from market-re-
search firm Similarweb. ChatGPT got 1.1 
billion. In recent months, use of OpenAI’s 
tool has also been growing faster than 
Gemini’s, as the same data-set shows.

There are a few reasons why Gemini’s 
growth probably won’t accelerate, leaving 
it a distant but respectable second over the 
next couple of years. Despite the impress-
ive credentials as a ‘better’ chatbot—and 
the huge distributive power that Google 
has to integrate Gemini into search and its 
Android mobile operating system—Google 
has often struggled to replicate the net-
work effects that propel an online platform 
to stratospheric user numbers.

Take its efforts to build a social network 
in the 2010s with Google+. A befuddling 
design and unclear purpose meant users 
wouldn’t stay on the site, and it flopped. 
Google Wave and Google Buzz also failed 
to entice users, in part because the com-
pany’s strength is in utility—think search, 
email and maps—not designing the habit-
forming algorithms that keep people com-
ing back to social platforms.

Google’s AI chief, former neuroscientist 
Demis Hassabis, has long prioritized sci-
entific achievement over product engage-
ment. That’s another reason why Gemini 
will likely keep improving on benchmarks 

while struggling to attract as many users as 
ChatGPT. OpenAI’s Altman, on the other 
hand, is the former head of a startup accel-
erator, Y Combinator, and has the 
instincts of someone who has lived and 
breathed Silicon Valley’s ‘blitzscaling’ 
mantra: Grow rapidly and experiment on 
the fly to achieve market dominance, and 
then monetize it.

To that end, he has updated ChatGPT 
with ‘persistent memory’ to make conver-
sations more personalized, and has said 
users will be able to give the chatbot a per-
sonality like friendly or nerdy, or hold 
‘erotic’ conversations once age-gating is 
fully rolled out in December. OpenAI has 
also announced group chats, so users can 
bring friends or colleagues into a conversa-
tion with ChatGPT. These bells and whis-
tles are aimed first at expanding the chat-
bot’s user base, then helping convert free 
users into subscribers or encouraging 
employers to use it more.

Google is giving Gemini whizzy new fea-
tures too. But they are more focused on 
making it a smart assistant with, for 
instance, the ability to gauge intent from 
shorter prompts or to plug into tools like 
Google Docs and Google Calendar.

By leaning into its role as a conversa-
tional and outwardly empathetic compan-
ion, ChatGPT is capitalizing instead on 
people’s embrace of chatbots at a time 
when businesses have been more hesitant.

That’s no catastrophe for Google. With 
its search engine still performing well 
against rival chatbots, a steady cloud unit 
and an AI chip business that’s starting to 
flourish, it can afford slower, gradual 
growth for Gemini. Alphabet CEO Sundar 
Pichai can be content steering an oil tanker 
while Altman frantically pilots a speedboat.

With OpenAI expecting to spend $115 
billion through 2029, growing ChatGPT 
and converting its free users into $20-a-
month subscribers is both existential and 
urgent. Altman has capitalized on his chat-
bot’s first-mover advantage but can’t afford 
to stop racing ahead. No wonder, roughly 
20% of OpenAI’s workforce used to work at 
Meta Platforms, a company with a long his-
tory of maximizing stickiness. 

ChatGPT has now entered its engage-
ment era. While Google is betting on being 
smarter, OpenAI is gambling on being 
harder to quit. ©BLOOMBERG

Why Google’s AI is unlikely to 
overtake OpenAI’s ChatGPT

Gemini may be the ‘better’ bot but ChatGPT might be harder to quit

ChatGPT is focused on engagement while 

Gemini tries to outsmart it. REUTERS

ISTOCKPHOTO
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antee their citizens the right to personal pri-
vacy, these tools cannot be deployed en 
masse over the entire population in order to 
identify the few among them who might be 
guilty of a transgression. As a result, even 
though criminals may be taking full advan-
tage of these new technologies to carry out 
crimes that would not have been possible 
had it not been for what the digital realm has 
enabled, law enforcement cannot respond 
with measures that undermine constitu-
tional safeguards.

What they must do instead is develop 
forensic tools suited to the digital age. Tech-
niques such as differential privacy, secure 
multi-party computation and anomaly-de-
tection algorithms can reveal behavioural 
patterns in aggregated data-sets without 
exposing individual identities. It is only if 
such an analysis raises a suspicion of wrong-
doing that investigators should be allowed to 
request access to personal information.

This requires a shift in institutional mind-
set and a willingness to embrace investiga-
tive techniques that protect the innocent 
while enabling effective policing. These 
methods may operate differently from tradi-
tional surveillance, but they adhere far more 
closely to constitutional principles and the 
values of a democratic society.

moved aggressively to expand their surveil-
lance capabilities, the methods they are 
adopting threaten long-standing constitu-
tional protections.

The UK Home Office, under the Investiga-
tory Powers Act, recently required mobile 
phone companies to ensure that their devices 
can decrypt user data on request, forcing 
manufacturers to weaken end-to-end 
encryption on devices sold in the UK. 
France’s Senate recently passed an amend-
ment to its Justice Bill requiring messaging 
platforms to create technical backdoors that 
would allow the police to read encrypted 
messages during investigations. France later 
became the primary backer of the EU’s ‘Chat 
Control’ initiative, which requires platforms 
to scan messages before they are encrypted. 
If potentially illegal content is detected, the 
message is blocked and the user reported.

These attempts at making the most of 
what technology has to offer will likely face 
stiff opposition from courts. When the Car-
penter case reached the US Supreme Court, 
Chief Justice Roberts held that warrantless 
seizure was unconstitutional, observing that 
such access allows the government to “travel 
back in time to retrace a person’s where-
abouts.” While courts are yet to rule on the 
recent initiatives in the UK and France, the 

I
n 2011, the US Federal Bureau of Investiga-
tion identified Timothy Carpenter as the 
ringleader of a string of armed robberies in 

Michigan and Ohio. Instead of obtaining a 
search warrant to gather evidence, they 
chose to obtain a court order compelling his 
mobile carrier to hand over cell-site location 
data. This allowed investigators to review 
Carpenter’s digital history—across a total of 
12,898 separate location points—and map 
his precise movements over a four-month 
period. Armed with this data, the prosecu-
tion was able to place him at the scene of the 
robberies using his own cellphone data and 
secure a conviction.

The digital trails we leave behind have 
given law enforcement new ways to investi-
gate crimes. In addition to location informa-
tion (used in the Carpenter case), sleuths can 
access a range of other data sources, such as 
messages exchanged and digital payments 
made, to uncover criminal activity that 
would have otherwise gone undetected. 
While governments around the world have 

Online policing should abide by democratic principles
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chants and potential tax defaulters.
Both these initiatives will need to pass the 

four-fold test laid down in Puttaswamy vs 
Union of India, India’s seminal right-to-pri-
vacy judgement. One of the four prongs of 
the test is necessity, under which the gov-
ernment must establish that these legislative 

measures are the least 
restrictive means available 
to achieve its stated objec-
tive. Broad and non-spe-
cific data requests that 
apply en masse to everyone 
in the country without rea-
sonable cause or suspicion 
are unlikely to pass muster. 
They cast an excessively 
broad net that has the effect 
of treating “every resident 
of the country as a suspi-
cious person.” As held by 
the Supreme Court, the 
mere possibility of misuse 

by a few individuals does not warrant sweep-
ing intrusion into the private lives of the 
entire population.

Even though ubiquitous digitization has 
made it possible for law enforcement agen-
cies to deploy new mechanisms of forensic 
investigation, since most democracies guar-

European Court of Justice has previously 
held laws requiring telecom companies to 
retain metadata on all their users as invalid. 
Germany’s Federal Constitutional Court 
extended this logic to algorithmic policing, 
preventing the police in Hesse from deploy-
ing Palantir software to identify crime.

India’s regulatory tra-
jectory mirrors these 
global trends, raising simi-
lar constitutional con-
cerns. Amendments to the 
Information Technology 
(Intermediary Guidelines 
and Digital Media Ethics 
Code) Rules that require 
significant social media 
intermediaries to “enable 
the identification of the 
first originator of informa-
tion” on request have been 
challenged before the 
courts on the ground that 
in order for messaging platforms to comply, 
they would need to disable end-to-end 
encryption. Indian tax authorities have, in a 
similar vein, issued notices to payment 
aggregators and third-party application pro-
viders, directing them to furnish UPI trans-
action data to identify unregistered mer-

Investigators 

must use tools 

and methods 

that do not 

violate any 

constitutional 

guarantees

identifying business licensing and permits as a 
major or very severe constraint. A comparison with 
some developing Asian economies such as China, 
Vietnam and Indonesia shows the extent of the 
excess regulatory burden on Indian companies. 
Interestingly, this pattern remains unchanged 
even if one digs one level deeper. The numbers are 
broadly the same for small enterprises (5-19 
employees), medium enterprises (20-99 employ-
ees) and large enterprises (over 100 employees). 
However, larger firms have the ability to hire pro-
fessionals to deal with various foot-soldiers of the 
inspector raj. Small firms are less likely to have the 
resources to do so.

An outsized regulatory burden

Source: World Bank Enterprise Surveys

Indian businesses report disproportionate 
licensing constraints and time spent on
regulatory compliance.
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Keeping  women  safe

Expert  urges  overhaul  of  reservoir  operations  as  extreme  storms  intensify
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India’s Sun-watching spacecraft is about to face the moment 
it was built for. In 2026, the solar cycle will crest, the Sun 
will flip its magnetic poles, and the familiar yellow disc will 
turn into a furnace of violent expulsions. For Aditya-L1, 

positioned patiently at its halo orbit, this will be the first 
opportunity to observe the corona during the most volatile 
phase in the star’s 11-year rhythm. The timing is not just 
scientifically convenient. It is strategically urgent. 

We are entering an age in which civilisation’s most fragile 
dependencies orbit above us. Nearly 11,000 satellites ~ 
navigation, climate, communication, military and commercial ~ 
trace the thin shell around Earth. A powerful coronal mass 
ejection does not need to be a doomsday event to inflict 
outsized harm.  

A single high-velocity wave of charged particles can fry 
satellite electronics, disrupt GPS, degrade communications, 
distort weather data, and trigger blackouts in power grids built 
on antiquated assumptions about “terrestrial-only” risks. The 
beauty of auroras, which now spill unusually far south  
with every strong geomagnetic storm, is a reminder of that 
danger in disguise. 

This is why Aditya-L1 matters far beyond the scientific 
community. Its coronagraph, designed to act as an  
artificial moon, can block the Sun’s overwhelming surface light, 
and observe the faint but decisive drama of the corona around 
the clock.  

Unlike other instruments, it studies eruptions in visible light 
~ a capability that enables it to gauge temperatures and heat 
energy at the very moment a CME is born. In a domain where 
hours can determine whether a satellite lives or dies, such early 
warnings are not luxuries but necessities. 

The early data are already sobering. One of the larger CMEs 
recorded by the mission ~ despite being categorised as 
“medium-sized” ~ carried hundreds of millions of tonnes of 
solar material with temperatures in the millions of degrees and 
energy levels that dwarf humanity’s entire nuclear history. Yet, 
this was observed during a phase of normal solar activity. The 
upcoming peak is expected to produce multiple such eruptions 
every day. 

India, like all modern economies, has skin in this game. The 
country’s communications networks, digital payments 
backbone, emergency services, aviation routes, and energy 
grids all depend on technologies vulnerable to space weather. 
As our ambitions in space expand from navigation 
constellations to space-based broadband the need for reliable 
solar forecasting transforms from scientific curiosity to 
infrastructural defence. 

Aditya-L1 represents an important shift in India’s space 
posture. It signals confidence not only in scientific 
sophistication but also in recognising that global power now 
includes the ability to anticipate celestial disruption. The 
mission is not merely observing the Sun; it is quietly helping 
protect the digital skeleton on which 21st-century India stands. 

When the Sun grows restless next year, the most significant 
line of defence may not lie on Earth at all ~ but 1.5 million 
kilometres closer to the storm.

History has demonstrated that 
offenders of violence against 
women consistently adopt novel 
methods of tormenting their 

victims ~ whether it be chastity belts of the 
fifteenth century, Sati, Agni Pravesha, the 
test of chastity from the Puranic era, female 
genital mutilation, or honour killings on 
modern days. With the advancement of 
science and technology, contemporary 
methods of abusing and torturing women 
have proliferated. We are currently in the 
digital age and rely on artificial intelligence, 
digital currency, digital healthcare, and 
various other technologies for everyday 
living, and ironically for violence against 
women as well. 

In response to the persistent and escalating 
violence against women, the United Nations 
initiated the 16 Days of Activism against 
Gender-Based Violence, commencing on 
November 25, the International Day for the 
Elimination of Violence against Women, 
and concluding on December 10, Human 
Rights Day, annually. This year's activity 
commenced on November 25 with a call to 
unite in the eradication of digital violence 
against all women and girls. 

Anticipated as a significant liberator and 
a venue for impartial democratic engagement, 
the internet realm has now transformed 
into a contemporary and perilous arena for 
violence against women. Digital violence 
against women, referred to as 
technology-facilitated gender-based violence 
(TFGBV), extends beyond the online realm. 
It is a systematic method to manipulate 
and intimidate women that reflects male 
inequality in reality. 

A UN study indicates that the pervasive 
nature of technology, particularly Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) and the privacy of platforms, 
poses a significant threat to women’s safety, 

mental health, and political participation, 
necessitating urgent reforms to the legal 
and systemic frameworks that regulate    
these domains. 

Technology-facilitated violence against 
women and girls (TFVAWG) constitutes a 
significant global challenge. UN Women 
research indicates that between 16 and 58 
per cent of women have experienced various 
forms of online or digital abuse. Plan 
International reports that in 31 countries, 
58 per cent of girls and young women had 
experienced online harassment. This is 
particularly detrimental for younger individuals. 
The proliferation of artificial intelligence 
(AI) has worsened this form of misuse 
rapidly. Deepfakes constitute 90 to 95 
per cent of all online non-consensual 
pornographic images, with 90 per cent 
of these depicting women, according to 
papers from UN Women and UN News. 

Moreover, women in public life experience 
the repercussions of violence most acutely. 
A global study conducted by UNESCO 
and ICFJ revealed that 73 per cent of 
female journalists have encountered 
online violence in their professional 
environments; 67 per cent of women and 
girls have encountered digital violence. 
According to UN News, the most prevalent 
forms of violence observed are damaging 
information and defamation. The legal 
framework is insufficient to address the 
situation, with fewer than 40 per cent of 
nations possessing legislation that safeguards 
women from internet harassment and 
stalking. Data from the UN and World Bank 
indicates that 44 per cent of women and 
girls globally lack explicit legislative safeguards 
against internet abuse. 

UN Women further says “Girls and 
adolescents are especially vulnerable, facing 
cyberbullying, online dating abuse, and 
grooming in online spaces. Disturbingly, 90 
to 95 per cent of all deepfakes online are 
sexualized images of women, with verified 
AI-generated child sexual abuse material 
seeing a 380 per cent increase in 2024 from 
2023.” 

Digital abuse manifests in intricate and 
gender-specific forms, extending well beyond 

mere trolling. It manifests in various forms, 
including the unauthorised dissemination 
of personal images, often referred to as 
“revenge porn”, the unauthorised publication 
of private information (doxing), and 
cyberstalking, which employs technology 
such as GPS tracking or social media 
surveillance to facilitate real-world harassment. 
The most alarming development is the 
proliferation of high-fidelity deepfake 
pornography, with up to 95 per cent of the 
victims being women. 

The primary objective of this orchestrated 
assault is to instil feelings of inadequacy in 

women and to marginalise 
them from the public sphere. 
Unlike physical documents, 
Digital Violence Against 
Women ~ manifested through 
images, threats, and 
misinformation - exhibits a 
detrimental persistence and 
rapid transmission that inflicts 
lasting trauma and complicates 
rehabilitation efforts. 

These impacts extend 
beyond the screen, resulting 
in tangible harm. Victims 
frequently experience 
significant anxiety, paranoia, 
depression, and post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD). In 
certain instances, these issues 

exacerbate, resulting in job loss, abuse, or 
even suicide. Digital violence serves as a 
potent instrument for social and political 
domination. 

Women in public life, such as journalists, 
activists, and parliamentarians, are particularly 
susceptible to organised harassment and 
disinformation operations predicated on 
their gender, aimed at damaging their 
reputations and facilitating their “deplatforming.” 
The digital gender gap widens when women 
abstain from online discussions to ensure 
their safety. This indicates that their significant 
perspectives are excluded from global 
dialogues concerning rights, policy, and 
equality, perpetuating a status quo in a 
male-dominated public sphere. 

Two principal systemic deficiencies are 

responsible for the ongoing prevalence and 
escalation of cyberviolence: the sluggishness 
of international legal frameworks and the 
absence of responsibility among technology 
corporations. Global legislation has failed 
to keep pace with the rapid evolution of 
technology. UN Women reports that about 
fifty per cent of women and girls globally 
lack adequate legal protection against internet 
harassment or stalking. Laws that exist are 
frequently unenforced due to splintered 
power, the anonymity afforded by platforms, 
and insufficient technical training for law 
enforcement. 

Simultaneously, the multibillion-dollar 
technology corporations facilitating this 
abuse have been sluggish in enacting trust 
and safety regulations that consider gender. 
Their moderation systems frequently  
prioritise free speech over the safety of 
marginalised users, perceiving gendered 
harassment not as a systemic infringement 
of human rights but as isolated incidents. 
This absence of accountability facilitates 
the occurrence of violence and renders it 
seemingly probable. 

Digital abuse of women is not merely an 
online conduct exhibited by certain individuals; 
it constitutes a significant issue that must 
be addressed to provide equal rights for 
men and women in contemporary society. 
It requires critical reframing. Digital violence 
against women must be acknowledged by 
legislation and addressed as a genuine  
form of violence with significant physical 
and psychological repercussions. A  
collaborative, multi-party strategy is essential 
for progress. 

Governments must collaborate internationally 
to harmonise legislation. One approach to 
address this issue is to criminalise sophisticated 
types of abuse, such as deepfakes and doxing. 
Simultaneously, technology firms must 
implement structural modifications and 
alter their development processes to emphasise 
safety, transparency, and survivor-centric 
reporting mechanisms. This comprehensive 
and gender-centric transformation is the 
sole means to restore the digital age's 
assurances of liberty and connectivity for 
all women and girls.

Heavy rainfall puts immediate 
pressure on reservoirs, low-lying 
areas and irrigation systems. 
Extended downpours over two 

to three days reduce the ability of soil, 
forests and reservoirs to absorb water, 
sending excess flows directly into river 
basins and creating high flood peaks. The 
increasingly common phenomenon of 
‘double floods’ ~ where a new flood hits 
before the previous one has receded ~ 
poses a particular challenge, as most 
Vietnamese reservoirs are still operated 
under a single-flood model that does not 
account for such events. 

Globally, managing double floods relies 
on advanced forecasting models and 
sophisticated operational methods to 
improve prevention and control of large 
reservoirs. Recently, many reservoirs 
designed for 500-year floods are facing 
events with a 1,000-year probability, far 
exceeding current standards, which only 
consider climate change within existing 

technical models. Viet Nam also lacks a 
professional hydrology and hydraulics 
advisory body to guide reservoir operations. 
In countries like Japan, hydrological 
agencies directly oversee operations and 
provide expert advice during the rainy 
season. If establishing a dedicated agency 
is not feasible, outsourcing 
forecasting services to specialised 
units could provide timely 
support for critical operational 
decisions. 

I don’t think a separate 
monitoring programme is 
necessary for dam operators. 
Reservoirs, including hydropower 
ones, are currently managed under the 
Civil Defence Law. During the flood season, 
the Ministry of Agriculture and Environment, 
through the Department of Disaster 
Prevention and the Civil Defence Office, 
provides guidance to the provincial Steering 
Committee for Disaster Prevention. 

The authority to order water releases, 

however, remains with the provincial 
chairman, depending on the reservoir’s 
classification, while for some large reservoirs 
the ministry issues orders directly  
under the law. The pressing need now is 
for a strong advisory system, particularly 
at the provincial level, where specialised 

teams like those at the central level                  
are lacking.  

This requires comprehensive basin 
data, including topography, hydrological 
history and flood records, followed 
by the development of forecasting 
models. Only with detailed flood 
scenarios can reservoir operations 
be calculated and advised accurately. 

Decisions must be grounded in science 
and mathematical modelling to ensure 
both public safety and efficient operation. 
The proposed mechanism aims to balance 
hydropower operations with economic 
efficiency and energy security by using 
the natural disaster prevention fund to 
compensate operators when they release 

water to create flood storage. In practice, 
the State would be 'purchasing flood 
storage capacity' from the reservoir owner. 

To protect downstream communities, 
reservoirs must lower their water levels 
ahead of major storms. But releasing 
water too early reduces the volume available 
for power generation.  

If the anticipated rainfall does not 
arrive, the operator faces lost revenue. 
Under the proposed system, the disaster 
prevention fund would cover this loss, 
effectively paying for the empty storage 
space kept for flood protection. 

While the idea is not new, Viet Nam’s 
increasing exposure to extreme weather 
makes it timely to reconsider as the 
country seeks a better balance between 
disaster prevention and economic interests. 

Reservoirs operate in three stages during 
the flood season: early, mid and late. Early 
in the season, water levels are lowered to 
create room for floods. Mid-season releases 
cannot exceed inflows.

Peace and values 
Sir, Apropos Rajdeep Pathak’s “A gift that 

addresses global challenges”, the Indian 
Constitution is often described as a remarkable 
document, but its true power lies in the 
ideas and values it carries. It’s not just a set 
of rules; it's a living message to the world 
about how diverse people can live together 
with dignity, peace and mutual respect.  

What makes it especially meaningful 
today is the way it blends modern legal 
principles with ancient Indian wisdom, 
especially the teachings of Mahatma Gandhi 
and the concept of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam 
~ the belief that the whole world is one 
family. At a time when the world is struggling 
with conflict, climate emergencies, social 
division and political polarization, the 
Constitution’s spirit of mediation and peaceful 
coexistence feels more relevant than ever.  

The article highlights how deeply the 
ideas of truth, non-violence and reconciliation 
are rooted in this document. This is not just 
philosophy; it is a practical approach to 
solving problems. Instead of encouraging 
confrontation, the Constitution supports 
dialogue, understanding and adjustment 
principles that could transform global conflict 
resolution if adopted more widely.  

One thought provoking aspect is the way 
India has formalized mediation in its justice 
system. Rather than imposing solutions 
through force or authority, the system 
encourages people to understand each other, 
rebuild trust and restore relationships. This 
approach quietly challenges the mindset 
dominating many world powers, where 
disagreements often end in aggression or 
blame. India’s model suggests that real 
strength comes from patience, listening and 
respect for human dignity. The Constitution 

reminds us that peace does not emerge 
from laws alone; it comes from values.  

Yours, etc., Aditya Kamble,  
Kalaburagi, 1 December. 

 

Contentious 
Sir, Please refer to today’s report “ECI 

extends SIR of electoral rolls by one week 
across 12 states, UTs”. In a welcome development, 
the Election Commission of India has revised 
the schedule of the Special Intensive Revision 
across 12 states and Union Territories. The 
entire exercise has been extended by seven 
days. The poll panel took a decision days 
after a TMC delegation met Chief Election 
Commissioner Gyanesh Kumar and apprised 
him of the suicide cases among  BLOs, and 
the strict timeline of the entire exercise. For 
the past few weeks, multiple reports of BLOs 
complaining of exerting pressure, late night 

calls and threatening by senior officials to 
match the target of the SIR exercise surfaced. 

Multiple representations were sent to the 
election commission regarding the short 
period in which the process has to be 
completed. The ruling governments in Tamil 
Nadu and Kerala held several agitations 
against the exercise. In Bengal as well, the 
process was met with heavy opposition. 
Petitions against the SIR also reached the 
Supreme Court, which agreed to hear a 
combined plea by different states. Plus, the 
Parliament’s winter session is beginning 
from today, and all the opposition parties 
have asked for a discussion on the SIR 
exercise. The session is expected to be 
stormy as the leaders of opposition would 
try to corner the government on the issue of 
the revision of electoral rolls. 

Yours, etc., Khokan Das, 
Kolkata, 1 December.

The allegations emerging from Georgia’s 2024-25 
protest wave are not merely another chapter in the 
long, bitter contest between an embattled government 
and a restless citizenry. They point toward something 

far more unsettling: the apparent revival of an obsolete First 
World War-era chemical agent for domestic crowd control. If 
substantiated, this would represent one of the most serious 
erosions of global chemical weapons norms in recent years. 

Through months of demonstrations sparked by the 
government’s abrupt pause on the country’s EU accession bid, 
thousands of Georgians gathered outside parliament 
demanding accountability. What they encountered, beyond the 
expected arsenal of water cannon, pepper spray and tear gas, 
was a burning sensation that clung to their skin and lungs long 
after the streets had emptied.  

Some described pain that intensified on contact with water ~ 
a hallmark far removed from the short-lived irritation 
characteristic of conventional riot-control agents. Others 
reported coughing fits, shortness of breath, fatigue, and 
vomiting that endured for weeks. More troubling still were 
abnormal cardiac readings detected in dozens of those 
examined. 

It is rare for such symptoms to linger. It is rarer still for them 
to appear across hundreds of individuals with such consistency. 
That pattern, combined with internal whistleblower testimony 
and inventories listing chemicals historically linked to camite ~ 
an agent briefly deployed in the First World War and 
abandoned in the 1930s ~ raises the possibility that a substance 
long considered too harmful for use had quietly found its way 
back into the hands of a police force. 

If this is true, it represents a startling departure from 
international standards. Modern riot-control agents are allowed 
precisely because their effects are meant to be immediate, 
non-lethal and temporary. A chemical that causes multi-week 
respiratory distress and cannot be washed off the skin with 
water falls outside any reasonable definition of acceptable 
policing. It inches disturbingly close to the threshold of 
chemical weapon use, something explicitly prohibited under 
international law except in strictly defined, limited contexts. 

Equally distressing is the institutional response. Instead of 
clarity, authorities have offered denials and insults, refusing to 
disclose the composition of the substances used in water 
cannon and dismissing the growing body of evidence as 
fantasy. For a country constitutionally committed to European 
integration, transparency over the coercive power of the state 
should be non-negotiable. When citizens raise credible 
concerns that they may have been exposed to a harmful agent, 
the burden of proof lies squarely with the government, not with 
those gasping for breath. 

The events of 2024-25 in Tbilisi carry a lesson for 
governments far beyond Georgia’s borders. A lack of oversight 
in the tools of crowd control creates precisely the conditions in 
which abuses can flourish. And once a state begins dipping into 
the chemical arsenals of history, the boundary between policing 
and warfare becomes dangerously thin. In an era where civil 
dissent is rising worldwide, protecting that boundary is not just 
a legal duty, it is a moral one. 

Solar  Vigilance 

Toxic  Force 

Digital abuse manifests in 
intricate and gender-specific 
forms, extending well beyond 
mere trolling. It manifests in 
various forms, including the 
unauthorised dissemination of 
personal images, often referred 
to as ‘revenge porn’, the 
unauthorised publication of 
private information (doxing), 
and cyberstalking, which 
employs technology such as GPS 
tracking or social media 
surveillance to facilitate 
real-world harassment. The 
most alarming development is 
the proliferation of high-fidelity 
deepfake pornography,                    
with up to 95 per cent of the 
victims being women 
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LIBERAL PARTY DISUNION 
MR. LLOYD GEORGE 
NOT TO RETIRE 
�FROM OUR CORRESPONDENT.� 
LONDON, DEC. 2. 

Mr. Lloyd George dropped a bombshell at a Liberal 
dinner, in the House of Commons last night when 
proposing the health of Lord Oxford and Asquith. 
“If I am an obstacle to Liberal unity,” he said, “I am 
prepared to retire. I want that to be fully understood. 
I don’t want to be the cause of the Liberal Party 
failing to get together; I could commit suicide 
—political —but I don’t see why I should. I am quite 
honest. I have not the intention of doing so. 

The speech created a deep impression. 
Lord Oxford and Asquith immediately emphasized 

that everybody must have differences of opinion 
regarding policy, but he begged that no one should 
begin to talk about retiring from the Party. “People 
too,” he added, “are prone to talk about the death-bed 
of the Liberal Party. I am afraid I have seen the 
death-bed of the Liberal Party on many occasions, 
but Liberalism has revived notwithstanding the 
gloomy forecasts that sometimes have been made.” 

Another proof of Liberal disunion was the 
division on the Communist resolution in the House 
of Commons. Asquithian Liberals all abstained 
from voting. Several of the members of the old 
National Liberal Party, including Sir Alfred Mond, 
voted against the Communists. Major L. Hore-Belisha 
also voted for the Government. —Copyright. 

REBEL ACTIVITY IN SYRIA 

INTREPIDITY OF THE 
DRUSES 
PARIS, DEC. 2.  

THE Beirut correspondent of Le Petit Parisien, 
describing the situation in Syria, awaiting the 
arrival of the new High Commissioner, M. Jouvenel, 
says that bands of insurgents are little affected by 
the sharp French ‘lessons’ and continue to infest 
Southern Lebanon, stirring up risings in the North 
Hermon district and threatening the road to Beirut. 

Their method is to march to a village accompanied 
by mules and camels laden with arms and 
ammunition secretly obtained, arm and incite the 
inhabitants to revolt, and then extend their 
operations by blowing up bridges and terrorising 
the Christians. 

An instance of the intrepidity of the Druses is 
that twelve of them recently entered Damascus, 
sacked the police court and departed singing. 
—Reuter’s Special Service. 

SYRIA MANDATE 

M. DE JOUVENEL'S 
REPLY TO PETITION 
(‘ TIMES ” SPECIAL SERVICE) LONDON, DEC. 2.  

THE Times Cairo correspondent reports that 
following apparently friendly conversations with 
M. de Jouvenel, the new French High Commissioner 
of Syria, who is now in Cairo, members of the 
Syro-Palestinian Committee petitioned him, 
demanding the withdrawal of the French from 
Syria, the abolition of the mandate, and the 
establishment of a national Government. 

M. de Jouvenel naturally rejected the demands, 
and pointed out that France had not the slightest 
intention of renouncing her mandate. He warned 
the Committee that their action was calculated 
seriously to aggravate the situation in Syria. 
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Europe payment link mustn’t be hobbled
SHREY MADAAN 
 

India and the European Central 
Bank have entere d the 
“realisation phase” of linking 
the Unified Payments Interface 

(UPI) with Europe’s TARGET Instant 
Payment Settlement (TIPS) system, 
in a rare moment where regulators 
are making life meaningfully easier 
for consumers. If implemented 
effectively, this will transform how 
millions of Indians in Europe send 
money home, how tourists pay 
abroad, and how small businesses 
transfer funds across borders. But 
as with every major digital-policy 
breakthrough, the promise will only 
hold i f  regulators  resist  the 
temptation to add new layers of 
fees, friction, and red tape.

For years, cross-border payments 
have been a stubborn outlier in the 
blooming digital world. Sending 
money from Europe to India still 
results in steep bank charges, hidden 
foreign exchange fees, and significantly 
long delays. Even the most advanced 
fintech solutions rely on intermediaries, 
which drives up prices, limits 
transparency, and erodes consumer 
confidence.  UPI-TIPS has the 
potential to change that dynamic 
entirely. By linking two instant 
payment systems, transfers can 
move directly between Indian and 
European users in real-time, without 
the need for a chain of correspondent 

banks in the middle. 
For consumers, the benefits are

substantial. Students, workers, and
families split across continents will
no longer need to wait days for
remittances to settle. Immediate
liquidity can make an enormous
difference during emergencies, and
lower fees ensure that more of the
sender’s money reaches the recipient.
Small and medium-sized businesses, 
which are often hit hardest by costly
and slow international payments,
stand to gain from lower transaction
costs (reducing the effort in time
and money to arrange deals), thereby
b o osting their  cash f low and 
competitiveness. 

Indian tourists in Europe will 
also feel a tangible difference. Paying 
for meals, transport, or accommodation
directly through UPI eliminates the 
need to rely on expensive card
networks or to carry large amounts 
of cash. It mirrors the convenience
Indians enjoy domestically, instant,
secure, and familiar. And for European 
merchants, accepting UPI payments
opens a door to one of the world’s
largest consumer markets. 

This interlinking also strengthens 
India’s position as a global leader
in digital infrastructure. UPI has
already expanded to Singapore, the 
UAE, Mauritius, Bhutan, Nepal,
and parts of France. Linking with
TIPS, Europe’s most extensive 
payment system, marks a milestone 

in India’s effort to globalise its 
digital public goods. Coming on 
the heels of the G20’s push for 
faster and cheaper remittance 
corridors, it signals that India’s 
model for payments innovation is 
gaining global trust. 

But while the economic gains 
and consumer benefits are obvious, 
they will only materialise if both 
sides remain committed to the 
system's openness and low-cost 
design. Global payment reforms 
often begin with bold promises, 
but are besieged by creeping fees, 
compliance burdens, and regulatory 
turf wars. The India-EU link will 
be no exception if policymakers 
are not careful. 

The first threat is fee creep. Banks, 
card networks, and legacy remittance 
players have strong incentives to 
protect existing revenue streams. 
Even small “processing fees” or 
widened foreign exchange (forex) 
spreads can undermine the affordability 
that makes UPI transformative. 
Ensuring transparent and competitive 
pricing will be critical to preventing 
monopolistic behavior. 

Second, regulatory overreach can 
inadvertently slow adoption. Europe’s 
pr ivacy framework ,  while 
well-intentioned, has at times 
imposed heavy compliance costs 
on small businesses. India’s instinct 
toward data localisation can create 
its own rigidities in the form of 

multiple compliance layers, twofold 
infrastructure, laggy integration 
between cross-border payment 
networks. When two regulatory 
systems overlap, complexity multiplies. 
The UPI-TIPS link must avoid this 
trap by designing a framework that 
protects user data without restricting 
legitimate financial flows or delaying 
transactions. 

Third, the system must remain 
genuinely interoperable. Consumers 
should be able to use the payment 
apps they prefer, whether operated 
by banks, fintech companies, or 
o ther  providers.  A c lose d, 
government-only rail may deliver 
political symbolism, but it will not 
provide the convenience and uptake 
necessary for global scale. 

Finally, policymakers must shield 
the project from the growing geopolitical 
push to build digital “walled gardens.” 
India and Europe both talk about 
digital sovereignty, but if this principle 
turns into a barrier to openness, 
consumers lose. The strength of UPI 

lies in its accessibility and neutrality 
- a model that others are studying 
precisely because it avoids the 
dominance of any one political or 
economic player. 

The India-EU UPI link is an 
opportunity to set a global benchmark 
for open, consumer-centric digital 
payments. If regulators prioritise 
low fees, interoperability, and 
seamless data flows, this partnership 
can become a blueprint for the 
world. If not, it risks becoming just 
another well-intentioned reform 
slowed down by bureaucracy. 

Consumers ultimately decide 
whether innovations succeed or 
fail. The UPI-TIPS link will be no 
different. Its promise will be fulfilled 
only if the system remains what 
made UPI revolutionary in the first 
place: fast, transparent, and genuinely 
low-cost. 

 
 

(The writer is Indian Policy Associate, Consumer 
Choice Center.)

OCCASIONAL NOTE 
 
Too much attention need not be paid to the 
statement that the Red forces are making headway 
in Southern China and driving the anti-Reds 
before them. In the chaos that prevails in the 
South various ambitious Generals and Tu-chuns 
are labelling themselves Red or anti-Red without 
much thought to the exact significance of the 
words. Certainly the Cantonese by calling themselves 
Bolsheviks obtained help in money from Moscow 
and were even joined by 300 disreputable people 
from Vladivostock, but these sources of strength 
have recently dried up and what continues is the 
thirteen-year-old struggle between leaders in the 
Two Kwangs, who have imported mercenaries 
from Szechuan and Yunan to fight their battles. 
The really important movement is taking place in 
the North, where the redoubtable Wu continues 
his advance towards Pekin. It is somewhat amusing 
to learn from the Shanghai papers that when the 
members of the Tariff Conference, which is to 
abolish the International Customs, because China 
is now sufficiently stable to pay her debts, landed 
there, they were told that they could not go on by 
rail because the line had been torn up for a 
considerable distance as the result of civil war. 
They had, therefore, to proceed by sea.

ACROSS 
 

8    Flat fare includes 

fuel on return 

journey between 

borders of Libya 

and Nigeria  

(7) 

9    Exquisite poem 

that mourns losing 

Unknown Soldier 

(7) 

10  Having sex in May 

ruined friendship 

(5) 

11  Carriage with 

curtains at the 

front is a potential 

disaster (9) 

12  Design pitched 

roof separating 

home from home 

with round 

centrepiece (9) 

14  He s always moving 

and shaking to 

keep order (5) 

16  What decides 

those in power 

generation about 

energy stored in 

revolutionary cell? 

(7,8) 

19  Subject has say in 

story (5) 

20  Coin boxes mainly 

sold without 

money (9) 

21  Dashing chap 

initially attracted 

girl using images 

(9) 

23  Feeling that gets 

one s back up? (5) 

24  Beat president 

losing power in 

petulant display (7) 

25  One of vessels 

commandeered by 

Royal Marines 

supplies seafood 

(7) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    It s helpful when 

one s committed 

to particular 

position (10) 

2    Threatening 

university with 

closure of lending 

library after 

vacation (4) 

3    Staff train monkey 

(8) 

4    Stop getting fed 

up in row (6) 

5    Can he claim

broadcast s 

performed by 

rote?  

(10) 

6    Reasonable ticket 

price for audience 

(4) 

7    Thick dust leads to 

influenza patients  

suffering (6) 

8/19D  Influential 

characters put in 

their place here? 

(7,6) 

13  Powerful swimmer 

looks after hospital 

ship (5,5)

15  Having enlisted 

help, workers 

mean to turn old 

handle  

(6,4) 

17  Doing very little 

with no inclination 

seemingly (8) 

18  Piano pieces 

inspiring church 

scores (7) 

19  See 8 Down 

20  Transfer elements 

to enter earnings 

(6) 

22  What blights 

teenagers  lives in 

part of London, 

according to local 

reporter (4) 

23  Present 

contribution to 

higher education 

(4)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

8 9

10 11

12 13 14 15

16 17 18

19 20

21 22 23

24 25

S P E L L C H E C K E R
I P R U U B N I
N O I S E S P R O U T I N G
T C Y C A L G H
E A T S P I S T O L S H O T
R U B O E I T
P E R I L O U S C E L E R Y
O E O S S N R E
L A G O O N C O N C E R T O

A D M C E A M
P H L E G M A T I C I N C A
A L R L E F T N
T H E H O B B I T A I R E R
I R U E A R Y Y
O L Y M P I C F L A M E

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

YesterdayÊs Solution

P E R S P E C T I V E
100 Years Ago

Front page of The Statesman  
dated 03 December 1925
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India’s commitment to inclusive 
development has consistently 
drawn direction from Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi’s vision 

of a nation where every citizen is 
empowered to live with dignity. 
The Prime Minister has repeatedly 
emphasised that disability does 
not diminish a person’s talent or 
potential, stating that disability is 
not an obstacle to success when 
society ensures equal opportunity. 
This clarity of thought is essential 
as India reflects on the International 
Day of Persons with Disabilities 
and evaluates whether accessibility 
has been integrated into the centre 
of national development. 

India has a significant population 
of citizens with disabilities, many 
of whom are limited not by their 
impairments but by a physical and 
social environment that restricts 
their functional independence. For 
decades, disability was viewed 
primari ly  through a  me dical 
framework, but the most persistent 
barriers have always been structural. 

These barriers include public 
buildings without universal design, 
transportation systems that do not 
support mobility, workplaces that 
lack adaptive technologies and 
prosthetics that remain out of reach 
due to high costs or long waiting 
periods. The United Nations has 
long underlined that disability 
becomes disabling only when society 
fails to create an enabling environment. 

India has made visible progress 
through initiatives such as the 
Accessible India Campaign, the 
Department of Empowerment of 

Persons with Disabilities,  the 
Deendayal Divyangjan Rehabilitation 
Scheme,  Distr ict  Disabi l i ty 
Rehabilitation Centres, ADIP, PM 
DAKSH and SIPDA .  These 
programmes ref le ct  a  c lear 
commitment to creating systems 
that prioritise inclusion. 

However, as India advances 
towards the goal of becoming a 
developed nation by 2047, it must 
move from targeted interventions 
to a comprehensive national model 
that mainstreams accessibility 
across governance, urban planning, 
healthcare, education and industry. 

Across various innovation hubs 
in the country, a new generation of 
engineers, researchers and medical 
technologists is developing advanced 
prosthetics and assistive solutions. 
These innovations demonstrate 
that India has the intellectual and 
manufacturing capability to lead 
globally in assistive technology. Yet 
the sector remains underrepresented 
in national industrial priorities even 
though its social and economic 
impact is far reaching. Assistive 
devices may not have the same 
headline value as electric vehicles, 
AI platforms or drones, but they 
determine whether a student can 
continue education, whether a 
professional can return to work 
and whether a citizen can participate 
fully in the national economy. 

A nation that aspires to global 
leadership must recognise that 
advancing accessibility is not just 
a social imperative - it is a powerful 
driver of economic growth and 
shared progress. Prosthetics and 
assistive technologies are not optional 
enhancements. They are essential 
instruments of mobility, independence 
and dignity. They transform passive 

dependence into active contribution 
and allow millions to study, work, 
innovate and live with agency. They 
are as critical to national development 
as infrastructure, digital connectivity 
and healthcare.   

As India is serious about achieving 
the Prime Minister’s vision of Viksit 
Bharat, it is time to move towards a 
unified and ambitious approach. 
India must consider creating a 
National Mission for Prosthetics 
and Assistive Technology that 
consolidates efforts, expands access, 
lowers costs, strengthens district 
level infrastructure, builds domestic 
manufacturing leadership and 
positions the country as a major 
player in the global disability economy 

which is valued at more than $13 
trillion. Such a mission would not 
merely deliver social benefits but 
would generate measurable economic 
outcomes including higher workforce 
participation, reduced long term 
dependency and increased national 
productivity. 

India already has a strong policy 
foundation, technological depth 
and entrepreneurial momentum. 
What is now required is the recognition 
that inclusion is a strategic national 
imperative. When accessibility 
improves, the labour force expands. 
When education becomes barrier 
free,  the national talent pool 
strengthens. When mobility increases, 
economic participation rises. 

Inclusion creates measurable 
national strength, not symbolic 
progress A country that builds 
world class infrastructure must 
also ensure world class accessibility. 
A nation that invests in industry 
and innovation must also invest in 
the citizens who power that innovation. 
India’s future will not be shaped 
by those who advance alone. It will 
be shaped by a nation that creates 
conditions for every citizen to move 
forward confidently and independently. 
That is the true measure of Viksit 
Bharat and the standard by which 
our progress must be judged. 

 
(The writers are, respectively, National 
Spokesperson, BJP and Director, Parashar 
Industries.)

News Items

Accessibility is the key 
to India’s growth story





DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 

History shows that for ages, human beings have exploit-
ed other human beings and living creatures on the basis
of gender, caste, creed, race, physical or mental strength,
economic power, organisational abilities or unity. Similarly,
powerful and mighty nations and communities have
exploited weaker and poorer nations and communities
because of their vulnerabilities. Exploitation of illiterate and
poor people is a known reality across the world.

As we all know, powerful or so-called educated people
have long used uneducated, illiterate, and socially back-
ward groups as slaves or bonded labourers, forcing them
to work under inhuman conditions simply to make life
easier and more comfortable for themselves. As landown-

ers, men have exploited the tillers of the soil. As industri-
alists, they have extracted labour from the working class
at extremely low wages.

As capitalists and moneylenders, they have demanded
high interest rates on money and real estate. As heads of
multinational companies, they have imported raw mate-
rials and labour at cheap rates and exported manufactured
goods to global markets, filling their own coffers at the cost
of semi-industrialised or unindustrialised nations. In
pursuit of exploitation, no limits have ever been set. It is
not only exploitation but also active persecution of the weak
by the strong. Even when offering something to
others, the hidden aim was often to gain name,
fame, praise or credit and to be rewarded sooner
or later. Only rarely have individuals made sac-
rifices out of pure love, sympathy, compassion
or concern. This demonstrates that money,
machines, resources, military strength and
political influence have repeatedly been used by selfish indi-
viduals to exploit others. Exploitation causes widespread
trouble and turmoil. Can it be eliminated to save human-
ity? Many social, economic, political and interpersonal prob-
lems can be solved only if universal love replaces exploita-
tion. If abundance and affluence remove all incentive to
exploit, exploitation can end. How can the feeling of uni-
versal love be ignited worldwide? The key is education.

Awakening and strengthening the emotion of love can
be achieved only through education that ennobles emo-
tions. Without values-based education and practical
methods to refine or spiritualise love, crime and lawless-
ness will increase. Discussions on human rights are
meaningless without this education. Any society, however
developed, will be riddled with crime if its people lack
proper values education. Unfortunately, those in power
often overlook how deeply progress, peace and happiness
depend on emotional training and values education, espe-
cially the teaching of love. 

Governments and organisations spend
trillions annually to solve conflicts and
problems, yet exploitation continues
because conflict resolution lacks genuine
moral and spiritual education. It is time for
leaders to understand this and act serious-
ly to protect future generations from

ongoing devastation. This approach to education builds
character, empathy, responsibility and emotional intelli-
gence, shaping individuals who choose ethical paths and
contribute positively to society. Value-based education
offers the essential foundation to overcome exploitation
and create a civilised, harmonious world.
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chief ministership, under which Siddaramaiah
became Chief Minister in 2023. They believe it
is now time for Shivakumar to take over.

The decision-making team, including Sonia
and Priyanka Gandhi, supports Shivakumar for
the Chief Minister’s post. At the same time,
Rahul Gandhi and KC Venugopal prefer
Siddaramaiah to complete his term. The
crucial vote rests with Congress President
Mallikarjun Kharge, who remains undecided
and personally involved in the matter.

Shivakumar wants to brief Rahul Gandhi and
has sought time to do so. Rahul
replied to him on WhatsApp,
“Please wait, I will call you.” If there
is a leadership change in
Karnataka now, it could signifi-
cantly affect the state’s stability
and national politics, especially
with elections approaching.

The Congress Party’s influence in national
politics is waning. This makes it vital to main-
tain the power balance in the state. The party
must be cautious, as any misstep in leadership
could threaten the stability of a crucial govern-
ment. The Congress High Command faces crit-
ical decisions: whether to continue with
Siddaramaiah or promote a younger leader like
DK Shivakumar. The fight is between the two
leaders. Favouring one or the other could
disturb the party. Exploring potential future
scenarios will be crucial.

Shivakumar, as a younger leader, has also
been a key asset to the Congress Party. He is
known for resolving issues not only in

Karnataka but also in other states where
Congress was in trouble. Being wealthy and
supported by the Lingayats, with control over
the organisational structure, he effectively
solves problems and contributes to the party’s
success.

Siddaramaiah is known as a capable admin-
istrator and one of Karnataka’s most prominent
leaders, proving advantageous to the Congress
Party by fostering unity. He has a strong mass
base and popular legitimacy.

Tension is rising as both leaders publicly
commit to the party’s decision,
revealing their underlying ambi-
tions. However, both are prepar-
ing their supporters for a fight.
The ongoing demands and pres-
sure tactics have harmed the
Karnataka Congress’s image.

Karnataka is a crucial test for
the Congress Party, revealing its ability to
manage leadership expectations in a key
state. It is one of three states where Congress
is in power. Past experiences, such as in
Rajasthan, have shown that informal arrange-
ments require careful handling as ambitions
grow. In Karnataka, the stakes are high, and
any change must not disrupt the government.

The High Command retains some symbol-
ic authority but no longer wields the power it
once had. Currently, it must balance the
interests of two key leaders who are essential
to its future. Additionally, it needs to maintain
government stability and demonstrate unity
in a time of limited national strength.

Editor’s

Pan masala and gutka are words familiar to every Indian, even
to those who never touch the products. In North India,
government buildings and staircases stained with their tell-
tale marks bear silent testimony to their widespread use.
Pan masala is truly ubiquitous — sold at every corner shop,
splashed across billboards with celebrity endorsements, and
promoted on television as a lifestyle product.

Yet behind this glossy veneer lies a harsh reality. Laced with
tobacco and several harmful additives, pan masala is a
carcinogenic concoction freely available in the Indian market.
Its consumption has only risen over the years, driven by low
cost, easy accessibility, and its highly addictive nature. The
industry itself is a heavyweight. India’s pan masala market
was valued at approximately `46,682 crore in 2024, and
projections suggest it may reach nearly `64,446 crore by
2033, growing at a CAGR of 3.60 per cent. The new cess,
applicable not on the final product but on the machinery and
processes used to manufacture it, effectively tightens the net
around the gutka-pan masala industry. By linking the cess to
machine speed, weight per pouch, and manufacturing
capacity, the bill closes loopholes, reduces evasion, and
ensures a predictable stream of funds for national security and
healthcare initiatives. The government’s proposal to levy a
new cess on machines used for manufacturing pan masala
under the ‘Health Security se National Security Cess Bill,
2025’, though welcome, has reignited an old public health
debate: Is taxation enough to discourage harmful
consumption, or should the state simply ban such products
altogether? At the heart of this discussion lies a contradiction
— while the government cites health concerns, it continues to
generate substantial revenue from the very substances it
claims to discourage and is not interested in banning them
altogether as it would lose a substantial amount of revenue.
But the big question is — Is earning revenue at the cost of
public health acceptable? Another concern is that increasing
the cess on manufacturers will inevitably raise production
costs, leading to higher retail prices. But past experience
shows that higher prices rarely translate into lower
consumption; demand for these products continues to grow
regardless of cost. What is worse is that small manufacturers
start selling even more, as they are not in the tax net and work
with second-hand machines and low-grade ingredients that
are even more harmful. India collected `19.4 lakh crore in
various cesses over five years, and the new framework ensures
that “sin goods” continue to be taxed heavily.

From the government’s standpoint, this is both a revenue-
stabilising measure and a public health intervention. If gutka
and pan masala are so harmful — being among India’s leading
causes of oral cancer — why not ban them outright? The
government cannot simultaneously position itself as a
guardian of public health and earn from a substance that is
unquestionably a health hazard. Cess risks creating a parallel
economy where illicit and unregulated products flourish,
posing even greater health risks.

Taxing pan masala and gutka may fill the govt’s
coffers, but it presents a paradox — why tax a
carcinogenic product and not ban it outright?

Revenue over health:
The gutka cess debate

India’s medicine pricing paradox exposed
India, often described as the pharmacy of the world,
presents a paradoxical situation when it comes to the
pricing of medicines. In the country, the cost of drugs
sold in local chemist shops and those available at Jan
Aushadhi Kendras shows an extreme disparity. There
exists a considerable inflation gap, even when the med-
icines share the same chemical composition and ther-
apeutic value. The irony of this pharmaceutical land-
scape is that the pricing of drugs produced by multi-
national companies often remains largely untouched,
facing minimal competition. This results in a system
where affordability becomes a challenge for the very
people who depend on these medicines for survival.
The government must therefore conduct a thorough
reality check on drug prices. It should examine which
medicines dominate the pharmaceutical market and
investigate how middlemen exploit economically
weaker sections through inflated pricing.

Medicines are an essential necessity, not a luxury, and
their prices must remain within the reach of every indi-
vidual. India must prioritise becoming the true phar-
macy for its own people by ensuring that all citizens
have easy access to high-quality medicines at afford-
able prices.

KIRTI WADHAWAN | KANPUR

BLO deaths expose electoral negligence
The persistent deaths of Booth Level Officers (BLOs)
across India, resulting from the demanding and stress-
ful nature of their work during the ongoing SIR 2025 elec-
toral roll revision, have raised serious and deeply trou-
bling concerns. These incidents have triggered politi-
cal controversy, widespread public distress and growing
criticism of the administrative burden placed on field
officers. Such tragic deaths demand intervention from
bodies like the National Human Rights Commission to
assess whether current practices genuinely protect the
rights and welfare of frontline staff. The SIR exercise
involves large-scale mobilisation of field personnel, cre-
ating immense administrative pressure, especially in
regions with dense populations and high migration.
Although SIR is crucial for preventing voter fraud and
maintaining democratic credibility, the repeated loss
of BLOs raises a vital question: should electoral integri-
ty ever come at the cost of human lives? 

The deaths of BLOs during this exercise serve as a stark
reminder that electoral preparedness must balance pro-
cedural accuracy with the well-being of those under-
taking door-to-door verification. The system must
protect the very workers who uphold the foundation
of free and fair elections.

RANGANATHAN SIVAKUMAR | TAMIL NADU

TAKE

RAJYOGI BRAHMA
KUMAR NIKUNJ JI

Following the recent setback in Bihar, the
Congress Party is grappling with a power strug-
gle in Karnataka between Chief Minister
Siddaramaiah and his deputy, DK Shivakumar.
Within political circles, especially among
Congress members, there is rampant specula-
tion about a possible leadership change later
this year, raising concerns about stability and
future governance.

As soon as the Chief Minister completed his
half-term on October 20, tensions rose. DK
Shivakumar’s supporters claim that a secret
agreement was made in 2023 involving six senior
Congress leaders, whereby Siddaramaiah
became Chief Minister while Shivakumar would
lead the party.

The Congress leadership in Delhi has inter-
vened, summoning both leaders to the capital.
This has left Shivakumar’s supporters uncertain
about the future. Congress Chief Mallikarjun
Kharge, who hails from Karnataka, stated, “I,
Sonia Gandhi, and Rahul will decide soon.” The
BJP has expressed concerns about how this
dispute could impact state administration.

This power struggle dates back to 2023 when
the secret pact was established between the two
contenders. Shivakumar emphasised this week,
“Keeping one’s word is the greatest strength,”
sending a message to the Gandhis, and added,
“Word power is world power.”

Former BJP Chief Minister Sadananda Gowda
has offered the party’s outside support to D.K.
Shivakumar, aligning with Prime Minister Modi’s
hints about a potential split in the Congress and
raising questions about whether Shivakumar
will fracture the party.

The Chief Minister acknowledged current chal-
lenges, stating, “Administration is on edge; MLAs
are discussing leadership changes in the
Karnataka Congress, impacting the bureaucra-
cy.” He urged the Congress leadership to make
a quick decision.

The Congress Party is expected to announce
leadership changes soon, a decision that could
reshape Karnataka’s political landscape and
influence national politics.

This is not the first time Congress has encoun-
tered factionalism. Karnataka is known for its
groupism. The party previously dealt with a
similar situation involving Ashok Gehlot and
Sachin Pilot in Rajasthan. Gehlot won that
contest, leaving Pilot bitter and disappointed.
This bitterness persisted throughout the term.

About ten MLAs supportive of Deputy Chief
Minister DK Shivakumar are in Delhi advocating
for his appointment as Chief Minister. They insist
there was a secret agreement for a rotational

DK SHIVAKUMAR’S
SUPPORTERS

CLAIM THAT A
SECRET

AGREEMENT WAS
MADE IN 2023

INVOLVING SIX
SENIOR CONGRESS

LEADERS,
WHEREBY

SIDDARAMAIAH
BECAME CHIEF

MINISTER WHILE
SHIVAKUMAR

WOULD LEAD THE
PARTY

Value-based education: Essential for a civilised world

Monks and devotees take part in the opening procession of the 20th International
Tipitaka Chanting Ceremony in Bodh Gaya, Bihar.

PHOTO: PTI

PIC TALK

Deepfake content has rapidly

become one of the most

dangerous digital threats of the

modern era. These highly

manipulated videos and audio

recordings are increasingly being

misused for character

assassination, cyberbullying,

financial fraud, and widespread

political misinformation. What

makes this threat particularly

alarming is the extreme realism

that advanced artificial

intelligence now enables, making

it extraordinarily difficult for

ordinary citizens to distinguish

authentic material from

fabricated content. 

As a consequence, victims

often endure severe emotional

distress, social humiliation,

professional setbacks, and long-

term reputational damage.

Given the seriousness of this

crisis, there is an urgent need for

the government to introduce and

enforce far stricter cyber laws,

supported by clearly defined

guidelines to regulate the

creation, distribution, and misuse

of deepfake material. Strong

penalties and faster investigative

procedures are essential to deter

malicious actors. 

Equally important is the

responsibility of citizens to

remain vigilant. People must

verify the credibility of any

digital content before sharing it,

particularly during sensitive

political periods, to prevent the

spread of harmful

misinformation. Public awareness

campaigns and digital-literacy

programmes can play a crucial

role in educating society about

the dangers posed by deepfakes

and the steps required to counter

them effectively.

ARSHAD BASTAVI | MUMBAI

DEEPFAKE TECHNOLOGY POSES GRAVE

RISKS DEMANDING URGENT ACTION
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After a setback in Bihar, the Congress Party is now facing an internal conflict in Karnataka, where tensions have escalated
between Chief Minister Siddaramaiah and Deputy Chief Minister DK Shivakumar
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Centenarians rising across the world
While blessing an elderly person, it is customary to say,
“May you live a long life.” Maharshi Dhondo Keshav
Karve and P Satawalekar both reached their centenary
through lifelong dedication and discipline. Even today,
many centenarians live across India and other coun-
tries, remaining active despite their advanced age.

According to the World Population Review, over the
past fifteen years the number of centenarians world-
wide has risen significantly — from 4.55 lakh to 9.35 lakh.
Japan has the highest number, with 1,23,333 individu-
als aged one hundred or more. The United States ranks
second with 73,629 centenarians, followed by China with
48,566. India stands fourth with 37,988. In addition,
several nations such as Russia, Italy, Germany, Britain,
Spain, Thailand and Canada also have substantial cen-
tenarian populations.

Pension systems, nutritional awareness and a health-
ier lifestyle further support longer life expectancy. Japan,
in particular, places great emphasis on optimistic living
rather than stress-driven routines. Moreover, the
country’s longstanding culture of regular 
physical activity, balanced diet and social cohesion has
played a major role in its exceptionally high number
of centenarians.
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actions have left two-thirds of the global
population exposed to increasingly
destructive climate catastrophes?

More than Trump’s claims, the Nobel
Committee should consider the state of
the global environment. Scientific com-
munities and the United Nations have
repeatedly warned that if global warming
exceeds 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels,
life on the planet will face unprecedent-
ed disruptions. These warnings have
been ignored by Trump, who calls climate
change a hoax, dismantles green-energy
transition projects and
expands fossil fuel produc-
tion. He praises “clean, beau-
tiful coal” and increases fossil-
fuel output to keep inflation
in check. How can the Nobel Committee
overlook actions that directly contradict
scientific advice?

The conference was held at the mouth
of the Amazon in Belém, a region of
immense environmental significance.
The Amazon rainforest is considered the
lungs of the world, and its preservation
is essential for the survival of humankind.
Assured access to concessional finance for
adaptation and affordable green technol-

ogy for mitigation are major concerns for
the Global South. The scale of the Amazon
can be understood from the fact that
India’s forests store 7.2 gigatonnes of CO?
equivalent, while the Amazon stores
56.8 gigatonnes. Forests cover 31 per cent
of the world’s land, amounting to 4.14
billion hectares. Brazil holds 12 per cent
of global forests, while Russia, China,
Canada and the Democratic Republic of
Congo hold 20 per cent, 12 per cent, 9 per
cent and 8 per centrespectively. If forests
were protected and allowed to regener-

ate without human pressure,
they could absorb nearly 14
gigatonnes of CO? annually —
equal  to one-third of  
yearly global greenhouse-gas

emissions.
Recognising this potential, the host

country proposed an initiative to end
deforestation. Although only a beginning,
the proposal aimed to stop the destruc-
tion of tropical forests. The Tropical
Forests Forever Facility (TFFF) was
launched to mobilise $125 billion through
public and private funding to reward
countries that conserve forests and regen-
erate barren areas to expand tropical

forest cover. It would be managed by the
World Bank as a multilateral trust fund.
The challenge arises when fossil fuels lie
buried beneath these forests, creating
incentives for their destruction through
extraction.

Of the 74 countries with TFFF-qualify-
ing forests, 68 have fossil fuel deposits
beneath them. There are 317 billion
tonnes of potential CO? from recoverable
reserves and more than 4.6 trillion tonnes
if all deposits were exploited. Most of
these are concentrated in India, China and
Indonesia. TFFF cannot succeed unless
there is a clear commitment not to
extract fossil fuels beneath forests. A
similar mechanism must also apply to
non-TFFF countries. Boreal forests also
cover major fossil fuel reserves, particu-
larly in Russia and Canada. Therefore, an
agreement is needed to prioritise forests
located above fossil fuel deposits and
ensure they remain off-limits for exploita-
tion. Indigenous people from the Andes
in Ecuador, the Amazon in Peru, and
activists from Brazilian forests and savan-
nas — young and old, women and men —
participated in the conference in large
numbers. They raised their voices against

the destruction of their territories through
oil drilling and gold mining and demand-
ed the protection of the world’s most bio-
diverse forests. Indigenous communities
in the Amazon are known to clear trees
and expand agriculture for crops such as
soybeans and maize. They will protect the
forests if compensated adequately.

Another proposal by the host country
that failed to appear in the final agree-
ment was the roadmap for phasing out
fossil fuels. Around 90 countries from
Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Pacific,
along with EU member states and the UK,
supported the phase-out plan. Although
the EU called the roadmap a red line,
leading economies such as India, China,
South Africa and Russia informed the pres-
idency that they would not accept it.
Cambodia also joined this coalition. The
initiative sought a binding global agree-
ment to halt new fossil fuel expansion,
ensure an equitable phase-out and scale
up financial mechanisms to support vul-
nerable nations.  Developing countries
require technology transfer, climate
finance and capacity-building support for
a fair energy transition. There was strong
support from both the Global South and
Global North for a fossil-fuel phase-out,
but the final agreement omitted it. This
became the biggest fault line at COP30.

COP30 increased the annual climate-
finance target from $100 billion to $300
billion by 2035. Developed countries will
raise their grant contributions from $40
billion to $120 billion, while the remain-
ing $180 billion — mobilised by developed
countries — will come as loans to devel-
oping nations for mitigation and adapta-
tion. This could push vulnerable countries
into unsustainable debt and harm their
economies.

Other issues that reached consensus
and were included in the agreement are
the health action plan, the Santa Marta
Conference (co-hosted with the
Netherlands on April 28-29 2026) to
discuss global fossil-fuel phase-out, the
Open Planetary Intelligence Network,
the global ethical stocktake, and the
declaration on hunger, poverty and
people-centred climate action and adap-
tation. These have limited significance at
the international level. The concern
remains that transporting 50,000 dele-
gates from all parts of the world and
meeting their logistical needs in Belém
may have generated more carbon
emissions than the reductions achieved
at COP30.

As India navigates a moment of renewed cul-
tural assertion and rising linguistic anxieties, the
Kashi Tamil Sangamam (KTS) returns at precise-
ly the right moment. Its fourth edition, begin-
ning in December 2025, arrives at a time when
debates about regional identity, linguistic pride
and national integration have become sharper,
sometimes even polarising. In such a context,
KTS stands out not merely as a festival, but as
a vital civilisational bridge, reminding us that
India’s unity is an enduring cultural inheritance.

A Counter-Current in Divisive Times
The past few years have seen language enter
public discourse more forcefully, often sparking
heated debates over recruitment rules, compet-
itive exams, mediums of instruction and digital
platforms. Social media frequently amplifies
these issues into regional flashpoints, creating
a misleading impression of a North-South cul-
tural clash. This narrative, while emotionally
charged, ignores the centuries of dialogue,
migration, learning and exchanges that have
shaped our civilisation. KTS serves as
a powerful counter-current to this
polarisation by demonstrating that
the Tamil and Hindi-speaking regions
do not stand in contrast, but rather in
constant conversation and agreement.

A Vision Rooted in Continuity
Conceptualised under the guidance of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi and organised by the
Ministry of Education, with IIT Madras and BHU
as knowledge partners, KTS aligns perfectly with
the ethos of Ek Bharat Shrestha Bharat. Far from
being merely symbolic, it revives a civilisation-
al relationship between Tamil Nadu and Kashi,
two ancient centres of learning whose interac-
tions have shaped Indian thought for millennia.
The corridor between the South and Kashi is not
a modern creation; it has long been a home for
Tamil poets, saints and scholars. It was here in
Varanasi that Mahakavi Subramania Bharathi
found his intellectual awakening and where Dr
Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, a towering Tamil
philosopher, led Banaras Hindu University.
This living history challenges simplified binaries
about regional isolation.

Why Language Matters Now
Language is once again central to India’s social
discourse. With increased interstate migra-

tion, multilingual workplaces, digital class-
rooms and a growing national labour market,
linguistic literacy is no longer optional. While
state-level identity politics has sharpened lin-
guistic boundaries, KTS’s renewed focus, “Learn
Tamil - Tamil Karkalam”, comes as a timely inter-
vention. Recognising Tamil as a national trea-
sure rather than a regional language is crucial
for India’s emotional integration — an approach
that extends to all Indian languages. Celebrating
one language does not make another smaller,
but instead enriches the entire national linguis-
tic ecosystem.

KTS 4.0 places this exchange at the centre of
cultural unity, encouraging youth, students, edu-
cators and scholars to treat Tamil, Hindi,
Sanskrit, Telugu, Malayalam, Kannada, Marathi,
Bengali and all Indian languages as relatives
within one Bharatiya Bhasha family.

KTS’s key contribution is its ability to human-
ise history, enabling participants to rediscover
shared civilisational roots through methods such
as cultural immersions, seminars, poetry recitals,
temple visits and academic interactions. It
reminds us that Siddha and Ayurveda evolved
through cross-lingual knowledge sharing and
that Tamil grammar’s ancient roots converse
deeply with Panini’s linguistic tradition.
Furthermore, it highlights how temple architec-
ture, music, ritual practices and storytelling tra-
ditions between the North and South overlap
far more than they differ.

The Needs of a Changing India
India today is far more mobile

than ever before. Students from
Tamil Nadu attend universities in
Delhi and Uttar Pradesh, while

Hindi-speaking students pursue technology,
medicine and the arts in Coimbatore, Chennai
and Madurai. Driven by the economy’s growing
demand for multilingual skillsets, building cul-
tural empathy is now a national necessity. KTS
thus stands as a policy-relevant initiative that
strengthens national cohesion precisely when
identity markers are sharp and sensitivities 
even sharper. 

The Sangamam challenges the flawed
assumption that unity requires sameness, and
instead calls for unity through understanding.
Each edition of KTS proves that genuine dialogue
reduces mistrust, dismantles stereotypes and
builds emotional bridges. As KTS 4.0 is set to
begin, it drives home the key message that cel-
ebrating Tamil enriches all of India, learning from
others strengthens one’s own identity, and our
languages are not competing voices, but har-
monising notes in the Indian symphony.

India and Russia remain extremely close and
reliable partners on the economic and defence
fronts. In FY 2024-25, bilateral trade reached a
record US $68.7 billion, with India importing
nearly US $63.8 billion worth of goods from
Russia. Following the outbreak of the Russia-
Ukraine conflict, Russia steadily emerged as
India’s largest crude-oil supplier, accounting for
more than one-third of India’s total crude
imports in 2025. Russia has also become
India’s top fertiliser supplier, with fertiliser
imports rising by nearly 370 per cent over the
past two years.

India’s exports to Russia, although modest at
around USD 5 billion, include pharmaceuticals,
tea, engineering goods, marine products, tex-
tiles, and organic chemicals, and are expected
to grow further as both countries work to
reduce the trade imbalance.

Alongside this expanding economic corridor,
tourism between the two countries carries
immense untapped potential. The flying time
between major Indian and Russian cities is com-
parable to several popular long-haul routes,
making Russia a viable and attractive destina-
tion for Indian travellers, particularly if visa pro-
cedures continue to ease. In
2024, around 1.2 lakh Indians
visited Russia, whereas more
than 50 lakh Indians travelled
to Southeast Asia in the same
period. This comparison clearly highlights the
possibility of exponential growth in Indo-
Russian tourism. As visa-free group travel
becomes operational, this potential could
increase many times over.

Thousands of Indian students pursue higher
education in Russia, especially in medicine, engi-
neering, and technical sciences, creating sus-
tained cultural familiarity and long-term inter-
personal networks.

These exchanges deepen social under-
standing on both sides. Similarly, Russian vis-
itors to India frequently engage with India’s cul-
tural, spiritual, and wellness traditions-from
yoga and Ayurveda to heritage tourism-creat-
ing a growing community of cultural ambas-
sadors in both countries. Travel companies note
that the new framework will open the route to
families, students, MSME delegations, and
budget travellers who were previously deterred

by procedural complexity. Indian arrivals in
Russia rose from 60,000 in 2023 to 120,000 in
2024, while Russian visitors to India increased
to 175,000 in the same period. Combined
travel volumes could surpass 400,000 in 2025.
Moscow also recorded a 26 per cent rise in busi-
ness travellers from India in 2023, signalling
renewed corporate interest in Russian markets.

The tourism revival is anchored in three
factors: improved direct flight connectivity, a
rebound in post-pandemic travel, and Russia’s
2023 introduction of e-visas for Indian citizens.

Impact on the Travel Economy
Industry analysts estimate that the visa-free
mechanism could expand the bilateral tourism
economy by USD 80-110 million annually
through higher spending on flights, hotels, local

transport, and packaged tours. Travel
associations add that the shift may
also encourage more cross-border cor-
porate travel, particularly in energy,
pharmaceuticals, education, and tech-

nology services.
“The India-Russia travel corridor is entering

a high-growth phase. Visa-free group travel will
significantly widen the market and bring in first-
time international travellers from India’s Tier-
II and Tier-III cities,” said a senior official from
the Indian Association of Tour Operators (IATO).

Cultural and Academic Links
While economics forms the backbone of the
new framework, cultural and educational
exchanges also stand to gain. Beyond leisure
travel, India can expand medical, wellness, and
spiritual tourism, while Russia’s winter desti-
nations offer new options for Indian travellers
seeking seasonal experiences.

Policy Perspective
Officials familiar with the matter say the initia-
tive aligns with broader efforts to diversify

engagement beyond traditional defence and
energy cooperation. For India, the agreement
fits into a larger strategy of expanding interna-
tional tourism, especially as outbound travel
continues to rise among middle-income 
households.

To accelerate this momentum, both govern-
ments could consider complementary policy
measures such as subsidised travel corridors,
simplified visa-on-arrival schemes, and dedicat-
ed tourism desks for MSMEs and student
exchanges. “Visa simplifications always expand
mobility,” says a senior member of the Indian
Association of Tour Operators (IATO). “Russia is
not a new market for India, but the revival of
affordable direct connectivity and easier entry
will make it far more attractive for families 
and students.”

Outlook
If implemented smoothly, the visa-free group
travel framework has the potential to reshape
how both nations interact at the citizen level.
With demand already rising and both govern-
ments prioritising mobility reforms, the India-
Russia tourism corridor may emerge as one of
the most dynamic bilateral travel routes in the
coming years.

For tourists, the upcoming changes promise
easier access, lower travel costs, and more
varied itineraries. For the economy, they signal
new opportunities across aviation, hospitality,
education, and trade. Above all, the initiative
reflects a shift towards closer, more frequent,
and more meaningful people-to-people engage-
ment between India and Russia.

India-Russia: Exploring new frontiers for
economic cooperation and partnership
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A week before COP30 began in Belém,
Cyclone Montha formed in the Bay of
Bengal and struck the Indian states of
Telangana, Andhra Pradesh and Odisha,
damaging infrastructure and disrupting
lives and livelihoods. Around the same time,
Hurricane Melissa originated in the Atlantic
Ocean and caused widespread destruction
in Jamaica and Cuba. Melissa was one of the
strongest Category 5 storms ever recorded,
with wind speeds approaching 300 km per
hour, knocking out power to nearly three-
quarters of the island nation. The hurricane
then moved towards Cuba, causing exten-
sive damage, and later to Haiti, where 20
people died, before passing across the
Bahamas and near Bermuda. In addition,
Typhoon Kalamegi made landfall in Vietnam
after killing 200 people in the Philippines
and Vietnam. By the time COP30 reached
its concluding stage, flooding in Vietnam
had taken 41 more lives. 

Amid so many climate disruptions occur-
ring across the world, COP30 ended with sig-
nificant disappointment. Brazil’s proposal
— backed by nearly 90 countries — to lay
down a roadmap for transitioning away
from fossil fuels, along with the host
nation’s proposal to end deforestation,
failed to reach consensus.

The conference was overshadowed by
the absence of leaders from the three top
greenhouse-gas-emitting countries. Climate
change driven by greenhouse gas emissions
has warmed oceans and intensified storms.
The most damaging of these gases is CO?,
a non-reactive compound that remains in
the atmosphere for hundreds of years. The
poorest countries — especially those located
between the Tropic of Cancer and the Tropic
of Capricorn — are suffering the most.

They have been pleading for assistance
for years, but wealthy nations have failed
to meet their pledges to fund mitigation and
adaptation efforts. Donald Trump, in both
his first and second terms as US President,
withdrew from the Paris Climate Accord and
did not provide funds to help poorer
nations decarbonise their economies or
repair climate-related damage. How can he
aspire to a Nobel Peace Prize when his

COP30 ends in disappointment with weak commitments
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OF THE 74
COUNTRIES WITH
TFFF-QUALIFYING
FORESTS, 68 HAVE

FOSSIL FUEL
DEPOSITS BENEATH
THEM. THERE ARE

317 BILLION TONNES
OF POTENTIAL CO?

FROM
RECOVERABLE
RESERVES AND
MORE THAN 4.6

TRILLION TONNES IF
ALL DEPOSITS WERE

EXPLOITED

COP30 met in Belém under intense global urgency, yet it ended in broad disappointment. Crucial proposals to phase out fossil fuels and halt deforestation failed
to secure agreement, exposing the sharp divide between major emitting nations and vulnerable countries already suffering the harsh impacts of climate change

Kashi Tamil sangamam 4.0:
A dialogue India needs
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