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Economic Survey: What
India should transform

This year’s survey stands out for its global risk-scenario analysis and resilience advice on

reducing the structurally high cost of capital in India. It's a creditably coherent argument

hisyear’s Economic Survey hasbeen
published under the shadow of a
geo-economic upheaval. Although
it strikes an optimistic note on
India’s economy, it offers a realistic
assessment of the global risks we
face. Il pegs GDP growth for 2026-27 ina range

bubble burst might do—and geopolitical
quakes amplifying one another, with a fallout
worse than the Great Recession. While the sur-
vey sees India better placed than otherstoride
out these scenarios, we cannot hope to escape
unscathed. How best to enhance resilience?
Address capital flows as a point of vulnerability.

A turning point we can't ignore

Anthropick document for Al self-governance is a novelty that highlights the need of wider oversight

A g

PRAVIN KAUSHAL

is director, Mrikal (Al/Data Center) and a
young alumni member, Government
Liaison Task Force, IIT Kharagpur.

orthe first time in history, a consti-
tution has been written not fora
nation, buta machine. In January,
Anthropic released what it callsan ‘AT
Constitution’ forits Claude ly
models. This is not an ethics manifesto,
asafety white paper or a public relations
exercise. Itisan extensive, structured
document of over 80 pages that directly
governs how an artificial intelligence
(AD system is trained, how it reasons
and how it behaves.
Anthropic describes it asa living doc-
ument. That alone should give us pause.
Technology companies have long pub-
lished principles on ethical AL What
makes this constitution unprecedented
isits operational role. The document is
not written merely for human readers;
itis written for the Al itself. Anthropic
states that Claude is trained to interna-
lize this constitution through reinforce-
ment learning, self-critique and prefer-
ence shaping. In other words, the con-

Anth

“moral agent in training.” Anthre

e\phull) rejectsthe idea th.n 1lsAl isa
neutral tool, but argues that powerful Al
systems must be shaped to exercise

valuesin this order: Broad safety; broad
cliucd] behaviour; comphdnce with

argues that cul il
Jjudgementis better than enlbrunf, rigid
rulesinacomplex and unpredictable
world. Reassuring or unsettling, this is
surely new.

vhere this moment becomes
politically significant. Constitutions are
instruments of collective self-govern-
ance. They derive legitimacy from
people, parliaments and public debate.
(,Idude sconsuluh(m however, i

L‘lh sabove ,.\lI( Ise. The mudel
instructed to avoid manipulation, syco-
phancy, emotional exploitation or
deception, even when such behaviour

1, interpreted and re
private corporation. There
ate, judiciary or separation of powers.
As Al systems increasingly shape
access to information, education,

The document is unapologetically
anthropomorphic. It speaks of Claude’s
‘judgment,” *honesty,’ chmclcr 1nd

healthcare advice and even

support, the values encoded in such
constitutions will have real-world con-
sequences, Decisions about what is safe,
ethical or harmful will no longer be
abstract—they will influence millions of
lives, This r:uscs abigquestion: Should

evenits ‘well-being. While / picis
careful to state tha( Claude snot human
and may not possess moral status, it
nonetheless treats the question as open
and worthy of consideration.

This tension lies at the heart of this
c()mtlluuon Onone hand, Al is

as
lvm trained on dal.l Onthe m]wr it
expected to behave like a “deeply ethi-
cal person.” Thisis not accidental.

sEm
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Anthropic’s Al Constitution for its

0f 6.8%-7.2%, a bit less than this fiscal year's esti-
mated 7.4%, but robust in a high-flux context. It
credits the Centre's capex outlays and recent
reforms for not just upping the economy’s pace
of potential growth to an annual 7% from 6.5%.
butalso keeping inflation benign. Macro-level
stability, however, no longer lures foreign capi-
tal—the “paradox 0f 2025, as the survey putsit.
Foran economy that runs a trade deficit, thisis
aproblem. Especially since India has been a vic-
tim of geopolitics, asit notes, citing our weak
score on Lowy Institute’s Power Gap Index as a
call to action. Afterall, while we have fared fairly
well, global turmoil could yet kick in with a lag.
The survey offers a striking analysis of how
2026 might play out globally. In a best-case sce-
nario, to which it assigns a 40-45% probability,
itwould be “business asin 2025, albeit marked
by greater fragility and a thinner safety margin;
while bouts of financial stress, trade friction and
geopolitical strife would not lead to “systemic
collapse,” volatility could call for stepped-up
state intervention. The second scenario, equally
probable, risks a “disorderly multipolar break-
down.” Strategic rivalry would intensify, armed
conflicts go on and security frameworks come
apart. This would be a world riven by coercive
commerce, pushing policy firmly into the arms
of national interests and nations into unhappy
trade-offs of autonomy, growth and stability.
The least likely scenario (10-20% likelihood) is
of financial, technological—think of what an AI
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month. Itcameinthe’ hmkdmp ofthe

Bondyields have hardened despite a fiscal pull-
back, making sovereign debt issuance dearer.
Forenduring relief from high capital costs
across the economy, the survey wants us to
work onreducing the risk premium we pay
global investors. This demands a structural
shift. We must transform our story of endless
external deficits into one of sustained surpluses.
This, in turn, calls for export competitiveness—
with manufacturing in focus, as services success
will not suffice. What businesses must rely on
ischeaper credit as India’s external balances
improve, rather than protectionist barriers. The
survey is clear that while self-reliance has got-
ten more critical as supply-shock risks rise, we
still need an import regime that does not keep
input costs high for exporters. Thisis an argu-
ment that our customs policy must respond to.
The survey has a snappy analysis of ‘economic
statecraft,” though itsadvocacy of an ‘entrepre-
neurial state’ may not convince folks who want
the economy’s emergence to be more market-
than state-led. While its coverage of Al risks,
digital addiction, ez a/, seems to favour an active
state, it also advocates light regulation in its
emphasis on process over policy reforms. Like
productive capacity, institutions matter for
national power, it argues, but can be handicaps
if they “mistake procedure for purpose.” This
could spell a ‘Catch-22’ of rules turning irra-
tional. Fair point. Butit's also a hazard hard to
avoid whenever the state plays an active role.

stitution is technically executable.
This marks a clear departure from

the past. Earlier frameworks relied on
external moderation—filters, policies
and post-hoc enforcement. Anthropic’s
approach embeds valuesin the system.
The constitution becomes the highest

authority governing Claude's behay-

iour, superseding ad-hoc rules or con-

text-specific instructions.

Perhaps the most striking assertion

inthe document is of Claude being a

Claude modelsis pathbreaking
inthatthey willinternalizeit to

govern themselves, but should

the drafting of such code books
be left to private businesses?

Itis a wake-up call for society at
large. For such privately drafted
constitutions toearn reasonable
legitimacy, they must pass
muster with citizens, states,
courtsand global institutions.
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Indo-Pacific: Invest heavily in naval power projection

First, greater burden sharingamongallies
and partners to relieve the US of its role as
the world'sapex security provider. The NDS
is quite blunt in stating that allies have
become a burden for the US; it holds past
administrations responsible for turning
alliesinto “dependencies.” Asa corrective,
the NDS makes clear that allies and partners
must assume a greater burden of their own

are, respectively, vice president
for studies, and senior fellow,
defence and national security,
Observer Research
Foundation.

US National Security Strategy (NSS) and two
key developments: Ameuca s capmw of
Venezuela'

and his w
Donald Trump’ de: nmndlhal Denm.xrl\sur—
render fG

tothe US, for which lhl\ArCLIL‘I

TheN
NSS in its
Western hemisph

hismeant to, zuldc theUS
()ldumwluqkuuu fromthe

defence, especially in Europe against Russia.
Beyond Europe, South Korea has been simi-
larly exhorted—if not quite excoriated like
Europe—to assume a greater burden of its
defence ag any North Korean attack. In
West Asia too, allies and partners have been
told to domore fortheir defence, with Iran
viewed as the region’s greatest threat.

The second key aspect of the NDS is its
case for “peace through strength.” Thisisat
the core of the Trump administratior
dc‘fenceilrdlem intheIndo- Pauﬁc Il finds

inthe Indo-Pacific. Denial-based defence, as
per the NDS, can deter agg) ion more
effectively than threats of retaliation. It seeks
to deter Beijing \mhom eup:lgmg in out-

Quad'sroleasasecurity providerand anchor
for restraining Chinese aggression in the
Indo-Pacific. Amore menacing interpreta-
tion of this notable omission is that Wash-

right
to Beijing, perhaps onaccount of its trade
leverage over Washington.

Third, among the key goals of the NDS is
to“supercharge” America’s Defence Indus-
trial Base (DIB) soas to consolidate US mili-
tary power. This commitment to augment
and mobilize national resources and bolster
the DIBis not new. Previousadministrations
have done so too, but it
reflects how cognisant
the Trump administra-
tion is of the defence
technology challenges
confronting the USin the
face of China’s expand-
ing military power.

onstrated by the (dplure of Maduro and
Trump'sincessant threats to take control of
Greenland. Irrespective of the motivation
behind Washington’s decision to align the
NDS withstrong hemispheric defence, the

S rrowed view of US defence strategy
globally is consistent with the NSS. Three
aspects of the NDS stand out.

lak inthe NDS

further

tally, “peace through strength”™ i
jS to the defence of the First Island

—a maritime boundary to con-
tain China—through robust deterrence by
“denial,’ which refers to denying an adver-
sary the ability to meet its aims. Thus, the
NDS seeks to incentivize allies to dedicate
resources that will bolster collective security

Froman Indi 1 onalliesandpartnersbearinga  India included, have
I point, th key much larger defence burden. remained steady. Never-
features that were con- theless, unlike the NSS,
spicuously absent. There While the USdoes notintend  thereisnomentionof the

was no emphasis or ref- towithdraw from the Indo- Quad in the NDS.

erence to America’srole
in the Quadrilateral
logue. The NDS, unlike
the NS, is silent on the

amE
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The Quad s conspicuous forits
absence in America’s National
Defense Strategy and thisis
consistent with the US insistence

Pacific, India should raise its
a-  defence budget with arenewed
focusonits ability to project
naval power across the region.

ingtoni G-2arrange-
ment with China, leavingitsallies and part-
ners vulnerable to Beijing’s coercion or
outright aggression. However, the short
shrift given to the Quad in the NDS masks
the fact that its four partners conducted a
field training exercise as part of the Indo-Pa-
cific Logistics Network (IPLN) in December.
The IPLN is geared to enable rapid and
timely responses to con-
tingenciesand the provi-
sion of military aid to
countriesin the Indo-Pa-
cific. Bilateral defence
engagements between
‘Washington and each
individual Quad country,

India finds no specific
mention in the NDS.
While the NSS does have
a passing reference to

private the sole auth
moral framewor! tems that
operateat societ:

Indiaiswell po\mmmd toengage
with this challenge. Our Constitution is
explicitly described as aliving docu-
ment—one that balances individual
liberty with collective responsibility.
We understand, perhaps better than
most other societies, that values evolve
but must remain anchored in demo-
cratic legitimacy.

As India developsits own Al govern-
ance frameworks, the emergence of AT

b s

fos

ment. Not rejection, but scrutiny. Not
fear, but participation.

Anthropic's constitution may well be
aresponsible attempt to prevent harm
inanage of powerful AL Butit should
alsoserve asawake-up call. The future
of Al governance cannot be left to
corporate constitutions alone. It must
involve states, courts, citi nd
global institutions. The age of constitu-
tional machines hasarrived. The ques-
tioniswhether humansocieties are
ready to meet it with constitutional
thinking of their own.

[_NBS? A ?mmm_ﬂ\

Against today’s global
churn, India must choose to
build resilience, innovate
relentlessly, and stay the
course toward Viksit Bharat,
rather than seek quick

fixes to visible,

short-term pressures.

V. ANANTHA NAGESWARAN

New Delhi’s role in the Indo-Pacific, the
NDS unabashedly prioritizes the American
homeland and Indo-Pacific region while
demanding that allies and partnerslocated
in the Eurasian landmass shoulder the pri-
mary responsibility for their defence, with
the US playingat best a supportive role. To
that degree, the NDS is clinical in how the
Trump administration plans to deploy US
poweracrossthe world. Itsaim is to concen-
trate strength where it matters most—the
Indo-Pacific. This should encourage New
Delhi to bolster its defence capabi

In the forthcoming Union budget, \kw
Delhi will need to hoost defence spending
beyond previous budgetary allocations. The
NDS may consider the Indo-Pacific a vital
areaof national security and interest, but the
Indian government must never take US
commitment for granted. New Delhi needs
to think long-term and allocate greater
resources to the projection of naval powerin
the Indo-Pacific, especially east of Malacca
and the Western Pacilic.

Intheage of Trump, greater willingnessto
contribute to regional security rnuld aﬁer
Indiai fromadvers
administration in Washington that lua
shownareadiness toreject the foundational
assumptions of US foreign policy.
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Economic Survey: It lays out our
growth choices amid uncertainty

1is theme of self-reliance may have its roots in the planning era but its substance has changed in the face of global turmoil

MUNDLE

is chairman, Centre for Development Studies.

he world has not experienced such
highuncertainty as today since World
War Il ended 80 years ago. Can India
sustain the high economic growth that
it has maintained since the pandemic
undersuch conditions—oreven
strengthen its growth potential? This is the central
theme of the Economic Survey 2025-26 released on
Thursday. Without necessarily endorsing every
point it makes, it must be recognized that the sur-
vey has emerged in recent yearsasa very detailed,
evidence-based and sound analysis of the state of
the Indian economy and the way forward,
read’ for any serious student of the Indian econ-
omy. It will take more than afew hours todo full
Justice to this detailed, 740-page document in this
quick column. However, the chiefeconomic
advisor’s recent column in Mint, the survey’s pref-
ace and abstracts of each of the chapters provide its
key takeaways.

Global uncertainty was already high prior to
Donald Trump's second term as US President. But
he has taken it to a whole new level by upending
the global economic and geopolitical order, The
survey points out, correctly, that throughout this
turmoil, India has maintained high growth (7.4%
projected for 20 long with very low infla-
tion. Macroeconomic stability has been supported
by sustained fiscal-deficit reduction, high public
infrastructure investment, strong bank balance
sheets, amanageable current account deficitand
low external debt. These earned India three credit
rating upgrades last year.

However, emerging market economies such as
India that run current account deficits—even man-
ageable deficits—face the risk of international
capital inflows reducing or even reversing during
periods of high geopolitical uncertainty. Capital
outflows lead to currency depreciation, which
leads to more capital outflows. The rupee’s depre-
rtunately accelerated; it dropped
by over 6% last year. The survey makes the point
that in this uncertain world, capital flows are not
driven by sound macro-fundamentals and trade
efficiency, but by geopolitics and strategic allian-
ces. In this context, India is punching belowits.
potential, measured by the Lowy Institute’s Power
Gap score of (-)4,about the lowest in Asia.

How does Indiaget to its potenti: he survey
looksat three potential scenarios: one where the
outlook is similar to 2025 but with gradually
uncertainty; asecond scenario where geopolitica
(cnsiuns hecomp more inter msnl utional shock

hel\\een autonomy, grow thand sl.uh
n. Both of these scenarios geta

iv <"‘«mlhesur\e\ A
wsld\ml scenario with a10-20% s

down. Inall three scenarios, India is relatively well
placed, thanks to its strong macroeconomic funda-
menta large domestic market, a less financial-
ized growth model and large foreign exchange
reserves. These provide India some strategic
autonomy. But this does not guarantee insulation
sruption of capital flows and the conse-

act on the rupee. What must India do?

al policy front, the

vey applauds the Centre’s
continuing fiscal consolidation,
along with its thrust on public

i tructure investment. But it
warns of falling expenditure
quality in several states, rising
unconditional transfers and rev-
enue deficits, which are hurting
investor confidence and driving
up the cost of capital. Also, the
survey identifies persistent
current account deficits, which
raise the cost of borrowing in
global debt markets, as a major
structural reason for the high
costof capital.

This points directly to the role
of foreign trade. The survey recognizes the contri-
bution of India’s surplus in service exports in sig-
nificantly offsetting the large deficit in merchan-
dise trade, but suggests that infotech-enabled
service exports are fragile, unlike the export of
manufactured goods. That in turn leads the survey
toan industrial policy stance that eschews protec-

describes more catastrophic economicbreak-

tion for uy industries (suchas steel, other
metalsand fibres), which raises the cost of down-

mee
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Inthe context of aworld shaken
up by Donald Trump, this year's
survey outlines the vulnerability
tocapital outflows of economies  the c
like India's that run persistent
currentaccount deficits.

Its focus on manufacturing
over servicesand GDP growth
overemployment growthis
embeddedinits theme of
self-reliance, whichis increasingly
seen as aresilience measure.

e

stream manufacturing, and instead focuses on
policy support for downstream manufacturersin
facing global hyper-competition led by an export-
dominant China.

The priority given to manufacturing over servi-
cesand a parallel privileging of growth in GDP over
growth in employmentis embedded in the sur-
vey'soverarching theme of self- relianc i
dates back to India’s strategy of
planned development in the
50s. But the substance s dif-
ferent 75 years later, as is the
context. Self-reliance is now
combined with the idea of resil-
ience—not just environmental in
ntext of climate change,
but also against geopol
shocks inamore uncertain
world.

Three chapters bear special
mention. One relates to Al and
how Indiashould adapt toit:a
second is about urbanization and
cities; and a third is on the rela-
tiveroles of an entrepreneurial
state vis-a-vis the private sector
zens, whose priorities often drive public
orthe latter, the survey posesa choice
mmediate versus future gratification.
Whilevalid for many, there is not much to choos
here for undernourished and underemployed
zenswho need a social safety net for survival. Per-
haps amiddle path between the two extreme
optionsisbest.

These are the author’s personal views.
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What business leaders often don’t

TULSI JAYAKUMAR

-

is professor, economics,
and executive director, rel:
Centre for Family Business
& Entrepreneurship at
Bhavan's SPJIMR.

small puzzle I have beenssit-
tingwith forsome time. When Tinvite
alumni to a flagship programme
event—one meant to celebrate learning,
community and shared journeys—itis not

my

enrolled, such as fresh hires and newly
onboarded customers, would be the most
engaged, since the memory of their expe
ence is vivid, relationships are still active
and the value proposition seemingly needs
noreinforcement. Behaviourally, the oppo-

A common misunderstanding among
leaders is the assumption that identity
formsat the same pace as experience. Peo-
ple do not become ‘alumni,” *partners’ or
‘legacy carriers' the momenta programme
ends orarole changes. Identity needs dis-

sitetendsto happen. When

and ongoing, people tell themselves “not
now.’ There is no urgency when no loss is
perceived. Older alumni, by contrast, expe-

tancetocry Recent much
like newly appointed leaders or successors,
are still focused on proving themselves.
Their orientation is tied more closely to

m?n(‘e dlsta.uce Whatwasonc

themost recent whosignup first.
Instead, registrations tend to come from
those who attended classes many yearsago.
Thi p ng because, on the surface,
everything points the other way. Faculty
ionships with recent alumniare warm
and conversations are ongoing. If loyalty

dreturningtoa familiar butno
Ionaer everyday space holds emotional
weight, turning participationinto an actof
reconne rather than conti

Business leaders encounter this patlcm
allthetime, evenifthey donot c i

theiri di hort orrole than to the
broader institution or its history. Older
alumni have had more

labelit. Long-standing customers are. ()ﬁen

were a simple function of pro y, they
should be the first to respond. Yet, getting
recent alumni onboard for such events
often proves harder than engaging those
who graduated a decade or more ago.
Over time, I have realized that this pat-
tern haslittle to dowith teaching and much
maretodowith how human beingsrelate to
institutions, leaders and even one another
once time enters the equation. Leaders
often seem to assume that the most recently

mor torenewal conver
than newl l\ acquired ones. Similarly, former
employees turn into stronger brand advo-
catesa few yearsafter they have moved on,
while current employees remain ambiva-
lent. In family businesses, it is not uncom-
mon for elders to feel more emotionally
attached to the enterprise once they step
back, rather than when they were fully
immersed in running it day-to-day. Time
changes how value is perceived.

time to connectthe dots. LY anotherchance. Itisonly
With distance, they can QUICK READ once that access begin:

look back and see how feel finite that they act.
earlyc ionsand Should we expect the most echoing another well-

even mistakes quietly
shaped later decisions.
‘Things that once felt like
course material beginto
register as context and
what once felt like hard
work starts to feel truly
formative.

Similarly, in organiza-
tions, it is only after
leaders have moved
through cycles of suc-

recently enrolled customers or
students to be the most deeply
engaged? Experience does not
bear thisout butthere'sa
behavioural explanation for it.

Inaworld obsessed with
real-time metrics and instant
feedback, we mustremind
ourselves that the deepest forms
of loyalty often operate on
significantly longer timelines.

Japan's bond market has a few
lessons for India’s next budget

Bond investors need an assurance that debt compression is viable

ANDY M

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
industrial companies and financial services
in Asia.

he sharp selloff in Japanese bonds
has a message for India’s budget. If
bond vigilantes could bringsuch tur-
moil toaglobal safe haven on the mere hint
of a tax slippage, they could rip apart any
sign of fiscal recklessness in a developing
economy faced with a chronic shortfall of
resources to create jobs and provide wel-
fare. Volatility spiked last week in Japan's
bond market amid concerns that poli
cians were losingthe plot. Ahead of Japan’s
8February elections, Prime Minister Sanae
Takaichi has promised a two-year cut in
the 8% consumption tax on food. The con-
cession could unmoor expectations that
government debt will settle at about 2229
of GDP by 2030, fromabout 230% now, the
highest amongadvanced nations.
Looking at numbers alone, India could
not be more different. Althoughitsoverall
GDPwill soon be bigger than Japan’s, ona
per-capita basis it is 12 times poorer. Public
debt has been 80-85% of GDP in recent
years. But funding is constrained. If New
Delhi doesn't keep a tight lid on its own
obligations, it will be forced to raise funds
from a limited pool of creditors at a cost
higher than what can stabilize its debt.
With10-yearsovereign bond yieldsinch-
ingupto 6.7%and nominal GDP slowing to
%, the margin of safety demanded by
bond investors is narrowing.
Soacomparison with the Tokyo tantrum
may be useful. From 20! 5, India will
adopt public debt as afiscal target, shifting
focusfrom itsannual budget deficit. Japan
isheaded in the same direction. In theory,
the switch gives policymakersmore flexi
bility to counter shocks like the 50% US
tariff on Indian exports. New Delhi can, for
instance, offer tax brealks to exporters or
lowerlevies on domesticsales. Still,anew
fiscalanchorwillonly be credibleif policies
remain committed to reducing debt over
the medium term.
And thereliesthe problem. Over the past
12 months, the government has given tax
breakson bot h inc ome and consumption.
Yet the little toshore uy
nominal GDP. Asaresult, revenue growth
has been weak, which is being compen-
sated by curbing expenditure and pushing
someofthe spending burden on tostates.
While those strategies may be enough to
hit this fiscal year's budget deficit, a new
goal post may change the game. Investors
will have to be convinced that national
income will grow fast enough to curb the
Centre's debt burden to around 50% of
GDP by 2030-31 from about 56% now.
Theywould also want tosee less profligacy
by state-level politicians who have taken to

cessand

)

lure do they begin toappre:

India can still prove to the market that its
debt position is sustainable. AP

giving free cash to women voters to get
lected. At 29% of GDP, the states’ com-
bined obligations aren’t much lower than
their pandemic-era high.

The domestic bond market is on edge,
with yields held in check by the Reserve
Bank of India’s liquidity prov isions: it has
announced a fres i inj

y with Japan, where Kazuo ( ‘(’(‘d the
central bank chief, has promised “nimble
operations to encourage stable yield forma-
tion” if required. But the flip side of RBI
stepping in to buy government bonds is
that increased money supply could weaken
the rupee, adding to cost-of-living pres-
sures like in Japan. In India, where inflation
iscurrently notaconcern, asliding rupee s
spooking foreign investors and tempting
the middle class to rotate wealth towards
gold from equities and real estate. That
doeesn'thode well for economic activity.
Unlike Takaichi, India's PM Narendra
Modidoesn’t have to contend with ageneral
election until 2029. India’s immediate
problem is alack of good jobs and his pre-
ferred tool to deal with it is throwing tax-
payer money at manufacturersifthey start
factories in India. However, with Chinacon-
trolling crucial technologies and raw mate-
rialsjust asthe US curbsaccess to its market,
India’s room for manoeuvre is limited.
Takaichi's stimulus seems to have bro-
ken her promise of delivering a rare sur-
plus in Japan's primary budget balance,
whichmeasures the gap between revenue
and non-interest ex| i
Indiaalso f: perpetual deficitinits
primary balance, which is one of the two
crucial variables in debt sustainability cal-
culations. The other is the difference
between the economy’s growth rate and
theinterest onsovereign debt. Asadevel-
oping economy, India can still deliver dou-
ble-digit nominal growth to prove to the
market thatitsdebt position is sustainable.
The easiest way to do that is to give
exportersmore free-trade accords, like the
recentone with the EU, and release the pri-
vatesector fromstifling bureaucratic con-
trols. Health, education, climate change
and income security for the poor need as
much emphasisas infrastructure. That will
beamore prudent strategy than more big-
ticket tax concessions ora splashy increase
in

grasp about loyalty

isreally ju

human psychology at work.

the institutions, mentors and early strue- For business leaders, the lesson is not to
tures that shaped them. Such appreciati comy ah m'del..\\edlo\a]lv hm toplan
begins once the perform | forit. Ex doesnot up
eases and the urgency to prove oneself | i liately oron cue. Some relationshi

recedes, with loyalty following much later.
Perhaps the most counterintuitive realiza-
tion is that strong relationships can dull
urgency. Maybe the old adage should be
tweaked: familiarity breeds complacency.
When access to a leader, an institution ora
community feels guaranteed, people tell
themselves there will be

worn truth that distance
often makes the heart
grow fonder.

This explains why
formercoll on-

need space before they deepen; others
reveal their strength only with time. Differ-
entstagesalso call for differentinvitations.
Early on, people respond to opportunity
andasense ofagency; later, they are drawn
to meaning, legacy and a chance to give
back. Creating moments that feel irreplace-
able matters, because people tend to show
upiftheysense how specialitis. And finally,
we must resist reading absence as disen-
gag it simply
r(‘l.monchxp isstill unfo[(lm],

When people return years later without
any oblj incentives, it tells
thing important. The experience did not
merely inform them; edwiththem.In
aworld ot lwithreal-time metricsand

nect years later, why
retired leaders suddenly
become much sought
after and why alumni
return at a point when
theynolongerneed any-
thing in particular. Thi

instant feedback. we must remind ourselves
that the deepest forms of loyalty operate on
longertimelines. Forleaders, the real test is
notwhoshowsup rightaway, but who comes
back when they no longer need to.
when youdiscover what truly lasted.
These are the author’s personal views.
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hen global digni-
statements  they
make often tilt towards hy-
perbole. So, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi called the
India-European Union Free
Trade Agreement, which
concluded on Tuesday, a
“historic agreement” while
European Commission Pres-
ident Ursula von der Leyen
saw it as the “mother of all
deals.” However, overempha-
sis in this case is justified.
For it hugely enhances
wide-ranging economic ties
between the two economies,
which together comprise 2
billion people and contribute
over one-fourth to the global
GDP. A trade deal that took
almost two decades to make,

and which involved numer-
ous knotty issues, finally
came up without much tur-
moil—at least in India. The
headlines are about cars and
alcohol from Europe getting
cheaper, and our labour-
intensive goods getting free
access o a huge market.
Unsurprising, the auto and
liquor companies will feel
the heat; they already are, as
their stocks declined after
the condusion of the FTA.
On the whole, however, the
Sensex went up, reflecting a
good mood in the market.
After the operationalisa-
tion of the FTA, we will get
preferential access to the Eu-
ropean markets across 97 per
cent of tariff lines, covering
99.5 per cent of trade value.

As many as 70.4 per cent
tariff lines, comprising 90.7
per cent of India’s exports,
will pay no duty right from
the beginning. These include

balancing export growth
with domestic priorities.”
India hopes to enhance
the ease of doing business by
faster and compliances for

ploy sec-
tors like textiles, leather and
footwear, tea, coffee, spices,
sports goods, toys, gems and
jewellery, and some marine
products. Other tariff lines
will enjoy lower duties over
a period of time,

India is offering 92.1 per
cent of its tariff lines, cover-
ing 97.5 per cent of the EU
exports. An Indian gov-
ernment press release said,
“India has prudently safe-
guarded sensitive sectors,
including  dairy, cereals,
poultry, soymeal, certain
fruits and vegetables, etc.,

its exp Also, it claims
to have secured “broader
and deeper commitments”
from the EU across 144 ser-
vices subsectors, including
IT/ITeS, professional ser-
vices, education, and other
business services. Further,
the mobility of profession-
als has been made ecasier.
Non-trade barriers are ex-
pected to go down.

India and the EU also
signed the India-EU Securi-
ty and Defence Partnership.
Ttis the “first such overarch-
ing defence and security
framework between the two

India-EU FTA is a win-win proposition for both economies

sides that will deepen ties
in the domains of maritime
security, defence industry
and technology, cyber and
hybrid threats, space, and
counter terrorism, among
others. They also d

and principles, including
democracy, human rights,
pluralism, rule of law, and
the rules based interna-
tional order. In an era when
these principles are increas-
ingly lati

the launch of negotiations
on a Security of Informa-
tion Agreement that will
facilitate the exchange of
classified information and
pave the way for a stronger
cooperation in areas related
to security and defence,
the joint statement by both
sides said.

In a nutshell, the India-
EU FTA will go a long way
in bringing the economies
closer in every possible
manner. This will help both
sides as they share values

them into concrete eco-
nomic and strategic coop-
eration gives them renewed
relevance.

Economically, the pact
promises greater trade,
investment, technology
transfer, and job creation.
Institutionally, it encour-
ages regulatory alignment
and predictability. Strategi-
cally, it embeds India more
firmly within a network of
like-minded partners at a
time when the global order
is under strain.
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Telaugana states perfor-
mance in higher educa-
tion s remarkable, with
one of the highest GERs (40
per cent) among Indian states
and the second-highest col-
lege density (52). Diversity in
enrolment across STEM and
other professional courses
is another feature of higher
education in Telangana. The
major portion of the increase
in college density owes to pri-
vatesector participation in the
field following the economic
reforms of 1991 and liberali-
sation and privatisation poli-
cies. Additionally, the state
government’s policy of reim-
bursing tuition fees (RTF) has
also contributed to the rapid
growth in colleges and enroll-
ment.

However, with such a high
density of collegesin the state,
the average enrolment per
college (~600) is one of the
lowest. Small colleges in size
of enrolment are most preva-
lent in the state. As the ‘High-
er Education in Telangana’ re-
port by CESS reveals, around
two-thirds of colleges in the
state have an enrollment
of fewer than 500 students.
Moreover, there is a huge gap
between the intake capacity of
the colleges in the state and
their actual admissions. Such
a gap is higher among private
colleges compared togovern-
ment colleges. Nearly half of
the seats in private degree
colleges in the state remain
unfilled.

According to the Union
Ministry of Educations All
India Survey of Higher Edu-

colleges

cation (AISHE) registry, there
are approximately 2,200 col-
leges of all types in Telangana,
excluding standalone institu-
tions of around 500. Of the to-
tal colleges in the state, more
than 1,000 are degree colleges,
and the remaining 1,200 are
colleges offering professional
courses, including engineer-
ing, management, pharmacy,
medicine, law, education,
nursing, and others. Of the
total Degree Colleges in the
state, nearly 800 are private
unaided, and a few are aided;
the restaround 230, are gov-
emment colleges.

At the time of state forma-
tion, there were approximate-
ly 1,300 degree colleges in the
state. More than three hun-
dred degree colleges, mostly
private ones, have become
non-functional for various
reasons. Meanwhile, the num-
ber of government degree
colleges (GDCs) and welfare
residential  degree  colleges
(WRDCs) has increased from
nearly 120 to 230. Although
the total number of degree
colleges has been reduced, the
intake capacity of the function-
al degree colleges has increased,
almost doubling within four
years after the state formation.
The total intake capacity of all
the degree colleges in the state
hasincreased to nearly five lakh
at present. Actual admissions
in degree colleges in the state
reached 2.5 lakh only in the
post-COVID-19 scenario, but
itis unlikely to be sustained.

In the case of colleges offer-
ing professional

in Telangana

deny it

faculty and other resources, Is lost due to the excessive
number of small colleges in the state. It has also
caused a heavy burden on universities in regulating too
many such affiliated colleges. Also, in Telangana, itis
not feasible to transform all existing small institutions
into large, multidisciplinary institutions because the
number of eligible students s already saturated

agricultural colleges has in-
creased, the reduction in the
total number of professional
colleges is drastic due to a sig-
nificant decline in the number
of engineering, management,
and other professional colleges.
Unlike the scenario of degree
colleges, with the decline in
the number of professional
colleges in the state, their total
intake capacity of professional
programmes has also declined
from three lakh to less than two
lakh.

The total intake capac-
ity of institutions offering
post-secondary  education
programmes in the state ex-
ceeds 6.5 lakhs. The higher
secondary graduates are the

progr
in the state, their number also
drastically reduced after state
formation. Although the num-
ber of medical, nursing, and

cligible did for any
post-secondary  education
programme. If we examine
the size of higher secondary
graduates in the state, it is far

less than the intake capacity
created. Enrolment in 12th
class (second year of inter-
mediate) in the state is less
than 5 lakh. However, the
students who appear for the
12th Class Board Exam an-
nually are around five lakh.
The pass percentage among
those who appeared for the
12th class Board Exam in the
state has varied between 50
per cent and80 per cent since
state formation, except in the
Covid-19-affected years. The
number of eligible graduates
in the state has not exceeded
four lakh annually, except in
the Covid-19-affected years.
Therefore, our intake ca-
pacity in higher education in-
stitutions is 6.5 lakh, and the
eligible student strength in the
state is four lakhs, resulting in
a huge unutilized capacity.
Moreover, not all 12th-class

economies of scale

graduates are likely to take
admission in post-secondary
education. Furthermore, the
migration of students to high-
er education institutions out-
side the state, in other states,
or abroad reduces the pool of
eligible students in the state.

The strength of eligible stu-
dents is unlikely to increase.
Due to the demographic tran-
sition witnessed in the state,
the population below 5 years
of age, school age (6-17 years),
and the college age (18-23)
have begun dedlining. School
participation among the high-
er secondary age group is near
saturation, and the pass per-
centage in higher secondary
education is not more than 80
per cent.

Given the constraint on the
strength of eligible students
in the state, attracting eligi-
ble students from other states
may help fill the vacant intake
capacity, to some extent, if not
entirely. However, the extent
to which Telangana is attract-
ing students from other states
is far less than the number of
students leaving the state.

Hence, while nearly one-
fourth of the intake capacity
created in institutions offer-
ing professional programmes
in the state remained unfilled,
half of the degree colleges' in-
take capacity is not filled. The
proliferation of small colleges
and the oversupply of seats
have created a problem in
higher education in Telanga-
na. It poses the underutilised
capacity and small size of the
colleges in the state,

The economies of scale
effect regarding resource al-
location and utilisation, in-
cluding teaching faculty and

otherresources, is lost due to
the excessive number of small
colleges in the state. An in-
crease in the cost of operating
small institutions may dilute
quality if not allocated appro-
priate amounts of resources
required. Most importantly,
colleges,especially  private
ones with underutilised ca-
pacity, may not allocate the
required amount of resources.
Additionally, the efficiency
and effectiveness of the regu-
latory system also suffer from
too many small colleges. A
heavy burden on universities
in regulating too many small,
affiliated colleges.

Further, in the case of col-
leges offering professional pro-
grammes, most of them offer
programmes in a single disci-
pline or specific field of study.
Hence, multidisciplinary pro-
grammes are missing in many
such colleges. Cross-learning
and peer learning among stu-
dents within a discipline and
across  disciplines are also
missing.

The National Education
Policy (NEP) 2020 has, in
fact, acknowledged andpro-
posed transforming the small
number of large institutions
into larger ones and single-
discipline institutions  into
multidisciplinary ~ ones. In
Telangana, it is not feasible to
transform all existing small in-
stitutions into large, multidis-
ciplinary institutions because
the number of eligible students
is already saturated. Consoli-

dation or clustering of small,
M
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US tech companies cannot
survive without Indians

his refers to the editorial, “Texas tremor to blight

Indian's entry into US”" Jan 29. Ever since Donald
Trump assumed power as President of the United States,
theadsinistati tedan'i ing =iz
posture toward H-1B visa holders, Nearly 70 percent of
these professionals are Indians, who form the backbone
of America’s technology ecosystem. However, inconsist-
ent policy signals, restrictive rhetoric, and prolonged un-
certainty have left H-1B holders anxious and unsettled.
‘The situation has been further complicated by stalemates
in bilateral trade negotiations, which have strained
India-US relations. Yet the ground reality remains un-
changed: America’s technology companies cannot survive
or sustainably grow without Indian talent.

N Sadhasiva Reddy, Bengaluru

1

propos “Texas tremor to blight Indians’ entry into

US” (THI, January 29).Governor Abbott’s directive
freezing new H-1B visa petitions by Texas state agencies
and public universities until May 2027 understand-
ably alarms many in the Indian community, given the
state’s large Indian-origin population and reliance on

illed p in higher education, healthcare and

research. While the move aims to prioritise local workers
amid federal scrutiny of the programme, it risks disrupt-
ing academic staffing, innovation and public services
without addressing the private sector, where most H-1B
holders work. Texas’s growth depends on global talent;
balanced implementation would protect jobs while pre-
serving competitiveness.

A Myilsamy, Coimbatore

Depreciation of Indian Rupee worrying

he Indian rupee have collapsed to an all-time low

0f92.00 against the US dollar on Thursday. The fall
came amid steady dollar demand and a cautious global
mood after the US Federal Reserve kept interest rates
unchanged at its first policy meeting of 2026, pushing the
dollar index up from its four-and-a-half-year lows.

The Economic Survey 2025-26, released on Thursday,
offers a broader explanation for the rupee sustained
weakness, describing it as a “paradox” in which domes-
tic fundamentals are no longer rewarded with currency
stability in an unsettled global system. According to the
survey, the rupee depreciated by around 6.5 per cent
between 1 April 2025, and 22 January 2026, making it
one of the weakest-performing currencies in this period.
Its fall was comparable to that of the Japanese yen, which
lost about 5.5 per cent, and steeper than declines seen
in other Asian peers such as the Philippine peso and the
Indonesian rupiah.

Bhagwan Thadani, Mumbai

Lady Principal for AU College
of Engineering

tis gratifying to note that Prof. M Shashi is the first

woman Principal of Andhra University College of
Engineering, Visakhap and app 1 as the first
in 100 years. Close on the heels of a talk show by Kiran
Prabha on the first ever Indian Engineer, Ayyalasomaya-
jula Lalitha( 1919-79) that I listened to on 28th, the news
of Prof.Shashi must be an inspiration to the girls that the
sky should be the limit.

Physical parameters hindered them once upon a time
but now it is proven that a girl child is par excellence.
From a family perspective, as it is well said" A son is a
son till he gets a wife, a daughter is a daughter all her life”.
As former President VV Giri once said, girls are more
responsible on all fronts. Let me take this opportunity to

single-discip y

late Prof.Shashi.

isa possible policy action.
(The authors are with

Centre for Economic and

Social Studies, Hyderabad)

Nomura SriNvAs Rao

€y the social plane, we
have in India a society
basedon graded inequality...
elevation for some and degra-

dation for others”
— Dr B R Ambedkar

As India celebrates 78
years of Independence and
proclaims the vision of Viksit
Bharat, a quieter and more
uncomfortable truth lies bur-
ied in official paperwork. The
Department of Personnel and
Trainings  Annual  Report
(2024-25) reflects not pro-
gress, but persistence—the
replication of Indias ancient
caste hierarchy within its
modern administrative struc-
ture. The corridors of power,
it turns out, are still organ-
ised along lines Dr Ambedkar
warned against more than
seven decades ago.

The data is stark. Over
66 per cent of Group C sa-
fai karmacharis (sanitation
workers) in the Union Gov-
ernment belong to Scheduled
Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and
Other Backward Classes. At
the other end of the hierar-
chy—Group A posts, where
policy is framed and authority
exercised—representation of
these ¢ ities falls short

cal accident; it is a pattern of
graded inequality playing out
in bureaucratic form.

The sanitation trap

The overwhelming pres-
ence of SC, ST, and OBC com-
munities in sanitation work
is the most disturbing revela-
tion of the report. In a society
where caste historically deter-
mined occupation, this con-
centration suggests that the
chains of hereditary labour
have not been broken—only
institutionalised.

Reservation was envisioned
asaladder to decision-making
spaces, not as a mechanism
to freeze marginalised com-
munities at the bottom of the
employment pyramid. Yet, in
sanitation posts, reservation
appears to operate efficiently
only in ensuring that these
jobs remain the preserve of
the Bahujan. The result is a
cruel inversion: the broom is
reserved, but the pen remains
elusive,

When two-thirds of those
cleaning  government  of-
fices come from marginal-
ised backgrounds, while their
presence inside policymak-
ing rooms remains contested,
it signals failure on multiple

ts—education,  recruit-

of constitutionally mandated
quotas. This is not a statisti-

ment, promotion, and intent.
The question must be asked:

THE PYRAMID OF PRIVILEGE
Casting a shadow on the corridors of power

have we democratised the bu-
reaucracy, or merely formal-
ised caste roles within it?

The glass ceiling at the top
‘The DoPT rules are explicit:
15 per cent reservation for
SCs, 7.5 per cent for STs, and
27 per cent for OBCs in Group
A posts. These are constitu-
tional obligations, not aspira-
tional goals. Yet actual repre-
sentation tells another story.
SC and ST representation
remains  marginally below
targets, but the real deficit
is among OBCs—19.14 per
cent instead of the mandated
27 per cent. Decades after the
Mandal reforms, this nearly 8
per cent gap exposes a leaky
pipeline that systematically
narrows as one climbs higher.
The  bureaucracy  fre-
quently invokes the phrase
“Not Found Suitable®—a bu-
reaucratic euphemism that
quietly absolves the system
of accountability. In a coun-

try where educational access
among OBCs has expanded
dramatically, this excuse rings
hollow. Suitability appears less
about competence and more
about invisible gatekeeping—
interviews, promotions, and
discretionary assessments that
preserve homogeneity at the
top while diversity crowds the
base,

The power deficit

‘This imbalance is not mere-
lyabout jobs; it is about power.
In a democracy, the bureau-
cracy interprets laws, allocates
resources, and shapes out-
comes. When marginalised
communities are under-rep-
resented in decisi ki

like mechanisation of sanita-
tion work, occupational safety,
dignity of labour, and hazard
compensation remain periph-
eral because those affected are
not present at the table where
decisions are made. This cre-
ates a power deficit—a struc-
tural silence imposed on com-
munities that already bear the
heaviest social burdens.

The myth of merit

Defenders of the status
quo often invoke “merit” as
justification for underrepre-
sentation. Yet the DoPT data
dismantles this argument. If
merit alone governed out-
comes, caste  distribution
would be random across
groups. Instead, privilege con-
sistently funnels some into
authority while consigning
others to manual labour.

In India, merit is deeply
entangled with social capi-
tal—English-medium educa-
tion, generational networks,

and inherited confidence.
The backlog of vacancies and
delayed further

roles, their lived realities :u:
absent from policy design.

A sanitation worker has no
voice in budget allocation; a
Joint Secretary does, When
one group dleans offices and
the other occupies them, pri-
orities inevitably skew. Issues

function as passive tools of ex-
clusion, allowing constitution-
al promises to wither through
inaction.

The way forward
As India approaches the
centenary of its independence,

symbolic equality is no longer

enough.

« Special recruitment drives
must address backlog va-
cancies, particularly in
Group A posts.

« The “Not Found Suitable”

clause must be indepen-

dently audited for bias.

Sanitation work must be

mechanised and profes-

sionalised, breaking its
caste association.

Lateral entry into senior

posts must be transparent

and inclusive, not a back-
door to dilution of reserva-
tion.

Condusion

The DoPT report isa wake-
up call. India may build parlia-
ments and launch missions to
the moon, but its administra-
tive structure remains stub-
bomly feudal. We have learned
to reserve the broom, but hesi-
tate to hand over the pen. True
development is not measured
by GDP alone, but by partici-

Dr T Ramadas, Visakhapatnam

The underbelly of reservations

raudsters always keep finding newer ways to

circumyent rules and cheat in India, Perhaps the
latest is a desperate attempt by an upper caste Hindu
convert to Buddhist faith claiming minority quota for
admission into a professional degree college.

‘This is a manifestation of the caste or religion based
reservations in education and employment being
continued for decades together by amending the
constitution at will to reap benefits as part of vote bank
politics. As long as these reservations continue, there
will be no dearth of people trying to get around the
rules.

Govardhana Myneedu, Vijayawada

thehansreader@gmail.com

Police personnel to get mandatory leave
on birthdays and wedding anniversaries

BENGALURU: In a humane and morale-boosting move,
the Karnataka Police Department has announced man-
datory leave for police personnel on the occasion of their
birthdays and wedding anniversaries, allowing them to
spend quality time with their families. The order has been
issued by Director General of Police (DG & IGP) Dr. M. A.
Saleem, following a recommendation from the State Home
Department. The decision aims to help police personnel
maintain a healthy work-life balance amid the demanding
and stressful nature of their duties.

As per the directive, police personnel will be granted
compulsory leave on their birthday and wedding anni-
versary days. The move is expected to significantly reduce
work-related stress and improve emotional well-being
among officers.

‘The Home Department had earlier written to the DGP,

pation. Until rep
in boardrooms reflects rep-
resentation in broom closets,
independence remains unfin-
ished business. The goal is not
merely a share of opportunity,
but a voice in shaping it.

(The writer is former OSD

to former Union Civil

Aviation Minister)

urging appropriate action on this proposal. After review-
ing the request, Dr. Saleem approved the measure and is-
sued instructions to all unit heads to strictly implement
the order. The initiative was taken based on a suggestion by
Mohan Kumar Danappa, a member of the Karnataka State
Police Complaints Authority.

Read |
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The MSME sector is not only critical for economic
growth, but also for inclusive development, supporting
entrepreneurship, strengthening supply chains, and
creating livelihoods across rural and urban India

-Centre, State, and local bodies

K. Sanjay Murthy, CAG of india

Business
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INDIA'S public-private partner-
ship (PPP) framework needs to
move from transaction-centric

The Survey noted that PPP
outcomes have been weakest
where land acquisition, statu-
tory clearances, demand assess-
ment, or utility shifting have

ined Ived

toward syst

uncertainty,  the

Thursday.

between national

market building, with a sharper
focus on reducing structural

Survey 2025-26 suggested on

The pre-Budget document
tabled in Parliament further
said that this requires clearer
sectoral pipelines with multi-
year visibility, a tighter linkage

publnc authority.

New DELHI

THE Economic Survey on
Thursday said inflation is
unlikely to be a concern
in the next fiscal year even
though prices of precious
metals -- both gold and sil-
ver -- are likely to continue
to increase due to their sus-
tained demand as safe-haven
investments amid global un-
certainties. It said the infla-
tion outlook remains benign,
supported by fn\’ourable

and bankable project prepara-
tion, as well as disciplined pre-
construction risk closure by the

tainty,” the Survey said.

While PPP frameworks have

surges and global uncertain-
ties persist, warranting ongo-
ing monitoring and adaptive
policy responses. “The prices
of precious metals, both
gold and silver, are likely to
continue increasing due to
their sustained demand as

the émdml pass- (hmugh
of GST rate rationalisation.
Looking ahead, the inflation
outlook remains favourable,
with projections of inflation
staying within target ranges,
supported by strong agri-
cultural output, stable global
commodity prices, and con-
tinued policy vigilance. How-
ever, risks from currency
fluctuations, base metal price

New DeLnt

INDIAS cvil aviation sec-
tor is on a sustained growth
trajectory, helped by a con-
ducive policy environment,
rising demand and steady
infrastructure  expansion,
the Economic Survey said
on Thursday. As the coun-
try aims to be a global hub
for aviation activities, the
Survey said Indian airports
can aspire to become global
aviation hubs by promoting

fe-h i amid
global uncertainties, unless a
durable peace is established
and trade wars are resolved,”
the Survey said, adding that
India’s inflation rate -- head-
line and core excluding pre-
cious metals - will likely
be higher in FY27 than in
FY26. However, it is unlikely
to be a concern, it added.
The Survey said the RBI and
the International Monetary

building, with a sharper focus
on reducing structural uncer-

“The

Gold sﬂver hkely to shine as
safe-haven bets inflation in check |

Inflation Outlook
|
FY26-FY27
IMF: 2.8% — 4%
RBIQ1: 3.9%, Q2:4% |
Target: 4% + 2% |
Fund (IMF) have projected a |
progressive increase in head-
line inflation for the next fis-
cal year, bringing the levels
within the targeted range of
4 per cent (+/- 2 per cent).
‘The IMF has projected an in-
flation rate of 2.8 per cent in
FY26and 4 per centin FY27.
The RBI has forecast headline
inflation for Q1 and Q2 of
FY27 is 3.9 and 4 per cent re-
spectively. “The prices of pre-
cious metals, both gold and
silver, are likely to continue
increasing due to their sus-
tained demand as safe-haven
investments amid global un-
certainties, unless a durable
peace is established and trade
wars are resolved”.

layovers and enhancing the
transit experience for inter-
national passengers, “While
the sector remains sensitive
to global economic cycles
and the need for continuous
capacity upgradation, the
current passenger volumes
represent only a fraction of
India’s potential” it said.
India is the world’s third-
largest domestic aviation
market and the number of
airports increased to 164
last year from 74 in 2014. In

FY25, Indian airports han-
dled 412 million passengers,
and the same is projected to
increase to 665 million by
FY31. However, the Survey
said the country currently
operates approximately 0.11
airports per million people,
significantly lower than the
US (47.35) and China (0.39),
signalling substantial head-
room for further growth.
“Expansion in Indias airport
and air navigation infra-
structure and a growing an-

in select sectors, the pre-Budget
document said challenges per-
sist at the sub-national level.

distinction

3\

between

The Survey noted that

ment and Construction (EPC)
contracts—namely
are partnerships rather than
vendor arrangcmums—is not

that PPPs

always fully understood,

The Survey noted that trust
deficits and a limited under-
standing of risk-reward prin-
ciples continue to constrain the

instead of
experimentation, and leverag-
ing data platforms to track per-
formance, rcnegminlion. and

aid.

! X trust deficitsand a uptake of PPPs in several states

In the coming decade, it said < i andurban local bodies.

a credible PPPgrcgime will be llmitefdﬂu:derstarrédmg These challenges are com- ‘A
Economic  defined less by risk transfer on ofrisk-rewa pounded by uneven institu-

paper and more by the State’s principles continue tional capacity, even as states  FY33,

capacity to absorb early-stage ’ to constrain the uptake and cities account for a ris-

risks that private capital cannot ‘ N of PPPsin several ing share of infrastructure

efficiently price. ] ‘ s * _\' demand, it said.

“Accordingly, India's PPP =9 G states and urban The Survey said the next India
framework needs to move from > — ‘ — local bodies reform frontier lies in profes-
transaction-centric  execution ¥ sionalising PPP cells, adopt-
toward system-level market matured at the central level and  PPPs and Engineering Procure-  ing programmatic approaches

project-by-project

global benchmarks, the High-
Speed Corridor (HSC) network
expanded from 550 km in 2014
1o 5,364 km by December 2025.

mately 26,000 km is targeted by

under implementation,” it said.
Referring to India’s Shipping
sector, the document noted that

the landlord port model to cata-
lyse private investments in port
development and operations.
The landlord port model
provides for port authorities to
retain ownership of port land
and core infrastructure while

total network of approxi-

with 9,366 km currently

has further strengthened

Survey draws path to reduce structural uncerfainty in PPPs

A credible PPP regime will be defined less by risk transfer on paper and more by the State's capaclty to absorh early-stage risks that private capital cannot efficiently price

lifecycle outcomes. Referring to  awarding long-term  conces-
the highways sector, the Survey  sions to private operators for
said to align freight speeds with  terminal ~ development  and

operations, with an aim to en-
hance operational
and modernise infrastructure
through  private
This strategic shift is evident in
the substantial growth of PPP
projects. The number of PPP
projects awarded rose from 37
in FY15 to 87 in FY25, with the
total value of PPP projects in-
creasing from Rs16,180 crore to
Rs61,029 crore, reflecting a 377
per cent rise,” it said.
According to the Survey, cur-
rently, 57 operational PPP pro-
jects valued at Rs42,235 crore
have increased port capacity by
appmmmztel\ 660 MTPA,

efficiency

investment.

Economic Survey projects posmve outlook for FPIs flow

Driven by elevated uncertainty and increased capital allocation towards Al-centric markets

Positive Outlook

© Share of FPI ownership
in NSE declined 16.9%

® Assetbase under
custody of FPIs rose
10.4%toRs81.4L cr

* Mutual funds,
insurance companies
countered FPl outflows

New DEeLHI

FOREIGN  Portfolio In-
vestment (FPI) flows in
FY26 remained volatile,
leading to a net outflow of
$3.9 billion as of December
2025, driven by elevated
uncertainty and increased
capital allocation towards
Al-centric markets such as
the US, Taiwan, and Korea,
the Economic Survey 2025-
26 said on Thursday.
Overall, FPIs were net
sellers of Indian securities
from April to December
2025. 'ﬂmy purchased In-

dian debt securities while

offloading equities dur-
ing the period. The sell-off
from equities was mainly
due to the “relative under-
performance of Indian eq-
uities compared to other
major markets, alongside
trade and policy uncer-
tainties, the depreciation
of the Indian rupee, and
abroad-based global risk-
off sentiment amid elevat-
ed US bond yields, which
weighed on FPI flows, it
added.

These factors dnmpcned

cillary ecosystem, including
Maintenance, Repair, and
Overhaul (MRO) and leas-

as he wooed investors, say-
ing that there are immense
upporlumms in  aircraft

ing, pilot train-

ing, are the
sector.
“These  developments,

along with technology inte-
gration, positions civil avia-
tion as a key driver of nation-
wide economic connectivity
and integration,” the Survey
said. On Wednesday, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi
highlighted the growth po-
tential and policy stability

ing, advanced air mobility
and aircraft leasing areas in
the country. Modi, in a spe-
cial message at an aviation
summit, had also said the
government is working on all
necessary regulatory reforms
to make cargo movement
faster and more efficient.
Meanwhile, the Survey
said that aviation services

sentiment  towards In-
dian equities, particularly
export-oriented  sectors
such as IT and healthcare,
leading to continued FPI
outflows in FY26 (April-
December), According to
the Survey tabled in Par-
liament, “FPT flows this
year have been tepid due
to elevated uncertainty and
increased interest in Al-re-
lated financial investments
in countries such as the US,
Taiwan, and Korea”.

As a result, there was a
balance of payments (BOP)

India’s civil aviation shows sustained growth momentum

have continued to play a key
role in sustaining passenger
mobility and air cargo flows.
In FY25, overall air passen-
ger traffic increased by 9.4
per cent to 411.8 million pas-
sengers.

“However, a softening of

momentum was observed
during April-November
2025, when overall passen-
ger traffic increased by 3.5
per cent (YoY), reflecting
flight disruptions and short-
term demand adjustments in

There was a balance of payments (BOP)
deficit of $6.4-bn in H1 FY26 compared
to a surplus of $23.8-bn in H1-FY25,
which was funded by a decline in forex
reserves. The Survey projected that
the outlook for FPI inflows into the
debt market remains positive, supported
by markets regulator

deficit of $6.4 billion in H1
FY26 compared to a sur-
plus of $23.8 billion in H1
FY25, which was funded
by a decline in foreign
exchange(forex) reserves,
it added. The Survey pro-
jected that the outlook for
FPI inflows into the debt
market remains positive,
supported by markets reg-
ulator Sebi’s relaxation of
FPI investment norms and
ongoing India-US trade
discussions.

As of December 2025,
the asset base under cus-

tody of FPIs stood at Rs
81.4 lakh crore, marking a
10.4 per cent increase from
March 31, 2025, driven
largely by valuation gains
in equities and steady accu-
mulation in debt holdings.
Within National Stock Ex-
change (NSE) listed equi-
ties, however, the share of
FPI ownership declined to
16.9 per cent (for Q2FY26),
in line with global risk
aversion and sectoral real-
locations.

In the midst of volatile
foreign capital flows, do-
mestic institutional inves-

tors (DIIs), particularly
mutual funds and insur-
ance  companies, have

counterbalanced FPI out-
flows' volatility and provid-
ed much-needed support
to markets. With contin-
ued buying, as of Septem-
ber 2025, DII ownership
within NSE-listed equities
stood at 18.7 per cent.

AIRPORTS EXPANSION AND RISING
DEMAND BOOST PASSENGER TRAFFIC

the domestic passenger seg-
ment,” it noted. According to
the Survey, air cargo volume
grew from 2,53 million met-
ric tonnes (MMT) in FY15

to 3.72 MMT in FY25, and
295 MMT handled in FY26
(until December), driven by
several key policy initiatives
and reforms.

(@ BIZ BRIEFS |
Lord’s Mark’s

new partnership

ords Mark Industries

Limited (LMIL) has
entered into an MoU with
the government of Maha-
rashtra for two projects
with a combined proposed
investment of Rs225 crore.
The first project focuses
on affordable medical and
healthcare infrastructure,
involving an investment
of Rs150 crore, with the
project scheduled to com-
mence in May 2026 and
see completion over the
next 3-4 years.

Hindustan Zinc
unveils VMB

industan Zine Lim-

ited (HZL) an in-
tegrated zinc producer,
announced the launch of
‘Zinc Moolya, an INR Live
Pricing module on its flag-
ship metal e-commerce
platform, Vedanta Metal
Bazaar (VMB). Arun Mis-
ra, CEO, HZL, said: “In-
dia’s vision of Atmanirb-
har Bharat will be realised
when access, transparency
and opportunity are avail-
able equally to every en-
terprise, regardless of size.

Stock markets
advance for 3" day

Recovery Path

© BSE-Sensexrose
221.69pts or (+0.27%)
10 82,566.37

@ NSE-Nifty advanced
76.15pts or (+0.30%)
0 25,418.90

Mumsal

RISING for the third con-

| secutive day, benchmark stock

index Sensex advanced 221
points and Nifty settled above
25,400 on Thursday following
arally in Larsen & Toubro and
the Economic Survey project-
ing the GDP growth of 6.8-7.2
per cent for the next fiscal.
Erasing its early losses, the
30-share BSE Sensex climbed
221.69 points or 0.27 per cent
to settle at 82,566.37. During
the morning trade, it tanked
636.74 points or 0.77 per cent
to 81,707.94. The 50-share
NSE Nifty edged higher by
76.15 points or 0.30 per cent to
end at 25418.90. The broader
index fell 182.95 points or 0.72
per cent to a low of 25,159.80
in early trade. A rally in global
markets_and fresh foreign
fund inflows helped key in-

dices recover from lows, ana-
lysts said. From the 30 Sensex
firms, Tata Steel jumped the
most by 4.41 per cent. Larsen
& Toubro dimbed 3.66 per
cent after its consolidated
revenue from operations in
the October-December quar-
ter rose by 10 per cent to Rs
71,450 crore from Rs 64,668
crore in the year-ago period.
Axis Bank, Eternal, NTPC,
Adani Ports and ICICI Bank
were also among the gain-
ers. However, Asian Paints,
InterGlobe Aviation, Maruti
and Bharat Electronics were
among the laggards.
“Domestic markets ended
higher after staging a strong
rebound, supported by an
upbeat economic survey that
reaffirmed a robust FY27
growth outlook and a well-
anchored inflation environ-
ment amidst persistent global
uncertainties” Vinod Nair,
Head of Research, Geojit In-
vestments Limited, said.

GRT donates I77.5L
for palliative care
centre in Chennai

HYDERABAD: GRT Jewel-
lers, has extended financial
support of Rs77.50 lakh to
Anandam Trust, Ambattur, for
the construction of a Palliative
Care Centre in Chennai, rein-
forcing its long-standing com-
mitment to social responsibil-

ity and community welfare.
The contribution aims to
support terminally ill and
ially  disad d

US Consulate, WT'C Shamshabad
hold meet on US-India TRUST

Bizz Buzz Bureau
HYDERABAD

THE United States and India advanced
the US-India TRUST (Transforming the
Relationship Utilising Strategic Technol-
ogy) initiative on Thursday as a landmark
conference in Hyderabad brought togeth-
er leading officials, academics, and indus-
try leaders to strengthen cooperation in
artificial intelligence and cybersecurity.
The focus was clear: deliver outcomes that
proleu us nalmml security lhmugln.nu-
cal I and expand economic

patients by providing compas-
sionate medical care, comfort
and dignity during the most
vulnerable stages of life. The
proposed centre will focus on
pain management, emotional
support and improving the
overall quality of life for pa-
tients and their families. Ac-
cording to the company, the
initiative reflects its belief that
healthcare extends beyond
clinical treatment to include
empathy, emotional care and
dignity. The centre is envi-
sioned as a space where pa-
tients receive holistic support,
addressing both physical and
emotional needs.

opportunity lhmugh trusted partnerships.
The conference on “Leveraging US-India
TRUST: Industry Academia Partnerships
in Al & Cybersecurity.” organised by the
US Consulate General, Hyderabad and
World Trade Center, Shamshabad& Vi-
sakhapatnam at the World Trade Center
here, marks a milestone in implement-
ing the TRUST initiative launched by
US President Donald Trump and Indian
Prime Minister Narendra Modi in Febru-
ary 2025 to catalyse government, academ-
ic, and private sector partnerships across
Al semiconductors, quantum computing,
biotechnology, energy, and sp:

central to US competitiveness and long-
term security. The conference translated
high-level bilateral commitments into
concrete partnerships. The initiative aims

ve aims to build resilient supply ch

¥ Varaprasad Reddy, Chairman, World
Trade Center, Shamshabad& Visakhapa:
tnam and US Consul General Laura Wil-
liams along with others pose for a photo

to build resilient supply chains, accelerate
Al infrastructure development, and foster
innovation ecosystems that strengthen
both nations’ technological capabilities
and economic competitiveness.

The TRUST framework is designed to
ensure strategic technology collaboration
is secure, results-driven, and aligned with
US interests, supporting both national se-
curity and American economic strength.

US Consul General Laura Williams
said, “The TRUST initiative is a clear ex-
ample of how the United States is advanc-
ing our national security and economic
interests through strategic, results-driven
partnerships. By working with India, we
are building secure technology ecosys-
tems that protect American innovation,

frastructure development

strengthen our supply chains, and cre-
ate new opportunities for US leadership
in critical and emerging technologies. In
September 2025, Secretary Rubio affirmed
the strength of the US-India relationship,
highlighting the implementation of the
US-India COMPACT, which will enhance
our collaboration on trade, defense, ener-
gy, and more. Today’s conference is a step
forward in that direction”

Y Varaprasad Reddy, Chairman, World
Trade Center, Shamshabad& Visakhapa-
tnam, stated, “This collaborative ini-
tiative represents a defining moment for
strengthening US-India academic and in-
dustry partnerships. The conference was
designed to foster innovation, build con-
fidence, and enable knowledge exchange
in the rapidly evolving domains of artifi-
cial intelligence and cybersecurity, areas
where both our nations have complemen-
tary strengths and shared interests”

Dr james Lerums of Purdue Uni-
versity delivered the keynote address,
highlighting universities' pivotal role in
research, skills development, and tech-
nology partnerships - critical elements to
build a pipeline of talent and innovation
that supports Al and cybersecurity ca-
pabilities. The conference featured four
strategic thematic sessions addressing
key dimensions of US-India technology
collaboration.
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Devolution, not debt

Cesses and surcharges levied by Centre
must be in le pool

hile the Union Budget is keenly
w tracked by States to assess their share

in overall Central tax devolution, it is
becoming increasingly clear that this revenue
stream no longer plays the stabilising role it once
did in State finances. The evidence lies in the ra-
pid expansion of State Development Loans
(SDLs), which have emerged as a key financing in-
strument for States’ day-to-day spending needs.
In 2024-25 (Revised Estimates), SDLs amounted
to about 35% of Tamil Nadu’s total revenue re-
ceipts and nearly 26% of Maharashtra’s — levels
that would have been considered fiscally excep-
tional a decade ago. This shift gathered pace after
2020-21, when the COVID-19 pandemic delivered
a severe economic shock and Central devolution
proved inadequate. This dependence on borrow-
ing has not reversed since. Instead, States are in-
creasingly relying on SDLs; borrowings by profit-
making State PSUs and Special Purpose Vehicles
are done to finance even routine revenue expen-
diture. This has happened despite the 15th Fi-
nance Commission fixing States’ share at 41% of
the divisible pool, as the effective flow of resourc-
es has been eroded by the growing use of cesses
and surcharges, which lie outside the divisible
pool. The problem is acute for industrialised
States with a large indirect tax base. Since the in-
troduction of GST in 2017, a substantial share of
these revenues is collected by the Centre and re-
distributed through a formula that often weakens
the fiscal link between tax effort and reward.
Consequently, welfare commitments — pensions
for the elderly and retired employees and mass
health insurance schemes for the poor — are in-

India-Arab League: bridging cultures, creating opportunities

inisters and delegates of the
22-member Arab League are
gathering in Delhi for the 2nd
India-Arab Foreign Ministers’
Meeting on January 30-31, 2026. This is a major
diplomatic outreach by India at a time when
there are multiple conflicts brewing on the
horizon in the region and the world is grappling
with the rapidly changing global order, set in
motion largely due to U.S. President Donald
Trump’s total disregard for the sovereignty of
nations and the rules-based international order.
As the ministers gather in Delhi, war clouds are
still hovering over Iran and the massive military
build-up by the U.S. continues. In Syria, despite a
ceasefire, uncertainty continues and long-term
peace is still some distance away. Gaza finally
looks towards transitioning to peace even as
details of phase two of the ceasefire are still in the
works. The recovery of the body of the last Israeli
hostage from Gaza on January 26 is a major
victory for Israel and may well motivate it to
move towards relaxing the restrictions in Gaza.
However, the most surprising development is
the emergence of fault lines among two close
allies — Saudi Arabia and the UAE — mostly over
conflicting interests in Yemen but also over power
and influence in the region. We need to watch out
for the possibility of rival military alliances. India,
100, is closely monitoring the situation, while
formulating its own strategy for the region.

India and the Arab League

The Arab League, officially known as the League
of Arab States (LAS), was formed in Cairo on
March 22, 1945, initially with seven members.
Today, it has 22 member states from North Africa
and West Asia. Although India’s relations with
countries in the Arab League go back centuries,
the engagement with the LAS was formalised in
March 2002 when a Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) was signed,

institutionalising the process of dial The
MDU is aimed to “promote and develop the

creasingly being funded through d: ic bor-
rowing. This limits the availability of funds for pu-
blic capital expenditure and private investment,
which is essential to sustain growth.

A comparison of borrowing patterns over the
past five years across Punjab, Uttar Pradesh, Ta-
mil Nadu, Maharashtra and West Bengal under-
lines this trend. West Bengal, which is structural-
ly dependent on Central devolution — averaging
about 47.7% of its revenue receipts over the last
five years — continued to borrow heavily from the
domestic market. SDLs constituted roughly 35%
of the State’s revenues on average during this pe-
riod, even as nominal tax devolution rose. This
points to a steady erosion of States’ fiscal autono-
my, with potentially serious macroeconomic con-
sequences as debt-to-GSDP ratios rise while as-
sured revenue streams weaken. If debt, rather
than devolution, becomes the primary shock ab-
sorber in India’s federal system, fiscal sustainabil-
ity itself comes under strain. India needs higher
effective devolution, and a reworking of horizon-
tal devolution criteria to give greater weight to
tax effort and efficiency. Cesses and surcharges
must be brought into the divisible pool.

Quick pill
Removal of some pharma regulations
should not come at the cost of quality

tional, mandatory test licences required

to manufacture small quantities of drugs
for research is an effort to remove the sometimes-
crippling regulatory hurdles in the pharmaceuti-
cal sector. This decision aligns with the national
goal of facilitating ease of doing business. The
central element of these amendments to the New
Drugs and Clinical Trials Rules, 2019, is replacing
the mandatory licence requirement for non-com-
mercial manufacture of drugs with a prior-inti-
mation mechanism. Developers can now manu-
facture small quantities of drugs for research,
testing, and analysis after intimating the Central
Drugs Standard Control Organisation via its SU-
GAM Portal, online. Once a ‘notice of intent’ is
acknowledged online, a company is free to go
ahead with drug synthesis, strictly for research.
In a post-COVID world, where speed of delivery
for end use has gained virtue, the government
anticipates that removal of this licencing factor
will fast-track the timeline of drug development
by at least three months. Specific low-risk bioa-
vailability and bioequivalence studies can also
commence after an online intimation on the por-
tal. In addition, even for categories in which a li-
cence is still required, such as for high-risk psy-
chotropic or narcotic drugs, the statutory
processing time will be reduced from 90 days to
45. All manufacturers are required to meticulous-
ly document and file processes as per rules.

The abolishment of a ‘licence raj’ is always
good news. The dismantling of hurdles in phar-
ma research and development bodes well for a
country that is aspiring to position itself as the
pharmacy of the world. The paperless, prior inti-
mation mechanism will no doubt reduce the time
spent twiddling thumbs, waiting for a physical
copy of the licence. And time saved is, naturally,
money and lives saved. Reducing the time a drug
takes from the lab to the bedside for practical use
can save countless lives and reduce morbidity in
many more. However, the government would do
well to circumvent the danger of a drop in quality
control by initiating a mechanism, after intima-
tion, to ensure that all good manufacturing prac-
tices are strictly adhered to. No drug, however
speedily produced, is worth the blister it is pack-
aged in if it comes with quality lapses. Poor phar-
maceutical oversight, as recent cough syrup-re-
lated deaths showed, can be fatal.
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T he government’s move to scrap the tradi-

ditional relationship of friendship and
cooperanon between India and the Arab States”
and provides for annual meetings between the
External Affairs Minister of India and the
Secretary General of the Arab League.

During the visit of Arab League Secretary
General, Amr Moussa, to India in December
2008, the Arab-India Cooperation Forum (AICF)
was established. And in December 2010, the
Indian Ambassador to Egypt was designated as
India’s Permanent Representative to the Arab
League. The first meeting of the AICF was held in
January 2016 at Manama, Bahrain. In addition,
there is the India-LAS Partnership and
Investment Summit, a biennial flagship economic
event. During the current visit of foreign
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As India grows
into a major
power, the Arab
League region
forms a critical
part of its global
matrix. For the
Arab League
countries too,
India is a strong
and reliable
partner

ministers, a new initiative called the India and
Arab Countries Chambers of Commerce, Industry
and Agriculture is scheduled to be inaugurated.

Key pillars of engagement

The India-LAS partnership goes beyond trade and
investment. Over the past decade, strategic
partnerships and security have emerged as
crucial areas of engagement. Oman was the first
country with which India signed a strategic
partnership in 2008. With the signing of similar
agreements with the UAE in 2015, Saudi Arabia in
2019, Egypt in 2023, and Qatar in 2025, the depth
and scope of strategic convergence with the
region has grown rapidly.

India has also strongly rallied for the region in
various multilateral forums such as BRICS and
SCO. Even among the strategic vision of
countries, there are significant convergences,
whether it is the Saudi Vision 2030, the UAE
Centennial 2071, the Kuwait Vision 2035, the
Oman Vision 2040, or India’s Viksit Bharat in
2047. In fact, in the Saudi Vision 2030, India is
one of the eight strategic partners.

Trade and investments continue to be the
bedrock of the relationship and have stood the
test of time, including the COVID-19 pandemic.
Most of India’s external trade passes through the
Suez Canal, the Red Sea, and the Gulf of Aden.
Bilateral trade between India and the Arab
League currently stands at over $240 billion.
India has signed the Comprehensive Economic
Partnership Agreement with the UAE and Oman.
As a result, bilateral trade with the UAE has
already crossed $115 billion and has now been
reset at $200 billion by 2030. Major investment
commitments in India have been made by the
UAE ($75 billion), Saudi Arabia ($100 billion) and
Qatar ($10 billion), mostly in the fast-growing
infrastructure sector. The cumulative FDI in India
from the region has crossed $2.5 billion. As trade
ties grow, connectivity becomes an impsortant
factor to ensure speed, efficiency and collective
prosperity. The India-Middle East-Europe
Economic Corridor, launched at the G20 Leaders’
Summit in New Delhi in September 2023,
therefore, gains significance and is likely to be
discussed at the meeting.

With Prime Minister Narendra Modi pushing
for development of digital public infrastructure
for speed and transparency of transactions,
Fintech is emerging as yet another area of mutual
convergence. The RuPay card was launched in
the UAE in August 2019. From July 2023, the
Indian rupee is being accepted as legal currency
at Dubai airports. Also, India and the UAE have
operationalised the rupee-dirham settlement
system. India’s Unified Payments Interface is
already accepted for financial transactions in
Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the UAE and is

likely to grow further in the LAS countries soon.

Energy is a critical pillar of the partnership.
The region caters to about 60% of India’s crude
oil imports, 70% of natural gas, and more than
50% of fertilizers and related products. Iraq,
Saudi Arabia, and the UAE are the top three
exporters of crude oil. The UAE has also signed
an agreement with India to store strategic oil
reserves in the country, operationalised with an
initial investment of $400 million. With Qatar, the
$78 billion Liquified Natural Gas (LNG) deal
signed in February 2024, with assured import of
7.5 million tonnes of LNG a year for another 20
years, adds a critical link to India’s energy
security. In addition, in July 2023, ADNOC (Abu
Dhabi National Oil Company) and Indian Oil
signed a LNG contract for 1.2 million metric
tonnes per annum over a period of 14 years.

Living under the threat of conflicts and terror,
security and defence are growing as important
pillars in the partnership. Defence partnership
agreements have been signed with multiple
countries in the LAS including Oman, the UAE,
Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Qatar and are growing.
India’s maritime security initiatives such as
Security and Growth for All in the Region
(SAGAR) aim to promote joint collaboration in the
Indian Ocean Region, particularly against sea
piracy and maritime security threats. India’s
agreement with Oman over the Duqm portis a
strategic deal that offers a critical advantage to
the Indian Navy in its operations in the region
while also allowing it to keep a discreet watch on
the activity of China’s People’s Liberation Army
Navy. The threat of war in Iran and the future of
the Gaza peace process are common areas of
security concerns in the region and are likely to
figure as a key agenda during the meetings.

Most of the LAS countries are in total sync in
India’s fight against cross-border terror and have
condemned the Uri, Pathankot, Pulwama, and
Pahalgam terror attacks in India. Joint production
of defence equipment and export of key weapon
platforms such as the Tejas fighter aircraft,
BrahMos and Aakash missiles, and artillery guns
are also emerging as important attractions for
LAS countries. Cyber, space and drone are future
areas of cooperation.

Looking ahead

As India grows into a major economic, political,
and military power, the Arab League region
forms a critical part of its global matrix. For LAS
countries too, India is a strong and reliable
partner. The countries of the two regions may be
separated by the Arabian Sea but are joined by
history, destiny, trust, and growing brotherhood.
The meeting of the foreign ministers of LAS in
Delhi offers the perfect opportunity to forge
closer ties and seek new avenues of engagement.

Is India prepared for the end of globalisation?

arlier this month, U.S. President Donald

Trump remarked that India reduced

Russian oil imports to make him happy,
and issued a further warning that more tariffs
could be imposed if India displeases him. This
'was an accurate representation of how Mr.
Trump approaches bilateral negotiations. What is
broken is not just global trade, but the political
system that governs it. What is taking its place is a
return to mercantilism — a view of trade as an
instrument of state power, where surpluses are
strength and deficits are weakness.

Globalisation is usually described as the
expansion of free trade of goods and services.
That is an incomplete description. Globalisation
is a political system that defined how
governments ran markets and societies, and how
they engaged with each other and with
networked global institutions that they had
established. It came to be associated with
liberalism, democracy, and global cooperation.
That system is now over.

A new order

The world economy was global long before it was
liberal. Early globalisation was built on force.
Wealth accumulation in the industrialised north
was on the backs of domestic resource
exploitation and overseas resource extraction.
Trade was lopsided, not free.

Towards the middle of the 20th century, as the
rest of the world found its voice and war had
ravaged the industrialised countries, it was time
for a new order. Sovereignty spread faster than
democracy. Global institutions were birthed to
offer a normative framework to manage
international affairs. Even when unilateral power
was exercised, it was couched as a pursuit of
democracy, regional stability, or humanitarian
compassion. The legitimacy of the system
depended on that restraint. That restraint has
now been abandoned openly.

This global system, with a normative
multilateral core, rested on several political
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assumptions - open markets, free movement of
capital but not people, cross-border enforcement
of contracts, negotiations over management of
shared resources. For a while, these assumptions
seemed to hold as many countries experienced
economic growth and declines in poverty.

Unintended consequences
There were, however, two unintended
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[ es. First, returns to capital far
outstripped increases in wages. As the integration
of global markets and supply chains deepened,
economic pressures intensified. Manufacturing
declined in some regions and surged in others.
Migration from poor to rich countries increased.
It was a matter of time before populist politics
would take shape to respond to these imbalances.
Second, the geopolitical foundations of the
post-colonial era were shaken by the rise of
China. China provided the starkest example of a
country that broke through into the global
economy and accumulated wealth and power
without complying with the multilateral order.
China benefited enormously from access to global
markets, supply chains, and technology, but
retained firm state control over capital, labour
and information. China’s trade surplus reflects
the relentless pursuit of a model of excess
capacity and external demand, which has stunted
the industrial ambitions of poorer countries,
including India. Over time, China accumulated
enough power to emerge as an alternatwe model

practised, is now dead.

The crutch of global cooperation has already
been taken away from the developing world.
International aid is now conditional on the
national interests of donor countries. With
multilateral institutions failing, the ability of
developing countries to negotiate jointly on
matters such as climate change or illicit financial
flows is weakening rapidly. Domestically, restless
youth now demand much more of their
governments. Political elites need to recognise
this moment and act decisively, even if they
initially do so to further their self-interest.

India’s role

What is India’s role going to be in this emerging
global order? India is simultaneously too large to
ignore and too poor to matter. Over the last 15
years, we have squandered the opportunity to
convert our demographic advantage into
productive capacity. The social pyramid has
become more sharply stratified, with an
overwhelmingly poor and powerless base
supporting a narrow apex.

India can still become a serious player in a few
selected domains — digital public infrastructure
being the most prominent, but also with potential
in renewable energy, the services sector, and
democratic decentralisation. But it is hard to see
how those possibilities can be realised under the
current political economy. Even the limited
economic growth we have seen has not been

for both economic growth and idation of
domestic political power.

Together, these developments changed how
major economies came to view globalisation.
Global cooperation came to be viewed as an
opportunity cost, or at best as a distraction, as
populist politics turned societies inward-looking.
Their response is essentially an assertion of
sovereignty at the expense of liberal values, such
as the politicisation of migration and the
promotion of industrial policy to buy
self-sufficiency. This is why globalisation, as it was

acc ied by a credible commitment to
expanding the base through sustained public
investment in health and education. In a
mercantilist world order, low state capacity will
only result in long-term irrelevance.

Without stronger state capability, greater social
cohesion, and a social contract committed to
sharing growth more evenly, India risks
remaining a country that lays claim to being a
Vishwaguru without the institutional foundations
and economic means to achieve it. Rhetoric alone
will not be enough.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Fixing the problem

It is time to break this
pattern of aircraft accidents
(“Aircraft crashed during
second landing bid in poor
visibility”, Jan. 29). First, a
dedicated air wing should
be developed for politicians,
similar to the IAF’s WIP
fleet, equipped with
modern helicopters,
advanced GPS-radar
systems, and highly trained

pilots. Second, strict
national standards should
be set for chartered aircraft
and helicopters used during
the election season, and
real-time digital tracking
should be made
mandatory. Third, virtual
rallies, digital
communications, and
tech-based campaigning
should be encouraged.
Fourth, a zero-tolerance

policy should be adopted
for pilot training, pre-flight
technical inspections, and
aircraft maintenance, and
strict penalties should be
imposed on companies
violating these rules.
Satyawan Saurabh

Bhiwani

Mamata Banerjee’s
suggestion of a conspiracy
and her call for a Supreme

Court-monitored probe
were uncalled for (“Mamata
seeks SC-monitored probe
into Ajit Pawar’s death,”
Jan. 29). Sharad Pawar
rightly asked people not to
politicise the accident. This
was not the time for her to
say that no agency can be
trusted and direct her anger
at the government.

B. Sundar Raman

Coimbatore

Promoting tourism

The problems stated in the
article, “India, the beautiful
— but first, India the
functional,” (Jan. 29) relate
to infrastructure,
harassment, scams, and
abuse and reflect the flaws
in India’s education system.
People are not taught basic
etiquette or empathy in
India. If we intend to solve
these problems, we must

do it for the sake of our
citizens first; tourists will
naturally follow.

Adan Shanaas

Patna

To read more letters
online, scan the
QR code.
AND-NDE
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is a partner at
Dentons Link
Legal and an
honorary fellow
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Studies

Will removing curbs on Chinese FDI help India?

I PARLEY I

ndia’s Ministry of Finance is set to lift

curbs on Chinese firms bidding for

government contracts, which were

introduced in 2020, following a deadly
clash between the two countries’ troops in the
Galwan Valley. Now that India is showing a
change of heart, the Ministry’s actions beg the
question: Will removing curbs on Chinese FDI
help India? Shyam Saran and Santosh Pai discuss
this in a conversation moderated by Nitika
Francis. Edited excerpts:

How will foreign direct investment from
China help the Indian economy?

Shyam Saran: First of all, we have to spell out
our own objectives with regard to our economic
and industrial development. Which areas, from
a security perspective, are sensitive and which
are not. Unless we create a roadmap outlining
our priorities and where Chinese FDI fits into
that scale, it is very difficult to say whether or
not we should accept it.

Santosh Pai: Chinese investments can play a
role in both India’s economic and security
objectives. On the economic front, we can look
at expanding the contribution of the
manufacturing sector to the Indian economy,
attracting a greater share of supply chains, and
boosting exports. On the security front,
especially vis-a-vis China, one pressing need is to
reduce our dependence on imports from them,
as we have a huge trade deficit. We can also look
at how to develop leverage against China, given
our political ties.

How do we approach China’s investments in
sensitive sectors?

S8: It is for the national security establishment
within the Indian government to determine
‘which sectors are considered very sensitive. For
example, it was decided that we should be
careful not to invite Chinese investment or
participation in projects on our coast, which
may be near our naval bases. The digital
economy of India is considered a sensitive
sector, and if it is dominated by Chinese
investment and companies, our security may be
compromised due to potential invisible data
flows. There could also be kill switches that can
be shut off during a period of emergency.
Consumer items may not pose the same kind of
concerns. Our view in the Ministry of External
Affairs, when I was serving there, was that we

should not make some of these limitations
China-specific. If there is an area of security
concern, the basic effort should be to ensure it is
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not open to foreign investment. Such a policy is
better than being country-specific.

SP: Allowing investments in non-sensitive
sectors can contribute heavily to reducing the
trade deficit. So 1 would say we need to look at it
from different perspectives, but the red lines
must always be clear from a national security
perspective before evaluating any other priority.
So by placing national security at the centre, I
think it is possible to evolve these priorities and
develop the current restrictions.

In its Economic Survey for 202324, the
Ministry of Finance suggested that increased
FDI inflows from China could help increase
India’s participation in global supply chains
and push exports. How viable do you think
this strategy is?

SS: First, we should recognise that it is not such
a simple matter to say we want to be part of this
supply chain. Supply chains work efficiently in a
low-tariff regime. Unless you make your market
open to very easy imports of components, these
items cross borders several times before a final
product is made. Second, we have to determine
the components of that supply chain in which
we have competitiveness. I think we also have to
study the experience of some Chinese FDI,
already present in India, which is actually quite
successful, such as Xiaomi and Oppo. We should
also see if there are any other areas where
Chinese FDI could be invited. Off the cuff,
Chinese EV manufacturers may have a lot of
interest in India. So why not consider that
favourably?

SP: While we must take increased tariffs into
account, India also has a role to play in non-tariff
barriers. We have quality control orders that
have been tweaked over the years to either
make it easy or difficult to import some
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‘We may have thought that Apple’s
investment would have a major
demonstration effect on other companies
that are de-risking from China for
geopolitical reasons. But let me say that so far
the results have not been up to expectations
SHYAM SARAN

p required for or
manufacturing activities. But there will always
be some factors beyond our control.

What does China gain from investing in India
and allowing it to export products to markets
such as the U.S. and Europe that are actively
moving away from it?

SP: Currently, China has excess capacity in
almost every industry. So, ideally, Chinese
companies would not like to go and invest
anywhere outside China. They have a $1.2
trillion trade surplus. But on the other side,
because of this, there is immense pressure on
Chinese companies to establish supply chains
outside the country and reduce this surplus, as
it is interfering with their relationship with many
major economies. One gain is that China gets to
establish a supply chain outside China, which
will insulate its companies against China-focused
tariffs in the future. The second is having a
foothold in a country like India, which has the
fastest-growing domestic market among large
countries. This translates to a bigger chance of
global market share. And something more
intangible is what we can call India Premium,
because the confluence of economic and
geopolitical factors makes India a considerably
attractive destination. We have not really tapped
it to its full extent so far, as most of the early
moments of the global supply chain after the
pandemic have been to countries in ASEAN, for
example.

SS: For Chinese smartphone manufacturers, the
Chinese market itself is completely saturated.
Most of the other markets that China has access
to are also saturated. So the only country where
the smartphone market is likely to keep growing
in the future is India. This is why, despite some
barriers and political tensions, these companies
have decided not only to navigate the difficulties
but also to stay in India. Another more
problematic aspect is: can India have become a
platform for Chinese manufacturing for export
to third countries? It is problematic because
India as an investment destination is still
regarded as a somewhat difficult place to do

business in. There is also the infrastructure
logistics constraint. Former IMF chief economist
Gita Gopinath recently mentioned that perhaps
Indians do not realise that news about pollution
across north India is also a big disincentive. So if
China is looking for a production basis for
accessing other markets, then it finds it much
more congenial to go to Southeast Asian
countries such as Vietnam or even Bangladesh.

Although China has a dominance in the
manufacture of components, its share of U.S.
smartphone imports has dwindled from 60%
in 2016 to about 22% in 2026. Is this a good
example of what the Economic Survey was
hinting at, which is that we can push our
exports to the U.S. and Europe with the help
of Chinese investment and replace them in
certain ways?

§S: When we got Apple here into India, we
found that a very large number of components
used in making the iPhone or iPad were
manufactured in China. Therefore, unless we
were able to access those components, it would
have been very difficult to actually do this
manufacturing. We had to create conditions for
the suppliers of those components to set up
units in India under a special provision, not as
part and parcel of our general investment policy.
We had to make concessions with respect to
those Chinese companies that set up units in
India, specifically for the iPhone industry. We
may have thought that Apple’s investment would
have a major demonstration effect on other
companies that are de-risking from China for
geopolitical reasons. But let me say that so far
the results have not been up to expectations. I
wonder if we are in a position really to offer
those kinds of concessions on a broader scale.

SP: China supplies intermediates and
components continues to contribute to that
supply chain. It is just that the last port or the
last destination of imports into the U.S. has
changed. So, if you see, China’s exports to
ASEAN have increased tremendously in the last
five years. It is now the number one destination
for Chinese exports. As a value share, I think
China still contributes a significant percentage,
but for geopolitical reasons, the U.S. does not
prefer that final export to happen from China.
So it has managed to discharge it into other
countries whose dependencies on China have
increased as a result.

To listen to the full interview
Scan the code or go to the link
www.thehindu.com
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Ajit Pawar, a man who has
always kept his word

Aleader remembered for his candid way of speaking and his

discipline and dedication to public life

Vinaya Deshpande Pandit

“ asa ahe, Vinaya tai!” is
how Ajit Pawar would
K start talking when
asked any question.

The literal translation is, “I will tell you
how it is, Vinaya tai!” *Tai’, meaning sis-
ter, is a commonly used term of endear-
ment and respect in Maharashtra. So is
‘dada’, meaning elder brother. That is
how people addressed him, how he re-
ferred to himself, and how he carried
himself.

This was his typical way of starting his
answers, even as he would try to be cau-
tious in the beginning while speaking to
the national media. Soon after, true to his
nature, he would throw caution to the
winds and speak.

Iremember asking him about the fiscal
prudence of the Majhi Ladki Bahin Yojana
after it was rolled out, providing 1,500 to
eligible women in the State. It was also a
time when the State elections were com-
ing up, and the Mahayuti had promised
that the amount would be increased to
22,100 if voted back to power. I asked
him, “How is that even possible? How will
you manage the State’s finances?”

While other leaders bypassed any se-
rious discussion, emphasising that the
promise would be fulfilled once the al-
liance returned to power, that was not
how Pawar responded. He did not want
to say it was impossible — that would have
contradicted the alliance line — but he al-
so did not want to say it was possible. He
expressed concern about the burden it
would place on the treasury. “Kasa ahe,
Vinaya tai, we will have to take the
Centre’s help if anything else has to be
done,” he said, making it clear that any al-
location beyond 1,500 was not possible
on the State’s own strength.

Pawar was known for speaking sharp-
ly, and for some, this was terrifying. So-
metimes, it reflected his concern for their
well-being. When former Maharashtra
Home Minister R.R. Patil chewed tobac-
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co, Pawar would rebuke him repeatedly.

My last interaction with Pawar was a
day before his sudden demise. He walked
out of his chamber in the State Secretariat
after a Cabinet meeting, and I was stand-
ing right there. A day later in Baramati,
his OSD (Officer on Special Duty) told me,
amid the shock over the event that had
happened, “He later asked about you”.
An interview for the local body elections
was pending.

What stood out for me was his sense of
discipline and dedication to public life.
Once, last year, he promised me an inter-
view. As I was about to start rolling the
camera, his team requested some time,
saying he had not had lunch for hours.
agreed and told them I would wait. Pawar
said he would return in 10 minutes.

He kept his promise. He came, sat next
to me, and said, “Ask whatever you
‘want”. I smiled as his team requested me
to wind up at the earliest, as he had alrea-
dy been delayed for his next commit-
ment. And yet, he indulged me for much
longer than the given slot, answering all
my questions, including the difficult
ones, with all earnestness. To me, this
was a man who appreciated the fact that [
had waited for him and made up for it.

As journalists, we are used to walking
into people’s bungalows or offices at any
hour. I had seen visitors queue up at his
residence as early as 8 a.m. For someone
who was invariably in his chair by 6 a.m.,
politics was less a vocation and more a re-
lentless preoccupation. He would move
through the State Secretariat with pur-
poseful strides, rushing from one meet-
ing to the next as his staff would brief him
on the move. Taking representations in
one hand, he would pass them over to de-
signated staffers. Pawar was a leader who
believed in multitasking.

The corridors of the State Assembly
will no longer echo with his jokes, nor
will the Secretariat see an administrator
‘who routinely took officers to task.

PICTURE OF THE WEEK
Against the cold

A

Adogsled patrol unit crosses the ice in northern Greenland. While Denmark has allocated billions to bolster security across its vast Arctic territory, policing the frozen wilderness
of northern and eastern Greenland in winter still relies on six low-tech, two-man teams, each with a dozen dogs; the elite navy unit operates in extreme conditions. AFP.
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FIFTY YEARS AGO JANUARY 30, 1976

Indo-US. panel plans many
joint scientific projects

New Delhi, January 29: India and the United
States will undertake joint scientific work in a
number of fields including water and soil
conservation, solar energy, rural uses, quick
growing trees for fuel materials,
photosynthetic efficiency, post-harvest
technology to reduce food losses and solar
electricity.

This was stated in a joint communique
issued here to-day at the conclusion of the
second meeting of the Indo-U.S.
sub-c ission on science and technology.
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The sub-commission had been meeting
here for the last three days. The member U.S.
delegation was led by Dr. Oswald H. Ganley,
Deputy Assistant Secretary of State. The
Indian delegation was led by Dr. B. D. Nag
Chaudhuri, Vice-Chancellor of Jawaharlal
Nehru University.

A new technique of house-wiring using flat
conductor cables developed and being tested
in the U.S. will be studied for its potential use
in India. In the area of environment,
programmes were identified in cleaning and
washing of coal and the gas from coal
combustion. It will also include waste water
treatment, solid waste treatment and water
purification. In the area of health, joint
programmes will include nutrition, metabolic
and degenerative diseases, health services,
delivery and occupational safety.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JANUARY 30, 1926
Poverty problem.

Captain J. W. Petavel’s third of the series of
University Special lectures on Poverty Problems
was delivered last evening in the Senate Room. It
was listened to with deep interest by an
appreciative audience.

He gave a short resume of his first two
lectures and said that to use the enormous
productive power of labour for the good of the
people in general, an entirely different social
construction was needed. Through
simplification of methods they could organise
the young to use that power for the good of
themselves, their parents and the community,
without interfering with capitalism, which cared
only for production and not for the individual.
The new organisation should be one where
everybody who wanted work would be given
work and would get the necessaries of life.
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NEWS IN NUMBERS

Total number of People who got Number of lifetime Amount allocated in Outstanding individual
Internet users in India employed at job fairs  bans issued by Chinas Kerala budget to open  home loans at the end
in September 2025 in India in 2025 football association menopause clinics of March 2025

in billion. India’s total

l 02 Internet users

® numbered nearly 1.02
billion by September 2025, a sharp
increase from about 250 million in 2014.
The country is also the world’s second
largest smartphone market, with 750
million devices. reurers

in crore. A total of 2.22

2 22 crore people across

® the country were
provided jobs in over 18,000 job fairs
during the past year, the Minister of Labour
and Employment Mansukh Mandaviya
said. The minister also said that
employment generation is growing. en

China’s football association
73 issued lifetime bans to 73

people, including former
national team coach Li Tie, and punished
13 top professional clubs for match-fixing
and corruption. A sweeping anti-corruption
crackdown has swept through Chinese
football in recent years. are

In crore. The Kerala government is
3 taking a step toward focusing on

women'’s healthcare. In the State
budget presented in the Assembly on
Thursday, Finance Minister K.N.Balagopal
announced that 33 crore will be allocated
to set up specialised menopause clinics in
district hospitals. 1

In % lakh crore. Housing
37 finance has expanded at a

steady pace, with outstanding
individual home loans rising nearly four
times to 237 lakh crore at the end of March
2025. The share of home-loans-to-GDP has
grown to 11% in 2024-25. en
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Has health spending by the Centre increase
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As per data from the Reserve Bank of India, allocations for health and family welfare as a percentage of GDP by all States and Union Territories have increased

from 2017-18. In contrast, the Union government’s spending on health, which increased moderately during the pandemic, has decreased post-pandemic

ECONOMIC NOTES

Indranil

he 2017 National Health Policy
(NHP) had committed to
“increase health expenditure
by Government as a percentage
of GDP [Gross Domestic Product] from
the existing 1.15% to 2.5% by 2025.” While
2025 is now over, this basic goal is
nowhere near realisation, since the Union
government has not upscaled its health
budget as required over the last decade.
The NHP also proposed that the Union
government’s share should be 40% of
total public spending. This essentially
means that spending by the Centre should
increase from the current level of 0.29%
t0 1% of GDP — which requires increasing
allocations by at least three times.

Low spending on public health

Public spending on health in India
continues to be abysmally low compared
to many countries. For instance, Bhutan’s
per capita spending on health was 2.5
times more than that of India’s, while Sri
Lanka’s was three times in 2021. All the
other BRICS nations spent 14-15 times
more on health per person than India did.
Similarly, Thailand and Malaysia also
spend at least 10 times more per capita on
health than India.

During the COVID years, public
spending on health as a percentage of
GDP had increased somewhat, with much
of the rise attributed to the States rather
than the Union government. The States
have sustained such increase post-COVID
as well. As per data from the Reserve
Bank of India (RBI), allocations for health
and family welfare by all States and Union
Territories have increased from 0.67% in
201718 to 1.1% of GDP as per 2025-26
Budget Expenditure (BE) (Chart 1).
Similarly, the share for health spending in
overall State budgets has increased from
5% t0 5.6% during this period.

In contrast, the Union government’s
spending on health as a percentage of

Health is wealth

During the COVID years, public spending on health as a percentage of GDP had increased some-
what, with much of the rise attributed to the States rather than the Union government

CHART 1: Union and State government spending on health (as % of GDP)
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CHART 2: Union government expenditure on health
(constant 2018-19 prices) with and without the cess amount
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Source: indiabudget.gov.in, Economic Survey, RBI's State Finances: Study of budgets

GDP, which increased moderately during
the pandemic, has decreased
post-pandemic. The Union government’s
allocation on health in the 2025-26 Budget
was 4.7% less than what was actually
spent in 2020-21, when one takes into
account the effect of increasing prices.
This means that the care that could be
provided in 2020-21 cannot be ensured
now, given that allocations have declined
while prices have skyrocketed. As a
percentage of GDP, the Union
government’s allocation for health has
declined drastically from 0.37% (2020-21
Actual Expenditure) to 0.29% (202526
BE) (Chart 1). It seems that even the
modest higher priority accorded to the
health sector during COVID has been
slashed after the immediate emergency

passed. The share of health in the total
Union Government budget has declined
from 2.26% to 2.05% in this period.

On cess

In 20182019, Health and Education Cess
(HEC) was introduced as 4% of one’s total
taxable income. The cess was supposed to
top up and expand existing government
spending on health and to take care of the
health of poor and rural families.
However, the thousands of crores
collected yearly as HEC has not been used
to expand the health budget but instead is
being used to supplement tax resources.
For instance, the FY2023-24 collection of
HEC was 71,180 crore, of which one
fourth went to health, which came to
around 17,795 crore. If we keep aside this

cess amount, we note that the Union
Budget’s allocation for health has
declined by 22.5% in real terms between
2020-21 and 2023-24 (Chart 2).

Cutting schemes

In 2014-15, three-fourth (75.9%) of Union
spending on health was transferred to the
States for various Centrally Sponsored
Schemes like the National Health Mission.
Overtime, this has declined consistently
to reach just 43% in 2024-25 (Budget
Estimates), which is completely
insufficient to maintain basic health
services. It should be noted that the State
governments bear the main costs of
providing healthcare to people across
India, and they need to be adequately
resourced by the Union government. The
trend reflects hyper-centralisation of
financial resources on health, although
health services largely fall within the
domain of States.

By trying to identify which schemes
and programs have received cuts and
which have seen considerable increase,
one can understand the real health sector
priorities of the Union Government.
Schemes which strengthen the public
health system and protect the health of
the most vulnerable sections of society,
like the NHM, the Pradhan Mantri
Swasthya Suraksha Yojana, and schemes
on nutrition and health research have
received severe cuts despite doing good
work in hard times.

Launched in 2005, the NHM has been a
crucial intervention by the Union
government to improve health services in
rural and urban areas. But in the last
seven years, expenditure on this key
scheme has mostly remained stagnant or
has come down. Between FY14 and FY19,
the spending on NHM grew at 7.4% on
average, largely due to a sudden jump in
FY18. However, during the second tenure
of the National Democratic Alliance
government, spending on NHM actually
declined in real terms by 5.5% on average.
Indranil is a health economist, professor,
School of Government and Public Policy,
OP Jindal Global University, Haryana.
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Public spending on health in
India continues to be
abysmally low compared to
many countries.
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In 2018-2019, Health and
Education Cess (HEC) was
introduced as 4% of one’s total
taxable income. The cess was
supposed to top up and
expand existing government
spending on health and to take
care of the health of poor and
rural families.
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Schemes which strengthen the
public health system and
protect the health of the most
vulnerable sections of society,
like the National Health
Mission, the Pradhan Mantri
Swasthya Suraksha Yojana,
and schemes on nutrition and
health research have received
severe cuts despite doing good
work in hard times

What is the Salman Khan
personality rights case?

The ongoing case has generated interest in the legal battle between individual personality rights, particularly

in the context of celebrities,

Virag Gupta

The story so far:
he High Court of Delhi issued a
notice on January 21, 2026, to
actor Salman Khan on an
application filed by a
China-based Al voice generation platform
seeking to vacate an interim injunction
protecting the actor’s personality rights.
While the main matter was heard on
January 23 by the Joint Registrar
(Judicial), the Chinese app’s application is
listed for February 27.

‘Who is John Doe?

The original suit named 28 defendants,
including major technology companies
such as Apple Inc., Google LLC, Meta’s
Facebook and Instagram, X, e-commerce
platforms including Amazon India and
Flipkart, and intermediaries like Telegram
FZ LLC. Mr. Khan also sought an

o »

injunction against unknown persons,
joined as Defendant No. 1 (John Doe' or
'Ashok Kumar'), a procedural device that
allows courts to pass ex-parte orders
where defendants cannot be identified.
The Chinese Al platform was later
added as Defendant No. 35, though it is
yet to be formally impleaded following
the order of the Joint Registrar (Judicial).

How do personality rights operate?
In K.S. Puttaswamy v. Union of India
(2017), the Supreme Court recognised
privacy as a fundamental right under
Article 21. Courts have since held that
unauthorised commercial exploitation of
an individual’s persona may infringe the
right to life. Personality rights recognise
the economic value of identity,
particularly for public figures, and are
distinct from statutory intellectual
property rights.

In a 2025 order involving Aishwarya

. and technology companies operating Al-driven platforms in India

Rai Bachchan, the Delhi High Court noted
that unauthorised use of a celebrity’s
identity could cause commercial harm.
Courts have restrained false
impersonation, unauthorised use of
images and names by websites and Al
tools, and the creation of manipulated or
inappropriate content.

While Article 19(1)(g) guarantees Indian
citizens the right to conduct business, this
right is subject to reasonable restrictions.
Courts have also protected artistic
expression, provided such works do not
mislead the public or imply endorsement.
Foreign entities, however, cannot invoke
Article 19 before Indian courts.

What is the Chinese app context?

In 2020, the Union government banned
over 200 Chinese applications under
Section 69A of the Information
Technology Act, citing national security
concerns related to data collection and

storage. Although the Digital Personal
Data Protection Act, 2023, has been
passed, enforcement remains pending,
leaving gaps in regulation, particularly in
the Al sector. Nandan Nilekani recently
said voice-based Al is critical for digital
equity and could be like a UPI-moment
for India. A dismissal of the Chinese
platform’s application could have broader
implications for misuse by Al companies.

‘What about fees in celebrity suits?
Personality rights claims are typically
filed under the Commercial Courts Act,
2015, since celebrities rarely hold
conventional IP rights over their identity.
Courts have, however, allowed interim
injunctions without upfront payment of
court fees in several cases, granting
extensions under procedural provisions.
This practice has attracted scrutiny, given
the high brand valuations often cited in
such suits. Recent scrutiny in the
European Union of generative Al systems
such as Elon Musk’s Grok highlights
similar regulatory concerns.

In India, while the IT Rules, 2021
provide takedown mechanisms, the
limited effectiveness of grievance
redressal systems has pushed public
figures to seek relief directly from High
Courts. Ensuring protection against digital
impersonation from celebrities to citizens
remains a pressing concern.

Virag Gupta is an advocate at the
Supreme Court.
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InKS. Puttaswamy v. Union of
India (2017), the Supreme Court
recognised privacy as a
fundamental right under Article
21

v

While Article 19(1)(g) guarantees
Indian citizens the right to
conduct business, this right is
subject to reasonable
restrictions.
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Personality rights claims are
typically filed under the
Commercial Courts Act, 2015,
since celebrities rarely hold
conventional IP rights over their
identity.
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Grains to gigabytes: unboxin
India through FM’s speeches

The history of India’s Union Budget is effectively the biography of a nation in transformation. This timeline traces the
shifting centre of economic gravity through five decisive phases and how the ‘Briefcase’ has carried India’s destiny — from
grain sacks to smartphones — in each Finance Minister’s own words. Nivedha M, Sambavi Parthasarathy, Devyanshi
Bihani, Nitika Francis, and Vignesh Radhakrishnan

FREE INDIA'S FIRST
FULL BUDGET

RS. 26.85 CRORES DEFICIT:
121 CRORES FOR DEFENCE
TAX RELIEF TO INDUSTRY:
B. P. T, REDL(,ED

NEW EXPONT TANES: HIGHER DUTIES ON TEA.
COFFRE, MATCHES, AND TOBAGCO

Design: JVSN Rajasekhar

THE EARLY YEARS: FOUNDATIONS & SURVIVAL

PHASE. 0‘947»1960

VEAR:1947-48
m FM: R.K. SHANMUKHAM
CHETTY

>

YEAR:1951-52
FM: C.D. DESHMUKH

YEAR:1955-56
FM: C.D. DESHMUKH

Afreenation Food security The planera
The primary focus was for the nation to The Grow More Food" campaign was central. The last Budget of the First Five Year
“consolidateinto one unified whole,” dealing TheFMargued that has Plan tosecure the “orderly
with the “setbacks resulting from Partition,” dasaresulti to i fthe Plan” and stock-tak
andthe rehabilitation of refugees. “The beincreased. An additional 2 million tonnes of “Thepl

i l isi underdlffcultcrrcumstanceswnhmﬂatvcn

of wheatwere to be procured from the U.S.

Members of the Planning Commission meet the former members of the Congress

) ant I T i 222 crores for i the gl louding
Working Committee in New Delhi on October 16, 1952, to discuss the tentative reliefand rehabilitati f possibl year p The planwas
recommendations in the final report of the Five Year Plan. HINoU PHOTO ARCHIVES Western Pakistan.” inthe countryisnotlikely to be easy.” initselfa breakmgofnew ground”*

MIDDLE DECADES: DEFENCE &AGRICULTURE

PHASE 1961-1983

Former
"" A Prime
YEAR:1963-64 f YEAR:1970-71 =i YEAR:1979-80 Minister of
FM:MORARJIDESAL FM:INDIRA GANDHI FM: CHARAN SINGH India, Indira
Gandhi,
getting
. . ready to
National security Socialj Justlce Ruralfocus it
Ok Sabha
Following Chinese aggression, the Ashift by to present
. iderati “Iti epted that social, economic assigning “pride of place” to agriculture and rural the Union
defence potential. Defence expenditure and political stability is not possi “ is great poverty Budgetin
wasincreased to 3867 crore. “Can we afford thegrowth of productive forces and the and unemployment, particularly in the rural A
nottomestthe challenge of the Chinese augmentation of national wealth. Also, that areas,and agriculture has the largest potential New Delhion
aggression? Would itbe prudent totry suchgrowthandincreasein wealth cannot be for therec 1 February 28,
and meetthis challenge by forsaking our sustained pi .our 1970. tinou
aspirations for development?” theweakersectionsofthe. ity.” jecti i ivity further” PHOTO ARCHIVES.

Former Union
Finance
Minister Dr. YEAR:1991- YEAR:1994-95 YEAR:1999-2000
Manmohan FM: MANMOHAN SINGH FM: MANMOHAN SINGH FM: YASHWANT SINHA
Singh going to
the Parliament
House in New @ - &,
Delhi with Liberalisation Amodemtaxsystem Knowledge economy
docg::::tg%:: Budget was presented duringa “fiscal crisis” Foc healthof th “JaiVigyan” became atribute to scientists
A and"balance of payments" trouble. Thefocus sectorand phasing out “ad hoc Treasury Bills" andinnovators, “Thetime has cometo
presentation shifted to“macro fiscal and monetary discipline. unleash the creative potential of our
on Wednesday, and “structural reform” to integrate India with “Wemustaccelerate thereform and cientists and i roots level
July 24, theworld. “After four decades of planning our .structure only n ruly self-reliant
1991, SHaNKER forindustrialisati heda gway andaleaderin sustainable technologies. |
CHAKRAVARTY stagewhere we should welcome, rather than kind of modern tax system and moderate tax proposeanational foundation for helping
fear, foreigninvestment.” tesand ison i ] Il overthe country*

CHNOLOGYINF

MEC

OCUS: 1!

ICLUSION &INFRA

— Former
Finance
YEAR:2000-01 [ | YEAR:2005-06 | YEAR:2008-09 Minister, P:
\ | FM: YASHWANT SINHA ! | FM:P.CHIDAMBARAM FM: P. CHIDAMBARAM Chidambaram
2 entering
//' ~ Parliament
. = House to
Infotechrevolution Ruralinfrastructure Debtrellef presenithe
njon Budget
Acknowledged the potential of T firms. Launchofa forrural A ic debtwaiverscheme TFiiEw Delﬁi
“YoungIndian entrepreneurs are atthe infrastructure, among others. “Bharat Nirman wasa prominent talking point. “Government on February
forefrontof theinfotech revolution, whether .. hasto beimplemented overa period of four is conscious of the dimensions of the problem 28,2005
in Silicon Valley, Bangalore or Hyderabad. years, for buildinginfrastructure, especially andissensitive tothe difficultiesof the S
They have shown us how ideas, knowledge, inrural India. ltwill have sixc farming estimate: FAMESHShARIA
entrepreneurshipand technology can namely, irrigation, roads, water supply, thatabout three crore small and marginal
combine toyield unprec housing, rural electrification and rural farmers and aboutone crore other farmers
telecom connectivity.” will benefit from the scheme.”

_ incomes, employmentand weaith.”

YEAR: 2014-15 YEAR:2016-17 YEAR:2017-18 YEAR:2021-22 YEAR: 2023-24 YEAR: 2024-25
FM:ARUN FM:ARUN FM:ARUN o/ FM:NIRMALA FM: NIRMALA FM: NIRMALA
JAITLEY JAITLEY JAITLEY ﬁ SITHARAMAN SITHARAMAN SITHARAMAN
SmartCities & Doubling Digitaleconomy | Health& Seven New
Skill India farmers’income | &GST wellbeing priorities definitions

“One hundred Smart Cities” and
“Skill India” to focus on employability
and entrepreneurship. “For this

Aspecific target was setto double the
income of farmers by 2022. “Access
tomarketsiscritical for theincome

“Digtaleconomy" toincreasespeed | - Followingthe pandemic the Budget
pillars, with ‘health and

wellbeing' asthefirst. “Sofar, only

Seven priorities including green
growth, youth power, and the
financial sector were established.

Afocus on four major castes: ‘Garib’
(Poor), ‘Mahilayen’ (Women), ‘Yuva'
(Youth) and ‘Annadata’ (Farmer). A

hasstrong potentlal to generate long-

itis proposedtolauncha pan offarmers. T reduced imeshas aBudgetfollowed “Ourvisionfor theAmitKaal new definition of GDP: ‘Governance, 4

i ital India’ ingthe Unified Agriculture | corruption, greater digiti a inthe economy. All includes d and Performance. “We
.. ANational Rural Internetand Marketing Scheme which envisages theeconomy... Wefirmly such Itof based economy with believe inempowering the poor. The
Technology Mission for servicesin acommon e-market platform that that ionand GST... will ituations typical tolndia. Thistime, | - strong public finances... Toachieve carlierapproachof tackling poverty Union Finance
villages and schools, training inIT willbe deployedinselected 585 havean epoch makingimpactonour | - the coniractionin oureconomyis this, J had resultedin s
skils...isalso proposed.” regulated wholesale markets.” economy.” duetoaglobalpandemic...” Saath Sabk tial..” very

Sitharaman. skivKUMAR
PUSHPAKAR

NivedhaMisinterning with The Hindu Data Team
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Growth strategy

Survey cites global risks to robust economy

he Economic Survey 2025-26, like most
recent Surveys, has two strands to it: ﬁrst, it

growth prospects in the upcoming
year; and second, it elaborates on issues governing
medium-term growth. On the former, the Survey
refers to India’s robust fundamentals and predicts a
real growth rate of 6.8-7.2 per cent in FY27. On the
second, the Survey says that growth, financial
stability and strategic autonomy can only be
sustained by turning a current account deficit into
surplus — through manufacturing.

Indeed, the Survey even suggests that
services has done its share of heavylifting for
the external account. As for near-term

\ prospects, the Survey asserts, and not
without basis, that a growth paradox is at
work —where a falling rupee and capricious
capital flows have little to do with robustness
of the economy. A country with comfortable
food stocks, a large domestic market, “aless
financialised growth model”, comfortable
forex reserves, low inflation, low NPAs and
strong corporate balance sheets can weather
global turbulence. In fact, it says that the
potential growth rate of the economy has
risen from 6.5 per cent to 7 per cent over
three or four years, following factor market
reforms. Yet, the Survey expects intensified
trade, financial and technological headwinds
this year. In perhaps a statement that could
reflect the tone of the Budget, the Survey
calls for “strategic sobriety rather than
defensive pessimism”. The focus on growth
through domestic drivers will have to be
accompanied by an emphasis on ‘shock
absorption’. With the external account being
anarea of worry, fiscal consolidation has
become a sine qua non. India’s inclusion in
the global bond indices implies that bond
yields could be more responsive to deficit
changes.

For the medium term, the Survey’s
perspective on current account deficits
stands out in contrast to the received
wisdom that emerging economies can run
such deficits. It argues that as interest rates
rise in the developed world alongside a rise
ininflation, a country that runsa CAD and
needs capital flows must pay “a risk
premium” to attract capital from those
markets. The times have changed - the
‘Great Moderation’ is long over, and the cost
of capital in India has risen. Here, the Survey
suggests adoption of the East Asian route to
becoming a manufacturing powerhouse. A
policy focus in this regard already exists, in
the form of production linked incentives.
Interestingly, Chief Economic Advisor V
Anantha Nageswaran said at the press
briefing that manufacturing must deliver
over time on the incentives accorded. Itis
perhaps a note of caution that the ‘infant
industry’ approach could create inefficient
enclaves if not properly managed.

The theme to revive manufacturing is not
new — but the context is changing.
Globalisation is passe, and strategic
autonomy matters as uncertainties loom.
However, in seeking to emulate the Tiger
economies, it should not be forgotten thatan
investment in human capital layat the root
of their economic miracle. It is to be hoped
that the Budget keeps this in mind.

OTHER VOICES.

The,.
Guardian
China: engagement is necessary, caution is vital
It has been clear for many years that China’s status as a second global
superpower poses challenges to the world’s democracies. Donald Trump’s
marauding behaviour as president of the first-placed superpower makes those
challenges more acute. In the past, the UK’s relationship with Beijing has been
anchored, and sometimes dictated, by the alliance with Washington. Mr

Services as a stabiliser of growth

SERVICIFICATION. Services’ closer integration with manufacturing has strengthened sectoral linkages and value chains

A =t

V ANANTHA NAGESWARAN
SONALI CHOWDHRY

ervices have long been central

to India’s growth story,

contributing significantly to

output, exports, and

employment alongside
agriculture and industry. What has
become clearer in recent years, however,
is the role services play in steadying
growthat a time when the global
environment is more uncertain. This
roleis reflected in the breadth and
composition of service activity across
the economy.

Today, the services sector contributes
more than half of the country’s Gross
Value Added (GVA) — 56.4 per cent —as
per the first advance estimate (FAE) of
FY26, the highest ever recorded. The
expansion of services has been
broad-based. Software services,
professional and business services,
finance, telecommunications, transport,
tourism, and experience-based activities
have all contributed to momentum. At
the same time, manufacturing has
increasingly drawn on services inputs
suchas design, researchand
development, logistics, software,
finance, and after-sales support, a
process often described as
servicification. This closer integration
has strengthened inter-sectoral linkages
and supported movement up value
chains.

EXTERNAL RESILIENCE

Services have also contributed to
external resilience. Services exports
‘have helped diversify export earnings
and offset periods when merchandise
exports have softened, particularly in
the post-pandemic period.

Export growth in key segments has
accelerated sharply, with software
services exports growingat 13.5 per cent
during FY23-FY25, nearly three times
the pre-pandemic pace, while
professional and management
consulting services expanded at 25.9 per
cent, more than twice as fast as before,
emerging as major drivers of services
export growth. Services continue to play
an important role in urban employment,
accounting for more than 60 per cent of
jobsin cities and a substantial
proportion of formal employment
additions.

Recent data reinforce these trends. In
the first half of FY26, services growth
strengthened further, raising the
sector’s share in GDP above both the
previous year’s level and the

in line with global trends
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supported by appropriate skillsand local
capacity.

CHALLENGES AHEAD

At the same time, the Survey does not
overlook the challenges ahead. While
service growth has been broad-based,
productivity and employment outcomes
differ across sub-sectors and regions.
High-value, skill-intensive services have
expanded more rapidly in some
locations, while traditional services
continue to absorb alarge share of the
workforce with lower productivity
levels. Narrowing this gap will require
sustained attention to skill development
and mobility pathways across segments.

The growing role of digitally
deliverable services and artificial
intelligence also brings adjustment
considerations. While technology
adoption has strengthened
competitiveness, it raises questions
around workforce readiness and the
pace of skill upgrading. Ensuring that
productivity gains are widely shared
across firms and workers remains an
important priority.

More fundamentally, the chapter
examines how service-led growth
interacts with state capacity, While
services exports and service-intensive
activities are valuable for growth and
competitiveness, the nature of services
production differs from that of goods
manufacturing. Many services firms rely
primarily on human capital, digital
connectivity, and contractual
arrangements, and are therefore less
directly dependent on large-scale
physical infrastructure. This structural
feature shapes how economic success
translates into improvements in state
capacity. Services firms are often able to
operate efficiently even as broader
institutional improvements unfold
gradually. Manufacturing activities that
depend more heavily on physical
systems tend to be more closely tied to

Source: World Development Indicators, World Bank

pre-pandemic average. Financial, real
estate, and professional services
supported this expansion, aided by
credit growth and business activity,
while trade, transport, and hospitality
segments continued their gradual
normalisation.

DRIVERS OF GROWTH

Note: For India, data for 2024 pertains to 2024-25

turns to drivers shaping the next phase
of growth. Advances in artificial
intelligence are influencing productivity
and the composition of services exports,
particularly in digitally deliverable
segments such as software and
professional services. Survey evidence
pomts to stronger export momentum in

Looking ahead, the Services chap

Services firms are often
able to operate efficiently
even as broader
institutional improvements
unfold gradually

ide performance. Asaresult,
whlle services-led growth contributes to
macroeconomic stability, it may not, on
its own, generate uniform incentives for
strengthening state capacity acrossall
areas of publicadministration and
infrastructure.

India’s services sector has long beena
driver of growth. Its evolvingrole in
supporting stability adds an important
new dimension to that contribution.

services, ing the The task ahead is to ensure that this
role of technology adoption in stability supports the steady
sustaining competitiveness. strengthenmg of economy- vvlde
The chapter also hi ing capabilities, al

opportunities in experience-based and
culture-linked activities, often referred
toas the orange economy. Areas such as
media, entertainment, design, and
cultural tourism offer scope for
employment-intensive growth when

progress in agriculture and industry,
laying the foundations for long-term
growthand development.

Nageswaraniis Chief Economic Advisor of India, and
Chowdhry isaconsultant

Avtar Singh Bhasin: The archiver of archives

He wrote over a dozen books documenting India’s foreign policy including one on treaties India signed with its neighbours

LINE &
LENGTH.

TCA

have barely known him but want to use
the occasion to do the celebrity free ride.
Instead, this article is about the other
great chronicler of our times who passed
away on the same day — Avtar Singh

of modern India passed away.

Both were in their 90s. Both were
masters of their profession. Both were
unassuming to a fault, soft spoken and
witha passion for detail and accuracy.

One was famous, the BBC journalist
Mark Tully, oras he was known ina
punjabification of his name, Tuli Sahib.
The other was unknown except toa few
fans, Avtar Singh Bhasin, formerly
Director of Archives, Ministry of
External Affairs.

Ibecame acquamted with Mr Tullyin
1980. And it was just that — mere
acquaintance. He was a legend even then
but wore his status very lightly on his
sleeve.

This article, however, isn’t about him.
This is partly because enough has been
written about him by people who would

E arlier this week two chroniclers

Bhasin, scholar and gentleman, the
epitome of Sikh culture and conduct.
After retirement in 1993 he wrote overa
dozen books that documented India’s
foreign policy, from 1947 till 2018.

Heknew it all and would smile
indulgently with the trademark twinkle
in his eye when he heard someone
express an unwarranted or ignorant
opinion. Never once in the 30-odd years
that I knew him, via my brother who had
worked in the foreign service, did I hear
Mr Bhasin say anything rude about the
‘experts’.

Over the years, again thanks to my
brother, he virtually became a member
of our family. There was no important
occasion where he was not present. For
some of us he also became an important
source to tap for historical exactitude.

THE BODY OF WORK
His published legacy is enormous and

Avtar Singh Bhasin (1935-2026)

immensely valuable to future historians,
atleast those of them who prefer
original sources to the media ones.

Mr Bhasin had a simple objective: to
put together in one place in proper order
the various treaties India has with its
neighbours and multilateral bodies. He
thus knew what he wanted and also
where to look for it.

In law there is a maxim ex ipsa
loguitur’, meaning the thing speaks for
itself. Mr Bhasin believed the same thmg
of and treaties. Conti

he told me once, had to have something
to be continuous with. People in power
come and go but what their
predecessors agreed to is what must
form the foundations of policy.

His work meets a felt academic need.
Two decades ago when I was engaged by
the RBI to help with its history, I realised
how hard it was to access documents. Mr
Bhasin’s work makes life easier for
researchers. He deserved a Padma
award. The MEA should prod the PMO.

Until 2017 the agreements and
treaties between India-Bangladesh,
India-Pakistan and India-Sri Lanka, all
had their places on the shelf. The last lot
was India-China agreements. The effort
was prodigious. It’s all there, whatever
you might want to know, about
agreements between the two countries.

You have to sitinalibrary, see, touch
and browse through the pages he put
together to realise just what it must have
taken in terms of dedication and
commitment. The obsession with detail,
sequence and accuracy would have
exhausted anyone but Mr Bhasin. He
was, if you will, an academic weightlifter.

Trump’s contempt for former allies, expressed as sabotage of Nato and

scattergun imposition of tariffs, scrambles the old strategic calculus. Thisis an

oominous backdrop for Sir Keir Starmer’s visit to Beijing. The prime minister is

trying to perform a difficult balancing act, looking for commercial opportunity

ina growing powerhouse while protecting national security from an
authoritarian behemoth. .onoon, sauasy2s

vf’. %#ﬁ%ﬁ

THE YOMIURI SHIMBUN
Board of Peace: U.N. is Indispensable for Gaza

In the Palestinian territory of Gaza, a ceasefireis barely being maintained, buta

severe humanitari

ian crisis persists. Rebuilding Gaza, which has been reduced

toruins by two years of fighting, and restoring stability to the lives of its

residents are urgel

many member states and experienced experts — should play a central role.

The Israeli military has announced that the body of the last hostage in Gaza has

nt priorities. To that end, the United Nations — with its

been returned to the family. The person was killed by the Islamist group
Hamas. This marks the end of the first phase of the U S-led Gaza peace plan

and a shift toward
situation in which

reconstruction in the second phase. Normally, this is a
the United Nations should stand at the forefront of the

reconstruction efforts. roxvo, sanuarr2e
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Social funding

This refers to the article ‘Financial
institution for social infrastructure’
(January 29). Itis of paramount
importance to build arobust human
capital to make Indiaa developed
nation by 2047. Health, Education,

institution for social infrastructure?”
(January 29), the upcoming Budget
must cover special provisions for
providing more sops towards private
investments in the social sector.
Asaptly brought out, while existing
lending support is focusing primarily
ds physical infrastructure, the

skilling, and re-skill ritical
factors essential to shaping human
capital.

Currently, banks engage in targetted
lending, it falls short of the
requirements.

So dedicated Developmental
financial institutions are the need of
the hourand are crucial to createa
robust social infrastructure.

VSK Pillai

Changanacherry

With reference to ‘Financial

need for setting up an exclusive

Sad demise

Ajit Pawar’s untimely demise will
leave a void in Maharashtra politics in
generaland NCP in particular. He
wore his ambition on his sleeve. He
was an excellent administrator who
would get things done.

He worked long hoursand
understood the value of connecting

VVIP flights in India are not safe and
AAIB's investigation must be made
public.

Bal Govind

Noida

FTA benefits
Apropos ‘Major FTA breakthrough'
(January 29). The conclusion of

financial instituti pporting the

with orkersineach

core social activities is crucial
towards an inclusive growth in the
sector.

Corporates’ CSR activities or work by
charitable trusts are not enough to
meet the SDG objectives. Proper
incentivization, monitoringand
regulatory support are vital for luring
external funds into the social sector.
Sitaram Popuri

Bengalury

vill

This unfortunate crash raises a few.
questions. Was the plane technically
sound to operateas it was involved in
theaccident two it

the India-EU Free
Trade Agreement marks a welcome
endto years of stalled talks, opening
substantial market access for Indian
exports,especalyin

Mumbai airport?
If there was apoor visibility during

tors like textiles,
garments, leather and gems.
The fact sheet highlights immediate

second why ing not
abortedand flight diverted to
another place?

Baramati crash isareminder that

duty onover 90 per cent
of our exports by value, which should
boost competitiveness andjob
creation. That said, the deal's real

test lies ahead in implementation.
Concerns remain over the EU's
Carbon Border Adjustment
Mechanism potentially offsetting
gains for steel and aluminium, as well
as non-tariff barriers in services, IP
enforcement and labour standards.
To maximise benefits, the
government should prioritise
support for exporters through
better compliance with EU
sustainability norms, targeted skill
upgrades for workers inaffected
industries, and streamlined logistics.
Parallel talks on the Investment
Protection Agreement could further
build confidence. With careful
preparation, this pact can truly drive
inclusive growth.
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Funding rare disease care

Govt must ensure patients aren’t financially stressed

—
Maitreyi Sachchidananda Hegde

pinal Muscular Atrophy

(SMA) is an inherited

disease that affects nerves
and muscles, causing them to
become increasingly weak. It
mostlyaffects infants and
children, but canalso develop in
adults. There are four types of
SMA, the first two being
life-threatening, and types 3and 4
impact the quality of life severely.
Type 1 typically takes away the life
of a child within two years, and
type 2 patients usually live up to
25 years with difficult

i situations. Itis

TREATMENT. R&D spend for
Spinal Muscular Atrophy must rise

the Actin 2005 as alegislative
safeguard against patent

classified as one of the rare
diseases, yet itaffects
approximately one in 7,744 live
births in India. There is no cure
for SMA; it can only be managed,
and the progression can either be
stopped or slowed down.

HIGH TREATMENT COSTS
The cost of treatment for SMAin
India is astronomically high.
While the gene therapy costs ¥17
crore (aone-time treatment),
Evrysdi, the oral solution,
produced by Roche, costs 72 lakh
ayear. Gene therapy is only for
children below two years, and the
only medical remedy for the SMA
patients that was available till
recentlywas Evrysdi. Itis only in
the last month, after winninga
patent litigation, thatan Indian
company Natco, started
manufacturing the molecule in
India, bringing down the costto
15,000 per vial from X6 lakh. Yet,
the annual cost for the medicines
alone would come toaround X5
lakh.

There exists a National Rare
Diseases Policy, 2021 (NRDP),
initiated by the Union
government. The policy classifies
rare diseases into three groups
and designates a few hospitals as
Centres of Excellence for the
treatment of these diseases.
NRDP alsogrants¥50 lakhasa
one-time financial support fora
patient under the policy. This
amount is thoroughly insufficient
inview of the exorbitant prices of
the life-saving medicines,
especially for group 3 rare
diseases.

Patients have approached the
government and the courts
seeking treatment under the
fundamental right tolife. Seba, a
24-year-old SMA patient from
Kerala, also approached the High
Court seeking the invocation of
Section 100 of the Patent Act,
1970, which empowers the
government to use inventions for
non-commercial public use.

Section 100 was inserted into

abuse, particularly for
medicines. Unfortunately, not
once has the Section been used by
any government, catering to the
right to life of the citizens. The
case filed by Seba has reached the
Supreme Court along with cases
of several SMA patients. The
Supreme Court is yet to decide
whether ¥50 lakh can be the
ceiling for the funds for the SMA
patients, and how Seba can be
given further treatment, etc.

There are 4,230 patients
registered with the government
on the NPRD website. The fund in
the crowdfunding account of the
government was 33,95,189ason
November 28, 2025. Even under
NPRD, only a few patients are
granted ¥50 lakh. The Centres of
Excellence are not yet prescribing
the generic version, despite the
same being much more
affordable. Yet, even if the generic
version of Evrysdi is used for
treatment, ¥50 lakh will cover
only 10years. Per the NRDP
website alone, 911 SMA patients
are awaiting financial aid.

Article 21 is a right against
deprivation of life. If the
government has the tools to
ensure the preservation of lives
through provisions under the
Patent Act, the inaction amounts
to deprivation. Therefore, in
these cases, the government and
the constitutional courts carry
not just a ‘social burden’ buta
‘constitutional and legal burden’
to ensure the rights of the
citizens.

The real solution would be for
the government to procure the
generic version of Evrysdiand
distribute it for free to the SMA
patients. The government must
also allocate greater funds
towards research and
development for the indigenous
manufacturing of these
medicines. The apex court can
issue necessary directions in that
regard.

Thewriter isan Advocate practisingin the
Supreme Court of Indiaand Kerala High Court

EU-FTA:
A deal with

many hoops

ROAD AHEAD. Tariff cuts apart, Indian exports need
to work their way through a plethora of standards on
IPRs, plant varieties, labour, environment

thmk -bl.9

BISWAJIT DHAR

phased elimination of between 5-7
years.
The EU would provide preferential

India’s FTA partners: Trade balance trends (Sbilion)
flexibility to the labour markets.
Year 201920 200021 202122 202223 2023-24 202425 Whether the EU forces India to
Group | incorporate ILS in its domestic laws
would be watched with interest.
EFTA -16.9 373 -14.8 -20.1 -20.5 The C Miniis
he India-EU FTA is the most Japan 1.9 6.5 -11 -12.5 -12.7 isthat ent d access for
extensive bilateral deal that Korea 108 8.1 146 147 152 agricultural products in EU’s market
India has signed thus far, — would significantly benefit India’s
bothin terms of the ASEAN 28 IS8 436 85 <5 farming communities.
coverage of areas and the UAE 14 9.9 216 s124 268 However, it must be pointed out that
extent of market opening. India has Australia 69 42 121 82 69 forthese gains to materialise, Indian
committed to eliminate tariffs on 92 per must ensure li with
centofits tariff lines, covering 97.5 per Trade balarice (Group ) 7 e ABE ~l085 <12 EU’s stringent food safety standards.
cent of EU’s exports. While tariffs on Group Il The EU has explicitly stated that human,
about 50 per cent of tariff lines would be v 06 04 4 0 animal and plant health are “not
immediately eliminated, about 40 per Mauritius - = 06 L 1 5 negotiable”, implying that products
cent of tariffs lines would be subjected to Sri Lanka 29 29 48 4 27 32 imported from India must respect these
Rest of SA 147 158 24 185 178 168 standards.
Trade balance (Group ) 182 19.1 294 23 212 205

access to Indian exports in 97 per cent of

its tariff lines, covering 99.5 per cent in
terms of import value. Sectors likely to
benefit are a range of labour-intensive
ones, including textiles, leather and
footwear, sports goods, and jewellery.
Several agricultural products like tea,

coffee, spices, and fresh vegetables and

fruits and processed food products
would also enjoy preferential market
access.

The EU’s gains would stem from the

deep tariff cuts that India has agreed to

undertake ina number of important
sectors. Automobile tariffs would be

sharply reduced from 110 per cent to 10

per cent, but imports into India would

be regulated through an import quota of

250,000 vehicles.

Included among the other major
sectors inwhich India would eliminate
tariffsina phased manner are
pharmaceutical, chemicals, iron and
steel, and machinery. Though cereals
and dairy products have been excluded
from the FTA, India has agreed to
eliminate its tariffs on a broad range of
agricultural products like olive oil,
processed food and sheep meat. Tariffs
on wines and spirit would also be
substantially lowered.

India’s services trade could also get a
fillip as the EU would provide facilitated

DPRPMO

freedom of association and the right to
collective bargaining, in order to lend

Trade Balance - All FTAs -53.5

-42.9 -62.9 -94.8 -853  -106.7

access to Indian businesses in IT/ITES,

professional services, educationand

other business services. But the most
noticeable gain for India in this sector is
EU’s commitment to provide “seamless

movement of skilled Indian

professionals”, which was one of India’s

key demands.

However, India needs to recognise
that access to the EU would not be easy

asitis one of the most regulated
markets. EU requires its partner
countries to conform to a range of
exacting standards, or non-tariff
measures (NTMs), carbon emission

norms, international labour standards,

Labour-intensive sectors

such as textiles, leather
and footwear, sports
goods and jewellery are
likely to gain. Services
trade could also get a

boost. But a range of NTMs
would have to be traversed

for EU market acc

0SS

and food safety standards being some of
the more important of these.

CBAM FACTOR

From the beginning of this year, the EU
hasbeen implementing the Carbon
Border Adjustment Mechanism
(CBAM), a carbon tax imposed at the
border onimports from five sectors,
iron and steel, cement, aluminium,
fertilizers, electricity, and hydrogen.

The CBAM comes with an extensive
set of procedures that effectively raise
the cost of exporting to the EU. Indian
businesses would need adequate
preparations to ensure that CBAM’s
high compliance costs do not erode their
competitiveness.

The only silver lining is for the Indian
exporters is that the EU has offered to
extend the same set of concessions for
CBAM that it had earlier provided to the
US, which could benefit the MSMEs.

Besides environmental standards, the
EU insists thatits FTA partners must
conform to international labour
standards (ILS) as laid down by the Core
Conventions of the International
Labour Organization. India has not
ratified two of the key Conventions,

IPR GUARDRAILS

The FTA provides a high level of
protection and enforcement of
intellectual property rights ((IPRs), but
the nature of commitments that India
has accepted is not yet clear. However,
India needs to guard against any changes
inits domestic intellectual property
laws that may be forced uponit.

The EU has, in particular, demanded
that new plant varieties should be
protected using the provisions of the
UPOV Convention, which prevents
farmers from reusing seeds saved froma
previous harvest.

India’s domestic legislation allows
farmers to use farm-saved seeds, and
protects new plant varieties developed
by farmers. Government of India must
ensure that this legislation is not
bartered away.

It seems quite clear that India needs
to adequately prepare itself to realise the
projected gains from the FTA. Asa
result, Indian businesses have failed to
increase their exports inall the previous
FTAs with major economies, causing
trade deficits to consistently increase.

Indianeeds to avoid this dubious record |~

while implementing the “mother of all
deals”.

The writer s former Professor, Jawaharlal Nehru
University

On businessline.in
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7 new Ministers in Union Cabinet

Leaving the four pillars of his Cabinet — Finance, Home, Defence and Law —
untouched, and retaining the External Affairs portfolio, the Prime Minister, Dr
Manmohan Singh, today did the first major reshuffle and expansion of his
Council of Ministers. The expansion saw the entry of seven new Cabinet
ministers and inclusion of 12 at the Ministers of State level.

PSU group to provude power sector funding

If funding c have held up into the power
sector, a ‘Power Lenders’ Club’ formed by a group of PSUs promises to
leverage collective financial muscle and change the way financing of power
projects in the country is happening currently. The consortium promises a
one-stop shop for all funding requirements of the power sector, including for
reform projects across States.

Ruias put Dunlop dues at ¥300 cror

Two months after acquiring Dunlop India through a Rs 200-crore block deal,
the Ruias now estimate the total fiscal liabilities payable by Dunlop over two to
three years at approximately Rs 300 crore

Canada’s trade deficit under stress

Erik Hertzberg

anada’s trade deficit

widened by more than

expected as volatile gold
shipments fell and both exports and
imports of motor vehicles and parts

per cent. Onayear-to-date basis,
the value of those exports are still
up 40 per centamid the spike in
gold prices — onavolume basis,
there’s little change. Gold has also
been the most significant
contributor to the fluctuations in

decreased. The country’s trade Canadian exports in recent months,

shortfall was C$2.2 billion ($1.6 StatCan said inits report. In

billion) in tatistic: iber, the agency said there

Canada reported Thursday were large declines in exports of the
surveyed by Bl precious metal to the UK, US and

were expecting imports to exceed Hong Kong.

exports by C$690 million.

Total exports fell 2.8 per cent, AUTO SHIPMENTS DROP
and shipments of metal and Exports of motor vehicles and parts

non-metallic mineral products
posted the largest decrease, falling
24.4 per cent, the agency said.

That was driven by lower exports
of unwrought gold, silver, platinum
and theiralloys — a category mostly
composed of gold —which fell 36

fell 11.6 per cent, reaching the
lowest level in three years. The
decrease occurred amid a
semiconductor shortage that is
disrupting the auto industry, the
agencynoted.

Energy exports rose 8.5 per cent

onhigher crude oil shipments,
following a sharp decline in export
volumes in October, when
temporary production shutdowns
at US refineries curbed demand for
Canadian crude. Meanwhile,
imports were down 0.1 per cent.

Inbound shipments of motor
vehicles and parts fell amid reduced
production of passenger cars in the
US during a shortage of materials
and parts.

Energy imports declined too. In
volume terms, exports were down
0.9 per cent, while import volumes
rose 0.9 per cent. US tariffs on steel,
aluminium, autos and lumber have
battered Canadian industries. The
US-Mexico-Canada Agreement will
be reviewed this year, adding to
economic uncertainty and raising
questions about the country’s trade
outlook. swoveers

Economic theory tested by
uncertainties

The RBI intervening in the
forex market to curb rupee
depreciation hasn’t worked.
It has only led to a reduction

in foreign exchange
reserves, points out
AVasudevan

ol compyeaystha

i’utting livelihoods at the
heart of the Budget

The Budget should back

crop diversification,

strengthen local institutions,

and expand allied and

into stable work with

hetps://tinyurl.com/2xjndkmd

diversified rural livelihoods
50 that growth translates

increased income resilience,
says Siddharth Sharma
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EASY NOT SO EASY

ACROSS DOWN ACROSS DOWN

1. Advancing by successive 2. Discourteous (4) 1.Is getting on by being modern with enlightened 2.1s robust in health, but not polite with it (4)

stages (11) 3, Belly-band (5) views (11) 3.1t's right to adjust one’s thickness around the middle (5)

8. Difficult to influence (8)
9. Disinclined to work (4)
10. Garment with collar

4.Compound from condensation of
alcohol and acid (5)
5. Ticked over (engine) (3)

8. Stubborn way to do a brute out of it (8) 4.A compound trees are planted out in (5)
9. 1dle way to set the table around the third variable (4) 5. Did nothing, and unfortunately died when about fifty (5)

10. Keep it on to stay cool, but lose it and that's 6.1t's false, but Count is about to free it anyway (11)

and cuffs (5) 6. Forgery (11) your lot (5) 7. Make watches agree to cry - she's in no trouble, though
13, Layer of fibrocartilage 7. Cause to agree in time (11) 13. f fourth character is to appear before third, itsa  (11)
between vertebrae (4) 11. Unfit, irrelevant (5) record (4) 11. How foolish to be at home and put pet out! (5)

16. Every one separately (4)
17. White with age or frost (4)
18. Money-supply (4)

20, Sluggish, behindhand (5)
24, Notion (4) 21. Make up for deficiencies (5)

25, Force into smaller space (8)  22. Storehouse (5)

26. Arousing one’s attention (11) 23. Dignitary presiding over canons (4)

12. Underground swelling such as potato (5)
14. Metal club (4)

15. Analyse metrically (4)

19. Something drawn (5)

16. Every single one is on the sandy shore, topless (4)
17. White with age, who arranges to conceal it? (4)
18. Provide money for amusement on the day (4)

20, Is slow but will try ad to shift it (5)

24. Thought one to be almost passed over (4)

25, The Communist newspapers may condense it (8)
26. Engaging attention in street, gin is distributed (11)

12. An underground swelling could be a brute to shift (5)
14. Element that's bound to be rugged (4)

15. Cast an eye over an ultrasonic picture (4)

19. What’s drawn over when in the red (5)

21. Make reparation for issuing a false note (5)

22. Drank up in a military station (5)

23. He heads the faculty coming out of Aden (4)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2607

ACROSS 1. Forester 4. Spar 8. Arm 9. After 10. Lid 11. Battery 12. Flake 13, Apprenticed 17. Burst 18. Amazing 20. Own 21. Ochre 22. Ice 23. Darn 24. Isolates
DOWN 1. Flabby 2. Remit 3. Entry 5. Pillage 6. Rudder 7. Profligate 9. Aberration 14. Partner 15, Abroad 16. Egress 18. Ashes 19. Idiot

AND-NDE
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Court draws the
redline for UGC

But efforts to ensure equality on educational
campuses must not be abandoned

asteisamong India’s oldest faultlines, one that

has resisted multiple attempts to eradicate

discrimination and instead mutated into newer

forms over time. Caste bias in campuses is a
reality documented both by personal accounts as well
as government data on student dropouts and faculty
strength. It, therefore, stands to reason that the
government should try to safeguard people from
marginalised backgrounds. Unfortunately, efforts in
this direction have been stymied by poor
implementation or grassroots resistance even as
education has emerged as a silver bullet for millions of
Indians trying to build a better life.

The latest attempt in this direction has landed in
controversy after the University Grants Commission
(UGC) issued equity guidelines earlier this month,
updating the 2012 rules. The norms explicitly protect
scheduled caste, scheduled tribe and other backward
classes members and mandate an equity committee to
look into complaints of discrimination. But some
upper-caste groups argue the definition excludes the
general category, creating a presumption of guilt. They
also allege that general category students may face
false cases since the final rules removed a provision
penalising false complaints. The Supreme Court has
now stayed the rules and observed that they can divide
society and have a dangerous impactif misused.

‘When the Mandal Commission recommendations
for OBC reservations were enacted in the 1990s, it
sparked consternation among upper castes, some of
whom set themselves aflame to protest against what
they saw asa dilution of merit. Yet, both logic
(reservation only levels the playing field, allowing
meritorious students to counteract caste bias) and
politics (backward classes form a large and potentvote
bank) ensured quotas strengthened over time.
Ironically, some groups initially opposed to caste
quotas have now come to demand it themselves.

Educational campuses hold exceptional importance
in the national life of a developing country such as
India because they're de facto vehicles of modernity
and prosperity. It is imperative that these spaces be
kept as equitable and free of bias as possible. Concerns
about the framework must be addressed. The court’s
observation —that some rules were vague and prone
to misuse —must also be looked into and rectified. All
students— those from marginalised backgrounds and
others — deserve norms that are clear and fair. But the
controversy should not hurt the mission to stop caste
bias from leaking into classrooms.

Tighten oversight in
the aviation sector

aharashtra deputy CM Ajit Pawar died on
M Wednesday when his Learjet aircraft crashed
near Baramati. Within hours, aviation minister

Ram Mohan Naidu offered a preliminary assessment
that seemed to suggest there was nothing to indicate
the aircraft operator was to blame. “Prima facie no
issue” with VSR Aviation, he said. DGCA approvals
were “thoroughly checked”. The operator handles
“many VIPs” safely. The minister also appeared to
temper concerns about operations at Baramati’s
uncontrolled airstrip, saying its “required runway
length is proper for landing”. These comments,
however well-intentioned, risk prejudging a probe that
has barely begun. VSR Aviation in September 2023 had
an incident at the Mumbai airport. Its Learjet 45 ran off
the runway in heavy rain and split in two. Fortunately,
there were no fatalities. But the final probe reportin
that crash —involving the same aircraft model as the
one Pawar was on —is yet to be closed, 16 months later.

Air crashes result from multiple factors, often
interacting in unforeseen ways. Premature ministerial
assessments —however reassuring to the public—
narrow the scope of inquiry before evidence is
examined. Professional investigation requires
neutralityand patience. It is now clear that the
regulatory structure is also lacking. Non-scheduled
operators face spot checks, not systematic scrutiny.
Small airstrips operate with minimal navigation aids
yetroutinely handle business jet traffic. And the delay
in VSR's previous probe exposes a rather lackadaisical
attitude on the part of the investigator, AAIB.

‘Wednesday’s incident is a reminder that India’s
aviation sector has grown rapidly, but oversight hasn’t
kept pace. Rigorous investigation and structural
regulatory reform —not public reassurances —are the
only foundations that can prevent future tragedies. Itis
now crucial for the government to offer specifics,
timeline, and accountability mechanisms.

ia’s external sector
and its growth goals

2 asservices' trade surplusand remittan- 2025, India’s net FDI turned negative
The challenge Isnot . cesdonotoffset the deficitin merchan-  during parts of 2025, Firms continue to
mere]y to attract (:al)][a]Y disetrade. A moderate CAD is neither  generate profits from established oper-
but t tai d unusual nor undesirable fora capital- ~ ations in India, yet hesitate to commit
ut (o sustain an scarce economty, but itcreates contm- fresh capital in an uncertain global dee dealscan expund oppor
anchor FDI in ued reli i toprod athome. MINTARCHIVE
: domestic savings fall short of i mvtst— The solution lies not in frowning
pl‘()ductlvc, CXPUH' ment needs, economies upon profit repatriation or  ces, capital flows, risk perceptionsand ~ import intensity of industrialisation.
oriented ecosystems must borrow from abroad. overseas direct investment ~ geopolitics. Historical experience Manufacturing exports, by contrast,
Global investors, in turn, by Indian businesses,butin  across economies suggests that sus-  create supplier ecosystems, absorb
n a global economy marked by ~ demand a risk premium to converting confidence into  tained currency strength is typically  large workforces, and generate durable
heightened volatility and frag- compensate for external commitment. Globalinves-  associated with persistently high  trade surpluses when scaled. They
ion, it i i judge This shows up tor rank i i remain the only proven route through
a country’s external strength  asa higher economy-wide V Anantha political stabilityand macro- ~ surpluses. Countries such as Japan, — which late-industrialising economies
through the narrow lensof daily ~ costof capital. Nageswaran economic fundamentalsas ~ South Korea, Singapore, Germanyand  haveachieved lasting external strength.
currency movements or fluctua- The: Survey undertakes a primary determinants of Switzerland saw their currencies Looking ahead, the challenge is not
tions in capital flows. Periods of stable empiricll ——————  FDL The country excelsin strengthen gradually as their external merely toattract capital, but tosustain
capital inflows and manageable cur- ~ analysis to examine the both areas but could lever-  surpluses became Con- ‘hor FDI in ive, export-
rent account deficits (CAD) are often  interplay between a country’s age these more versety that iti oriented International
seen as validation of macroeconomic ~ current account balance i currentaccountdeficits,  experi i
strength, while episodes of currency  (CAB)and itslong-terminter- its external balance while includingthe USandthe UK havegen- successfully convert FDIinto sustained
weakness or volatile portfolio flows st rates. Drawing on cross- deepening its financial system,  erally experienced weaker currency ~ growth integrate investment with
qunckly revive anxieties. This narrow  country evidence, it is found India can lower the cost of 1t i i i i trade, i
view, however, obs that a one point Gargi capital, crowd in high-quality ~episodic phases of strength. In particu- ~ capability building. Trade deals and
tural realities. Chapter 4 of the Eco- improvement in a country's Rao invstmenr. and align short-  lar, the transition from persistentdefi-  investment facilitation can expand
nomic Survey 2025-26 a CABi i witha 2.8 term cits to durable external resilience has  opportunities, but their effectiveness
longer-term perspective, assertingthat  basis-point reduction in long- with its long-term growth usuallybeen mediated by thestructure ~ ultimately depends on the ability to
external stability is not determined by  term interest rates. Improve- ambitions. of export growth. Drawing on East  produce competitively at home, man-
episodicinflows orshort-runcurrency ~ ment in CAB is found to be Currency outcomes reflect  Asian experience, it has been shown  age input costs and ensure policy pre-
management, but by the structure of  nearly twice as effective as these underlying forces. thatstrong growth in manufacturing  dictability.
the economy — how growth is financial deepeninginlower- Between April 1 and January  exports preceded improvements in cur- Viewed together, the current
financed, how farelgn exchange is  ing the cost of capital over 22, 2026, the Indian rupee  rentaccount positions, reserve accu-  account, costof capital, exchangerate,
earned and how time. The i depreciated by approximately — mulation and, over time, greater cur-  and FDI are not independent policy
i clear: A i reduc Pavit 6.5% against the US dollar, rencycredibility. Exportcapacitymat-  domains. They are interlinked out-
and CAD createa chain ol‘vulnerablh- tionin the cost of capital hin- amid trade cap- tered not only for earning foreign  comes of the same structural choices.
tiesin High trade ‘rnal surplus ital outflows. Forecasts sug- exchange. but also for ensuring that ~ Managing the external sector, there-
deficits are often a by-product of  thanon financial deepening gest continued sensitivity in  earnings were large, diversified and  fore, is not about short-term firefight-
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therefore, is an inevitable and often
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There remains an overall trade deficit

$64.7 billion during April-November

reflects a combination of trade balan-

Services exports face intrinsic limita-
tions. They are less employment-inten-
sive at scale, create fewer backward
linkages, and do not anchor physical
supply chains. They are necessary, but
insufficient to counterbalance the

V Anantha Nageswaran s chicf economic
adviser to the Government of India: Gargi
Raoand Pavit are officers of the Indian
Economic Service. The views expressed are
personal

Budget 2026: It is time
for fiscal discipline again

of unprecedented global turbulence.
The global economy is being shaped
by tariffs, trade wars, and political upheaval.
Supply chains remain fragile, geopohllcs is
intrusive and economic nati is back

he Union Budget for the coming fiscal
I year is being presented at a moment

tectionism and fractured supply chains, the
deal signals India’s quiet shift from defensive
trade posture to confident global engage-
ment. It opens wider access to one of the
world’s largest consumer markets while
strengthening India’s ambition to become a

in fashion.

Yet amid this global unease, it is a relief
to see India in a relatively stable position.
Inflation is low, growth is recovering, high-
frequency data is encouraging, and macroe-
conomic indicators are largely under con-
trol. That stability gives the government
space toact.

It is heartening that the central

ing and export hub. For Europe,

it offers diversification away from China and
deeper ties with a fast-growing economy.

One of the most pressing structural chal-

lenges is the growing imbalance between

equity and debt financing. Household savings

behavmur has changed sharply Younger

less. Mor ingsare

flowing into real estate and gold, while equity

investments within financial savings

question before Budget 2026 is no have risen rapidly.

longer how to rescue the economy Avibrantequity cultureis healthy.
from crisis. That phase has passed. But relying toc heavily on equity while
The task now is to steer India towards neglecting debt is risky at this stage. A
sustained, high-quality growth with- better balance would strengthen the
out losing macro-discipline, In many Syed Zafar  systemin three ways: Stronger bank
ways, this is a far better problem Islam deposits would support the next credit

to have.

Icome from the markets and inter-
act with industry leaders, exporters
and investors regularly. There is broad agree-
‘ment among economists and market partici-
pants on one key point: The heavy lifting on
stimulus has already been done by the govern-
ment led by Prime Minister Narendra Modi.
What the economy now needs is patience,

cycle; MSMEs, which depend more on

credit than equity, would gain better
financing options; and higher domes-

tic savings would help fund government bor-

rowing internally, reducing reliance on foreign
capital and supporting economic self-reliance.

Two policy steps can help. First, gradually
narrow the large tax gap between equuy and
deb( investments. Today, equity enjoys a

reform and better especially
between the Centre and the states. Budget 2026
should reflect this shift in mindset.

Budget 2025 marked a decisive policy
moment. Without waiting for a crisis, the gov-
ernment delivered a strong mix of structural
reforms, fiscal support and monetary easing.
Capital expenditure was protected, GST was
rationalised and tax relief was provided to
accelerate growth. The Reserve Bank eased
liquidity and reduced interest rates signifi-
cantly. Taken together, these actions amounted
toalarge, pre-emptive stimulus.

Slowly but steadily, beginning

, discouraging house-
holds from fixed-income products. Second,
expand debt instruments and allow more
flexibility for global investments, easing
pressure on equity valuations while attract-
ing foreign capital.

State-level reform also deserves attention.
While the Centre has pushed manufacturing
and infrastructure, growth cannot accelerate
evenly unless states act. Uttar Pradesh, Maha-
rashtra, Andhra Pradesh and Telangana have
shown what is possible. Electricity reforms in
some states have strengthened distribution
for lower industrial

toshow. Domestic demand is improving. Con-
sumption s stabilising as purchasmg power

tariffs. Maharashtra's move to allow shops to
operate 24x7 and relax labour norms shows

recovers. Labour market are better
than a year ago. Growth is picking up pace,
evenif unevenly. Thisis precisely why there is
no need for another large stimulus round. The
economy needs time for existing measures to
fully play out.

Budget 2026 should build on this founda-
tion. Fiscal discipline must be preserved. Tar-
geting a fiscal deficit of around 4.2% of GDP
would keep India on course to gradually
reduce public debt towards 50% of GDP and
bring the deficit closer to 3% by the end of the
decade.

Growth over the next year is expected to be
driven primarily by domestic demand, not
exports. India’s GDP growth is projected to
average around 7% in FY27. Inflation should
remain close to RBI's 4% target, giving policy-
makers flexibility. The current account deficit
remains manageable supported by services

how simpl changes can drive

All states can act.

India also faces a balance-of-payments chal-
lenge despite record FDI inflows, driven
by large capital outflows as investors book
profits, Taxing outflows would be a mistake.
The solution lies in encouraging longer-term
investment, diversifying capital pools and sim-
plifying taxation through mechanisms such as

IFT City.

Looking ahead, the next phase of public
capex should focus on manufacturing and
urban infrastructure. Highways and railways
have seen strong investment. Urban roads,
housing and city infrastructure are the next
growth drivers. Targeted industrial support
and contmlled recurring expenditure will

Ulnmmely Budget 2026 should not beabout
dramatic

uncer

tainties with the US persist. Indla cannot afford

It should be about
follow-through.

to become a prisoner of 's whims.

In this context, the India~European Union
Free Trade Agreement signed recently is
strategically important. Against rising pro-

Syed Zafar Islam is national spokesperson, BIP,
and former managing directar, Deutsche Bank,
India. The views expressed are personal

NARENDRA MODI

\"
Now, we have boarded the reforms &
express with speed. I want to urge all -

lawmakers to spend their positive
energy to add more pace to the

reform express

Ha

Institution that is both a
monument and a mirror

ments that fizzled and grand pursuits that
stumbled under the kaleidoscope of its
complex somery But some institutions

earning respect and

India‘s ‘history is littered with bold experi-

shaping the nation.

On January 26, 1950, India adopted its Con-
stitution and two days later, the first hearing of
the Supreme Court was held with a total
strength of eight judges led by the first Chief
Justice of India, Justice HJ Kania. Eight years
later, the Court found a permanent address on
‘Tilak Marg in the national Capital, named after
Lokmanya Tilak. A lawyer by training, Tilak
was charged in arguably India’s ﬁrs( significant

in1897, for
articles. Who knew that censorship,
free speech, and freedom of press
would be the centre of attention in
the first year of the founding of the
Supreme Court!
Within a few weeks, the first storm

enact the Constitution (First Amendment) Act,
1951. The first year of the Court’s life proved
uncannily prophetic. It was neither uniformly
heroic nor consistently timid. It faltered in
Gopalan, even as it quickly steadied itself to
defend free speech in Romesh Thappar and Brij
Bhushan.

Its resonance is painfully clear today, stirring
courtrooms and hallowed corridors of the judi-
ciary. Similar freedoms are under pressure in
ways those early rulings sought to prevent. The
76 years since have fclluwed the same jagged
rhyth
freedoms fel] punctuated by flashes of rare,
startling courage. For every judge that has
bowed to political power, there has been

another willing to forego personal
ambition to defend citizens’ rights.
The Court is a constant contest
between caution and courage,
restraint and resolve. It is not a neu-
tral umpire; it exists because the citi-

broke, in AK Gopalan v. State of Ashish zen and the State do not stand on
Madras. Atits heart was a provision Bharadwaj equal footing, Its roleis to actas a bul-
that still sparks debate today: Pre- aradwa)  yark when power overreaches, and to
ventive detention. The government, dosointime.

armed with the Central Preventive
Detention Act, 1950, had detained
Communist leader Gopalan. His
habeas corpus petition challenged
this on grounds of violation of consti-
tutionally guaranteed rights. The
Courtwas faced with a question that
still matters today: How far can the
Smns goin cuﬂnug personal liberty in

Insiyah
Vahanvaty

In recent years, the Court has often
appeared hesitant. Dissent has been
punished, preventive detention laws
have been invoked casually, and
speech has been chilled through
arrests, internet shutdowns, and pro-
longed trials. With constitutional
questions left undecided, the Court
occasionally retreated into cautious

security? Ultimately, and
regrettably, the Court upheld the Pre-
ventive Detention Act, but it did strike down
the provision that allowed the State to hold peo-
ple without disclosing why. The Act is no
longer in force, but preventive detention sur-
vives in other, newer Acts.

Ironically, just a week later, the Court con-
fronted two more cases of State oveneach
involving right
Tn Romesh Thappar v. State of Madras and Brij
Bhushan v. State of Delhi, two publications criti-
cal of the government had been banned on the
grounds of threatening public order.

Deciding both cases on the same day, the
Court tore down the holding that

distance. Yet, behind those same
doors once sat the inimitable Kesavan-
anda Bharati bench of 1973. They stared down
the might of Parliament itself, some at great
personal cost, to give us the basic structure doc-
trine that may well be the reason any of our
rights survive atall. Freedoms are neither won
nor guaranteed, they are defended. Today, the
Court is both a monument and a mirror. It is
time to rejoice and ruminate.

If the rights won in 1950 are to persevere and
fairness is to be delivered without undue delay,
the Court's first duty must be to the citizen not
the State. It must never look away if it wants to
ensure “complete justice” forall.

freedom of speech cannot be curtailed except
under narrow grounds such as incitement to
violence or threats to security of the State. It
was a powerful affirmation of dissent, one that
prompted a panicked Parliament to swiftly

Ashish Bharadwaj is ex-Dean at

BITS Pilani and Jindal Global University.
Insiyah Vahanvaty is a sociopolitical writer
and author of The Fearless Judge.
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In a fragile world

Economic Survey will enable informed debates

TheEcor €y 202526, | dinParliamenton Thursday and prepared
by economistsat the Ministry of Finance, led by ChiefEconomic Advisor V Anantha

hasbeen i c torecent Economic Surveys. Asthe
document notes, this .. reflects the weight of the momentous changes happening
elsewhere”. Changes across different parts of the world and in various areas have
indeedi: 1 inty, and medium-termecc icoutcomeswill depend
on how these developments unfold. The expansion in the Survey’s depth and
breadth should enable miofe: informed policy discussion and help India better pre-
paretodeal with: TheSurveyalsoincludes di iononthree
topics that are of medium to long-term interest: The evolution of artificial intelli-
gence, the challenge of quality of life in Indian cities, and the roles of state capacity
and the private sector in achieving strategic resilience.

This financial year has turned out to be much better than what it was expected
tobe. Accordingtothe firstadvance estimates, growth in the rate of gross domestic
product this financial year is projected at 7.4 per cent, up from last year's Economic
Survey projection of 6.3-6.8 per cent. The latest Survey notes that India’s potential
growth rate has been revised up to 7 per cent, compared to 6.5 per cent three years
ago. It has projected the growth rate in the range of 6.8-7.2 per cent for 2026-27. The
increase in growth potential does indicate that reforms undertaken in recent years
and a massive boost in government capital expenditure have increased the econ-
omy’s ive capacity.Intheshort run will depend on global factors,
and there are different possibilities. Although, as the Survey notes, India is well-off
compared to other countries because of strong macroeconomic tals, this
isnotaguarantee ofinsulation. Adve lobal shocks will be intheexter-
nalaccountand theirimpacton the rupee. The rupee has been under pressure over
the past several months because of selling in the stock market by foreign portfolio
investors. The risk of global upheaval increases for India because it runs a current-
account deficit and needs to attract foreign investment. In this regard, the Survey
rightly notes India needs to generate sufficient investor interest and export earn-
ings. India’s recent openness to trade is a positive in this regard, and it would be
interesting to see how the upcoming Budget approaches this issue.

Thereareseveral interestingarguments in the Survey with medium-term policy
implications. For instance, it notes that where upstream inputs are costly and capi-
tal-intensive, lowering the cost of capital is a more efficient way to provide support
than raising import protection. However, lowering the cost of capital is not easy in
aneconomy thatisstructuraily deficient in savings, and there are political incentives
for fiscally accommodative policies. There are two clear policy takeaways. First, the
general government budget deficit needsto be brought down substantially toreduce
the cost of capital in the economy. The Survey notes that Lhe Centre has achieved

wnuhlghercapltalcxwu- i weak
fiscal discipline. Wt may contest this position, what India really needsisto
adjustfiscal rules to the economy’ i vacity. Thi: >me more impor

tant at a time when the availability of global savings has become a risk. The cost is
also likely to be higher. Second, there is a need to reduce import protection.

Withdrawing to the West

US defence strategy raises concern

The United States (US) federal government last week released its National Defence
Strategy (NDS), a document that lays out its priorities for the use of force and is
usually released once every four or so years. This document closely mirrors the
National Security Strategy, or NSS, which was released in early December, and isa
further demonstration that President Donald Trump in his second term intends to
withdraw the US from much of the roleithad taken on in the “old world” for the past
Boyearsinorderto focusonthe “new”. The NDS goes further than the NSS in indi-
cating that the US’ erstwhile allies should take on responsibility for their own
defence, and further implies essentially that Americans have few interests in con-
flicts on the other side of the world. Instead, they must focus on the real and lived
concerns of the domestic citizens. These include migration and the drug trade,
which the current dispensation believes can be controlled by dominating the West-
ern H alone. The of China, it concludes, is best dealt with
through the demonstration of strength and not through confronting Beijing. It is
hard to think that the Chinese leaders will indeed be so impressed by the skill with
which the US military deals with the existential threat of Venezuela or some other
Latin American nation.

Thisis notgood news foranyone in Asiaother than China. Indeed, Taiwan should
be more worried than it was last week, given that the NDS is ominously silent on US
policy towards the island. The notion that this is strategic ambiguity can be quickly
dismissed. Atthis point, nobody will believe that rheUS intendsto honouranytreaty
commitments. Itwould be morelikely tc iguityifthed
had in fact reiterated the traditional US posture on Taiwan. For the US’ other East
Asian allies, this is a deeply disturbing turn of events, but not one that is completely
unexpected. The Japanese government has already scaled up its rhetoric around
Taiwan inanattempt to compensate for thelackof certainty around the US response,
for example. For American allies in Europe, many might be hoping by this point,
after the Greenland saga and the President’s attitude to Ukraine, that Washington
pays less attention to their continent. Their own production of weapons will take a
decade torampupto full potential, but already one German company, Rheinmetall,
is producing enough artillery shells to match US production.

Indiaisinaunique position. Ithas long been the beneficiary of concern in Wash-
ingtonabout China’s rise. Supporting India’s rise in turn seemed to be a low-effort,
high-benefit strategy for any US administration, and that is why it became biparti-
san policy. But notonly has India’s military modernisation not lived up to expecta-
tions two decades ago and the economic gap between India and China widened
significantly, butwith the US’ withdrawal to the Western Hemisphere the very pur-
pose it had for engagement with India has now been lost. New Delhi must come to
terms with the fact that it will now be dealing not just with an impatient, anxious,
distrustful, or hostile Washington, but with one that is even worse fromits perspec-
tive: Completely indifferent.

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

Budget 2026: Too many
known unknowns

Amid data and fiscal uncertainties, the govt faces the difficult
task of creating conditions to boost private capex

The 2026-27 Budget is being presented against a tur-
bulent backdmp On the Lmemanonal front, in
rest the level of tar-
iffs facingIndian exportsto the United States, the gov-
ernment is working hard to negotiate and conclude a
series oftrade agreements. The European Union-India
free trade agreement (FTA) is the latest to be con-
cluded. A number of countries are also makingefforts
to diversify their trade relations in a bid to navigate
emerging uncertainties. The gains from these agree-
nments, however, won'tbeimmediately apparent. Rati-
fication of the agreements, as well as the

creation of demand in new markets, may

take time. In other words, the short-term
challenges frominternational trade for the

Programme Implementation is in the process of
releasing the new GDP series ca.hbrated 102022-23as
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= (P| == GDP (%) 1
10.88

7.04

- o
2009 202
Source; World Development Indicators

Fiscal deficit space (% of GDP)
Change in debt-to-GDP = 0.50 = 1.00 = 1.50 (%)

n
23 T K &
° N o w &
58 S Ba’ =
<2 J
% 8% 9% 10% %

L GoPgrowth (nominal) ——|

2. Turning to the major source of revenue for the
government — taxation — revenue performance in
the current financial year has moderated. Towards
supporting demand in the economy, during the last
financial year, the government introduced lower
income-taxas well asgoods and servicestaxrates. The
formerwas targeting the upper-middle class, while the
latter was meant to provide “relief” to all consumers,
These changes have stimulated some demand, but

haveresultedina ionin th.Con-

thebase year. Whilethe n does notchangethe
underlying economic activity, and hence has no
material impact on hatt can
mobilise, it does create some measurement and per-
ception challenges. A significantly higher nominal
GDPlevel —which could result from expanded cover-
agetoinclude 1d lower defi

cit-to-GDP and debt-to-GDP ratios along with the
tax-to-GDP ratio. While the first two outcomes are

desirable, the last is not.

Against this backdrop, the receipts
available for the Budget are con-
strained. Two major constraints are
mentioned below.

On the domestic front, there are two -~ 1. The fiscal anchor for the Fiscal
broad uncertainties to contend with. The \ Responsibility and Budget Manage-
first relates to uncertainties regarding ment (FRBM) Act is the debt-to-GDP
gross domestic product (GDP) numbers. ratio. The objective spelt out in the last
The first advance estimates for 2025-26 Budget is to reduce the debt-to-GDP for
indicate nominal GDP growth of 8 per cent, the central government to 50 per centby
while real growth is estimated at a RKAVITARAO 2030. The short-term objective is to
relatively high 7.4 per cent. Government ensure a reduction in the debt-to-GDP
revenu ‘mance is usually withnom- ratio. With the current debt-to-GDP ratio at 55.1 per

inal GDP growth. For assumptions on expected nom-
inal GDP growth for 2026-27, itisimportanttonote that
while inflation forecasts suggest a pickup in con-
sumer-price index-based (CPI) inflation — returning
tothe Reserve Bank of India’s tolerance band — aver-
ageinflationbased on GDPdeflator has trended below
CPIinflation. Inother words, realisticassumptions for
nominal growth might trend lower than 10 per cent.
Another element of uncertainty here is the release
of the new GDP series. The Ministry of Statistics and

cent (based on outstanding debt at the end of the year
as reported in the Budget for 2025-26 and the First

sidering GST revenues net of cess — since revenues
from cess do not accrue to either of the governments
— growth in revenues dropped from over 14 per cent
year-on-year for the first two months in the current
financial year to below 2 per cent in November and
December. The moderation in revenue performance
suggests that either the pass-through of lower taxes in
prices is incomplete or the elasticity of demand fora
range of commodities is less than unity. Sumlarly, for
direct taxes, the grc gt 7.7 per
cent for corporation tax and 1.2 per cent for personal-
income tax. Net collections, however, report higher
growth at 12 per cent and 6 per cent, respectively till
January 11,2026. Given this context, further reforms in
domestictaxes donotseem warranted. For the current
ﬁnancmlyear. one would expect the Budget to seek to

tat nue ions. Givent ionin
GDP growth rate, a slowdown in revenue growth too
might be expected.

‘Within these constraints, the government facesthe
difficult task of balancing growth stimulus through
capital expenditure with supporting a framework for
augmenting private sector investment in the econ-
omy. Inthis con[ex( the extensive ongou]g review of

by

Advance Estimates of GDP), a 1 point  vari y isa
reduction in the debt-to-GDP ratio would imply a space to watch with interest. Rauomhsauon of these
fiscal deficit of about 3.5 per cent, ing nominal tunity to assess their suit-
GDP growth of 9 per cent. A higher nominal GDP ability and design, while also freeing up space for
growth e for deficit (seechart). ing prioritie:

For inga higher fiscal deficit, t ha -

tochoose alower correction indebt-to-GDPorahigher Theauthor i National

nominal GDP growth rate.

di Public
Finance and Policy, New Delhi. The views are personal

The cost of delaying divestment

‘TheUnion Budget to be presented on February 1 would
do well to prioritise disinvestment. The key reasons
include (i) raising resources to create fiscal space; (ii)
boosting funding for under-resourced, but critical sec-
tors such as health and education; (iii) unlocking the
value in public sector enterprises (PSEs); (iv) avoiding
the drain on the exchequer from loss-making PSES; (v)
enab]mg the e‘(pansmn of public sector banks’ (PSBs')

intimposed by gov-
ernment DWnE\'Shlp and (vi) boostmg business senti-
mentand

Policy, 2021,
aimed at pnvausmg non-strategic PSEs. Some have
argued that it could be because the government
receives large dividends from PSEs. It is true that the
dividend received by the: al g doubled

public sector for social goals and gradually privatise

the other PSBs.
Onthe positiveside, PSEsinrecent years havebeen
huge wealth creators for investors. The market capi-
i of PSEs soared from %12 trillion in March

fromz0.7 trillion in 2020-21 to T 1.4 trillion in 2024-25.
However, the total contribution of central PSEs to the
exchequer — by way of excise and Customs duties,
goods and services tax, corporation tax, and divi-
dends, among others — has remained broadly
over the last five years at T4.9 trillion in

The debt-to-gross domestic product
(GDP) ratio of the central government
stood at 57.1 per cent at end-March 2025,
against the mandated target of 40 per
cent under the Fiscal Responsibility and
Budget Management (FRBM) Act. In the
last Budget, the government changed the
fiscal anchor and indicated it would
reduce the debt-to-GDP ratio to 50 (+/-1)
per cent by end-March 2031. To achieve
this target, the primary deficit would
need toshrink from (-) 1.3 per cent of GDP

JANAK RAJ

2024-25 and T4.8 trillion in 2020-21, even
as the nominal GDP during this period
expanded by 40 per cent.

Several central PSEs are bleeding
money, withlosses jumping from¥10,164
crorein2021-2210320,935 crorein2023-24,
before moderating to 18,054 crore in
2024-25. It is intriguing that the govern-
mentinfusedI11.440 i riya

2020 10 69 trillion in June 2025, outpacing their pri-
‘ate peers, thanks to policy push

and sector-specific structural reforms. ThJS however,
t -ase for disinvestment. P

ship can drive further efficiency and innovations in

PSEs. With PSEs performing well, the government will

findit: relanvely easytodisinvestand sell t_hem atapre—

mium, Thi

revive the private capex cycle, which hasbeen weak for

more than a decade.

The government’s only concern should be the pro-
tection of labour. Also, disinvestment has become a
sensitiveissue. Therefore, the proceeds raised from dis-
investment should be ring-fenced only for the health

Ispat Nigam Limited, which is not in the
straleglc sector, even when it was slated
for privati in lanuarvz,ozl Isthisa

to () 0.3 per cent of GDP. Even then, the
debt-to-GDP ratio would stay significantly above the
mandated target of 40 per cent, leaving no fiscal

caseoft d money after bad?
The Union Budget for2021-22 proposed privatising
two PSBs, but this has nothappened as yet. PSBs serve
drainonthe
—thegovernment injected ¥3.11 trillion between 2016

and 2021, and another34,600 crorein 2021-22. Govern-

buffer. Should we fa k,thefiscal socialgoals, butthey
situation will be sualned again.

Therefore, enough iskey. For
this, it is imperative to vi pursue disi ment O

ment in PSEs. Divesting government equity in non-
strategic PSEs is the only way to raise large revenue
without harming the economy. It can also unlock
huge value in them. The Confederation of Indian
Industries has estimated that lowering government
ownershipto 51 per centin 78listed PSEs could unlock
nearly 310 trillion.

The g s disi

tment track record has
ing. The tardy

also limits their balance sheet
growth. The big three — State Bank of India, Bank of
Baroda, and Canara Bank — have small headroom to
raise equl[y from [he market. They, therefore, have to
relyon “Tier Il bonds for

of their balance sheets. Do we need so many PSBs for
social goals? Privatisation of large banks could also
pose challenges, as it requires investors with solid
track records and deep pockets. Therefore, the ideal
solution is to retain the three largest banks in the

and ion sectors, creau ng fiscal space (by accel-
eratingtl sthe debt-GDPratio)and
contributing to the capital of the three largest PSBs as
and when they need to raise equity from the market.
This could soften opposition to disinvestment. It is
worrying that the central government’s spendmg on
health,asa GDP. 2N
at0.3 per cent over the last 20 years, and on educatmn
at0.4 per cent over the last nine years.

‘The government should revisit its disinvestment
policyandlay down aclear PSE divestment road map.
This will help raise financial resources for critical sec-
tors such as health and education, which badly need
support, and create fiscal space to tackle unexpected
shocks. Divesting PSEs could also help capitalise the
topthree PSBsand support their balance sheet growth.

The. authur issenior fellow, Centre for Socialand
Economic Progress, New Delhi.
The views are personal

How Xi is remodelling Chinese identity

1 of what the Chinese state Taiwan wantstoassert its distinct ident-
LET demands from its citizens ity, and tries to “peel away the layers of
- through multiple interviews. state ‘Chinese-ness’ imposed on its Taiwa-

BOOK
REVIEW

GUNJAN SINGH

EmilyFeng’s Let Only Red Flowers
Bloom: Identity and Belonging in XiJinp-
ing’s Chinais, in her words, “abook
about identity in China, how the state
controls expressions of identity, and who
gets to be considered Chinese”. Histori-
cally, identity construction has played a
crucial role in nation building; in Xi's
China, it is intertwined with “the project
of Chinese rejuvenation, and in the pro-
cess, [has] redrawn the contours of Chi-

loyalty to the Party is non-negotiable.
The legitimacy of this loyalty is inter-
linked to whether one is ethnically Han
ornon-Han, atheist or religious.

Xi's programme not only questions
butalso verifies loyalty in all domains:
Politics, economics or the personal.
‘When it comes to economics, Xi has not
hesitated from trimming the private

nymytydoes nulexlst Xxhas been push-

vis-a-visreligion. In this con-

onLv

ing i assert-
ingthat, “Likei 1n rhe rea] world, ﬁ eedom
and order are both necessary in cyber-
space. Freedom is what orderis meant for,
and orderis the guarantee of freedom.”

Xi hasalso been driving the idea of
what it means to be an ideal Chinese

text, th makesaninter-
estingobservation: “Many Han
Chinese today still find itincon-
ceivable that they can convert

toIslam. Muslims, they believe,

‘woman against the backd: fthe

sectorand i Jack Ma’s fate
iswell known, highlighting the dictum
that there is no seat of power outside of
the Party and wealth does not necess-
arily translate into security. “In theend,
the Party trumped all. It gave you oppor-
tunitiesto create fabulous wealth and it
could also take everything away in an
instant,” Feng writes. The relentless
anti-corruption drive has also reasserted
the supremacy of the Party.

Though the Chinese media haslong

nese identity”. Xi has
redefined theidea of what it means tobe
Chinese and of an ideal Chinese citizen.
Absolute, blind and unquestioning

been totoethe Party line,a
booming internet landscape has not
made it possible to escape the Party’s
command and control. The luxury of ano-

population. “[Today] ... repro-
duction and marriage remain influential
in shaping how the country understands
female identity and the role women
should play in Chinese society.” From
pushing draconian policies such asthe
one-child policy to ing women

FLOW!RS

BLOOM

AccordingtoXi, thereisa
uniquely Chinese way of run-
ningacountry, one adminis-
tered by the Party alone. The
abandonment of the idea of
“one country, two systems™

REDQ

havetobeborn Muslim.” o thatgoverned Hong Kong
Theworld isaware of the M L sincethe Britishleftand the
& " and “Haniza- weakening of the city’s Basic
tion” programmes in Xinjiang, ‘éf'ogmdm“;"ﬁ“ Law are testament to this
the most recentof which ingin XiJinping’s  dictum. As Feng points out,
pushed millions of minorities  China “The kicked off
intovocational/educational by Emily Feng that summer in 2019 were
centres inanattempt to Pub\lshed by HongKong’s biggest protests

mould theiridentities to Party
ifications. To erase the

to have more children today, the state
continues to define the role of the Chi-
nese women.

‘Thisrenewed creation of identity has
alsoruthlessly redefined the Party’s
approach towards China’s s5ethnic
minorities, mcludmgmeUy,,hun leEv
tansand Huis. The Chi

distinct ethnic traits of the
minorities, the state dictates
thearchitecture, language, food and
even names. The emphasis on the use of
mandarin has undermined minority lan-
guages while strengthening the idea of
uniformityand linear history.

Feng, i ‘Han and a reporter

unyielding in controlling the narrative

1ding

for NPR, offersa nuanced

Crow
285 pages 2,206

yet, one over the identity of
Hong Kongand what it should
stand for.”

‘The National Security Law
has changed everything. “Thelaw’s pre-
cepts were diametrically opposed to Hong
Kongvalues, the core of its identity and
what had separated it in spirit, if not politi-
cally from mainland China,” Feng says.
‘With respect to Taiwan, the one-China
policy the debate. The more

neseidentity” the more the questionssur-
roundingethnicity are exposed.

The book describes how Xi has
unleashed the full might of the state to
streamline any independent and critical
'voices coming from investigative jour-
nalists, human rights lawyers, LGBTQ
communities, minorities and so on.
Eventhe diaspora is not immune to the
long armof the Party. “The diversity of
the Chinese diaspora, now numbering
some 60 million people, has led to literal
clashes in Chinese identity politics on
American college campuses and cities,”
Fengwrites. To be Chinese, wherever
you are, means adhering to the Party line
and working towards the “rejuvenation
ofthe Chinese nation” as envisaged by
the Party. Inshort, as the title of the book
suggests, Xi's garden permits only red
flowers to bloom; everythingelse is
relentlessly and mercilessly pruned.

‘The reviewer is associate professor, OP
Jindal Global University
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Debt, deficits, growth

While markets focus on the Centre’s consolidation, state fiscal discipline and strong
growth will be crucial to medium-term fiscal sustainability

P ™\

SAJJID Z CHINOY & TOSHI JAIN

achieve agiven debt target.

Now consider this: Ifnominal GDP
growth averages 10 per cent over the
next s years — as the Centre may assume
inits baseline assumptions — the Centre
will have to reduce its fiscal deficit from
4.4 per centof GDPin FY26 10 3.6 per
cent of GDP in FY31 to reach the central
debt target of around 50 per centof GDP
by FY31. A 0.8 per cent of GDP consolida-
tion across five years is not a particularly
oneroustask, especially given thata

ining interest DP ratio

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

will i domostof the workin

Until 2017, India’s fiscal architecture
was centred around a path of fiscal defi-
cits. That changed when public debt
became the anchor in 2018, under-
pinned by the recommendations of the
N K Singh Committee report. This was.
both necessary and desirable because
debt dynamics are the ultimate
measure of medium-term fiscal sus-
tainability — or lack thereof. Also, a
focus on medium-term debt dynamics
togauge inter-temporal fiscal sustain-
ability frees up annual fiscal deficits to
play a short-term counter-cyclical role.

the coming years. Instead, the primary
deficit (what the Centre controls) will
have to come down by only 0.4 per cent
of GDP over the next five years— which
isunlikely to put pressure on the system.

But small changes in nominal GDP
can have large implications for the
fiscal ask. Nominal GDP is on course to
printing at just 8 per cent in FY26. While
this may be an overshoot, China’s
excess capacity is creating disinflation-
ary pressures around Asia and is likely
to keep inflation and, with it, nominal
GDP, capped.

‘What if nominal GDP growth settles
at9per cent in the coming years, which

Focusi! public debt is Then the Cen-
has assumed a new-found urgency post tral fiscal deficit would need to be
ic, because the fiscal response to reduced all the way to 3 per cent of GDP

the pandemic, alongside the hitto GDP
growth, in those years worked jointly to
dramatically push up debt ratios in
many parts of the world.

In India’s case, public debt/GDP
gapped up from 70 per cent in 2018 to
89 per cent in 2021, before re-tracing to
about 82 per cent in 2024-25. To be sure,
there is no sacrosanct level of debt ina
post-pandemic world. Instead, what
matters is how debt dynamics evolve
over time. A monotonic increase in
debt ratios is a tell-tale sign of fiscal
unsustainability. Conversely, making
fiscal space for future shocks necessi-
tates putting debt/GDP on a firmly
declining path.

‘That is exactly the path the Central
government has chosen. Recall, until
this year, the Centre was committed to
reducing its fiscal deficit to below 4.5 per
centof GDPin FY26 and it is on course to
achieving that target. Going forward,
however, the Centre has indicated fiscal
policy will be governed by reducing Cen-
tral debt — from 57 per cent of GDP in
FY251050 per cent (+/-1 per cent) of GDP
by March 2031.

by FY31, necessitating a large 1.4 per cent
of GDP consolidation because “1-g” is
less favourable under this scenario. The
primary deficit will have to do the heavy
lifting and be reduced by 1 per cent of
GDPin five years. So, how growth pans
out from here will have a crucial bearing
on fiscal pressuresin the coming years.

Enterstatedebt

Buteven as the focus in the upcoming
Budget islikely to be on how central
finances evolve, what matters for the
economy — debt sustainability, borrow-
ingcosts and ratings — is how. i
public debt evolves, which brings into
play (often-ignored) state debt

Thei growth

‘What will this imply for the fiscal path
going forward? Recall, debt dynamics
depend on the interplay of three vari-
ables: The primary deficit (pd), the
weighted-average cost of borrowing (r)
and nominal GDP growth (g). In particu-
lar, “r-g” — the relationship between
borrowing costs and nominal GDP—is
crucial todebt dynamics. Forany given
primary deficit and cost of borrowing,
the higher the nominal GDP growth, the
more favourable debt dynamics. The
corollary: The lower the nominal GDP,
the more the primary deficit (and hence
fiscal deficit) needs to be reduced to

ifnominal GDP averages 10 per cent, and
the Centre reduces its deficit to 3.6 per
cent of GDP, central debt/GDP would fall
from 56 per cent to 50 per cent of GDP by
FY31—with the Centre thereby meeting
itsdebt target. But combined debt would
barely move, edging down from 81.5 per
cent currently to 79 per cent of GDPin

Second, to bring combined public
debt/GDP down decisively in the
coming years — and thereby create
fiscal space in a shock-prone world —
central fiscal consolidation will not be
enough. State debt is on a monotoni-
cally rising path, and fiscal consolida-
tionat the state level is crucial to

Figure 1: Centre’s fiscal deficit to
achieve 50% of GDP debt target

== 11% growth -~ 10% growth

= 9% growth

FY31, because half
tion would be undone by the states.

debt dynamics and
helping bring combined public debt

dynamics. Things get more hairy if nominal down. Burden sharing — how much of
‘While state debt — GDPsettlesat 9 per cent. Now the Centre the deficit reduction is done by the FY25 iy
currently at around 28 per would hay i Centreand iven that state debt is
centof GDP— is halfthat - itsdeficit all the way halfofthe Centre’s —is something the T . H
of the Centre, its dynamics  WHAT MATTERS FOR e llaeornethe  Figure 2: State debt trajectory under
inthe comingyearsarefar ~ THE ECONOMY — DEBT tobring central debt grand bargain on. On this front, the various nominal grOWth scenarios
more precarious because SUSTAINABILITY, down to350 per cent. report of the 16th Finance Commission — — —
(i) states haveamuch BORROWING COSTSAND ~ Butdespitethatlarge  iseagerly awaited. Segiowth —10Hoouth —T%kgioth
higher primary deficit (1.3 RATINGS — IS HOW consolidation by the Third, sustained deficit reduction ata
percent of GDP), (i) states ~ COMBINED PUBLIC DEBT Centre, combined time when the economy needs much
have higher borrowing EVOLVES, WHICH debt would barely more investment in humanand physical
costs, because they pay a BRINGS INTO PLAY move—from81.5per  capital along with managing the green
ium over the Centre (OFTEN-IGNORED) centto80 per cent of transition will require improving the
and; (iii) paradoxically, the ~ STATE DEBT DYNAMICS GDPby FY31— quality of expenditures (especially at the
ff fa bec: debt state level) and being bold and creative 9 %]
negative (r-g) areless undoes the bulk of onrevenue mobilisation through disin-
beneficial for states because of the lower central reduction. vestment and asset monetisation. - s . .
stock of initial debt that it can work on, Over the next few days, markets will F'gu re 3 com b' ned d Ebt tl'ale“O"V
such that the adverse impact of a larger What 11 this? obse: the Centre’s deficit, bor- = 11% growth -~ 10% growth == 9% growth
primary deficit tends to dominate. First, growth is crucial for debt sustain- rowing and the impact on bond yields. 8
The implication: If state deficits ability. The lower the nominal growth, But while this will generate a lot of 815 82 n| @

remain atcurrent levels (3.3 per cent of
GDP), state debt will continue to monot-
onically rise —whether nominal GDP is
9 per cent, 10 per cent or even 11 per cent.
More importantly, what this does is
to undosome of the effects of the
Centre’s consolidation. Consider this —

the more the fiscal consolidation
needed for debt sustainability, and this
can create a vicious cycle of austerity
and lower growth that Europe experi-
enced in the last decade. So strong
growth isanecessary, if not sufficient,
condition for debt sustainability.

noise, it will not throw much light.
Instead, true fiscal sustainability will
depend on how combined public debt

—

o — P

Assumes combined deficit reduced

evolvesin the coming years. by another 0.8% of GDP in Syears
The writers are in the economicsteamat ~ Fv25 Fal
JPMorgan Chase India Source: | P Morgan

The Budget cannot ignore demography

A Budget that does not explicitly link demographic trends to regional labour-intensi

€8 Y

VIDYA MAHAMBARE

Much of the public discussion about the
forthcoming Union Budget has focused
on growth, tax policy, job creation, and
fiscal consolidation. Yet beneath these
themes lies a common force shaping
India’s economic future: The nation’s
demography.

The Budget, whether explicitly
acknowledged or not, is as much a
demographic document as it is a fiscal
one: Publicexpenditure and tax policies
on health, nutrition, education, hous-

A majority of Indian states have
achieved total fertility rates (TFRs) well
below the population-replacement level
of 2.1 children per woman, according to
the National Family Health Survey-5.
Therepl. fertility level indi
that the population size will stop grow-
ingafter some time and will only replace
itself. When fertility falls below that
level, the population will begin to
decline in absolute numbers.

Kerala was the first Indian state to
reach replacement fertility in 1988,
when the national TFR was still 4,
according to the Data for India portal.
Tamil Nadu achieved it in 1993
while West Bengal, despite being one of
India’s poorest states,
reached replacement fertil-
ity in200s.

Four states — Chhattis-
garh, Uttar  Pradesh,
Madhya Pradesh and Bihar
— are yet to reach replace-
ment-level fertility accord-
ing to official data. Uttar
Pradesh, however, was

ing, p and
urban infrastructure need to be cali-
brated to assumptions about population
size, births, and the future labour force.

India is the world’s most populous
country, with an estimated population
of around 1.42 billion in 2025. It adds
more than 25 million people every year
through births alone — more than the
entire population of countries such as
the Netherlands, Greece, Sweden,
and New Zealand. These aggregate fig-
ures, however, mask sharp regional
divergences that have direct fiscal

implications.
o0 00

P to cross this
threshold last year. Madhya
Pradesh is projected to do
so in the next two to three
years, while Bihar is likely
toattain replacement levels thelast, not
until 2039.

Even if fertility rates in these states
converge to southern levels, absolute
births will remain substantially higher

VIEW
2026-27

India’s population, witha median agein
their late twenties, according to esti-
mates based on the 2011 census. In 2023,
31per cent of the 25.2 million total births
in India occurred in only Bihar and
Uttar Pradesh.

The budgetary implications are
immediate. States with high absolute
birth rates face sustained pressure on
maternal and child health services,
schools, skill development systems, and
labour markets. In contrast, low-fertility
states confront a different challenge:
Slower growth of the working-age popu-
lation, rising ageing ratios, and poten-
tial labour shortages. Yet India’s fiscal
architecture largely treats these distinct

demographic realities
through uniform policy
instruments.

Nowhere is this tension
morevisible thanin debates
over centre-to-state fiscal
transfers. Population size
remains a key criterion in
Finance Commission devol-
ution formulas, reflecting
legitimate concerns about
expenditure needs. How-
ever, states that have suc-
cessfully reduced fertility
and invested in human
development increasingly argue that
such formulas penalise demographic
performance while rewarding sheer
population growth.

This debate cannot be resolved by

due to sheer ic momentum,
a phenomenon resulting from a large

the population criteria alto-
gether, but it does underscore the need
to head with out-

numberof youngadults i ing

years. Uttar Pradesh and Bihar together

account for more than a quarter of
-

come-based measures of human capital
such aschild health, learning outcomes,

o0 00 <

and female labour force participation.

The employment dimension is
particularly critical. High-fertility states
will continue to add large cohorts to the
working-age population over the next
two decades. With low local job oppor-
tunities, this becomes a source of econ-
omic stress, Labour force participation,
especially among women in the
northern states remains low. A Budget
that does not explicitly link demo-
graphic trends to regional labour-inten-
sive growth strategies risks missing the
core challenge.

Workers from high-fertility, low-
income states increasingly migrate to
low-fertility, higher-income states and
cities. Yet migration remains largely

invisible in Budget design. Destination
states bear the fiscal costs of housing,
transport, health, and urban services for
migrant populations, while social pro-
tection remains weakly portable.

Treating migration as a fiscal and
planning issue rather than merely a
labour-market outcome would be a sig-
nificant step forward. For example,
affordable family housing in urban areas
is in short supply, costly, and remains
largely inaccessible to migrants.

What would a demographically
informed Budget look like? First, it
would explicitly acknowledge regional

¢ growth strategies risks missing the core challenge

education quality, and women’s
employment in high-birth regions.
Third, it would support productivity,
elder care, and labour force participa-
tion in low-fertility states facing demo-
graphic aging. Finally, it would
recognise migration as a structural fea-
ture of India’s development trajectory
and allocate resources accordingly.

Take the example of Central
maternal health schemes. Should
maternal and welfare incentives be dif-
ferentiated by regional demography,
encouraging delayed childbearing,
birth spacing, and continuing higher
incentives for permanent sterilisation in
high-fertility states, while avoiding
stronger incentives for permanent
methods in low-fertility states?

‘Would such a calibration betteralign
publicspending with demographic real-
ities without compromising reproduc-
tive choice? At the same time, welfare
design must explicitly recognise migra-
tion by ensuring portability of health
and nutrition incentives between home
and destination states.

India’s fertility transition is no longer
adistant concern; itisalready reshaping
the geography of growth, employment,
and fiscal pressure. The central question
for the Union Budget is not how many
people India has, but where they are
born, where they will work, and whether
public policy is aligned with that demo-
graphic reality. Ignoring these shifts
would be a costly policy mistake.

The author is Union Bank chair

C ohic g . Second, it
would prioritise human capital invest-
ment, particularly in early chi

of , director
(research and FPM), Great Lakes
Institute of Chennai
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH
INVOLVES USALL

Eco Survey flags the key
problems, solutions await

HE BACKDROP against which the Economic Survey
2025-26 hasbeen presemed is arguably complicated.
growth hasbeen healthy

In Central PSU turnaround stories,
there’s alesson for the states

ITH THE Union Budget

only a couple of days

away, it is important to

trace the evolution of

public-sector enter-

prises (PSEs) over the last decade. With

the collapse of economic planning, world-

wide, PSEs have been in a process of

transformation. This has been visible

across countries suchas China and, most
importantly, India in the last decade.

Globally, reforms in PSEs were trig-

and inflation muted.

bank balance sheets are healthy. GST rates have been rational-
ised, trade deals have been signed, and a slew of reforms have
been Yet, the ions over con-~
sumption, signs of a broad-based revival in the private invest-
ment cycle are few, and merchandise exports are sluggish.
Another oddity alongside the strong macroeconomic perform-
anceis foreigninvestors pulling out of the marketsand a falling
rupee. The paradoxes confronting the country have been
flagged by the Economic Survey.

TheSurveyrightly theeconomy reli i
tal inflows to maintain a healthy balance of payments. But,
“when they run drier, rupee stability becomes a casualty™. The
rupee is currently hovering around 92 against the US dollar.
While a weaker currency does impact export competitiveness,
theSurvey arguesthatthe currency’ svaluanon “doesnotaccu-
rately reflect India’ ".Butitin-
fluences investors. In the current global environment, when
India does not seem to offer a compelling Al story, and money
is also pouring into safe-haven assets (such as gold), this war-

gered by the massive inf] exerted by
the public sector on the economy, requi-
ring better efficiency and delivery of ser-
vices. Among the many reforms over the
years, the listing of enterprises and tech-
nology upgrades are prominent; adopting
corporate governance standards and tak-
ing the lead in low-carbon transitions are
more recent developments. As per the
OECD, in 2023, the public sector owned
over 25 per cent 0f 2,037 listed companies
worldwide, representing 11.6 per cent of

total market capitalisation.
The term PSE has wide connotations
in India and includes both

Central and state PSEs. For our purpose,
‘we will primarily concentrate on Central
PSEs (CPSEs).

In the Indian context, the 2020 New
PSE Pohcy for A!mamrbhar Bharat

ion.. vey putsit, “India

1 PSEsby

investorinterest and export i forelgn
currency.” Another equally critical issue highlighted by the Sur-
veyisthatof “fiscal ism”. In recent years,

ernments have announced unconditional cash transfers — as
perICRA, the combined cash transfers of 11 states added up to
Rsl 5 lakh crore in 2025 26. These schemes have lmpacled the

ductive forms of
As per the Survey, committed expendltums — salaries, pen-
sions, interesty count for 62 percent

of states’ revenue receipts. The trade-offs are pretty apparent.

The Survey has projected the Indian economy to grow in
the range of 6.8 to 7.2 per cent in 2026-27. This comes after the
first advance estimates had pegged growth at 74 per cent in
2025-26. Achieving this, and sustaining growth at 7 per cent
over the medium term, in an uncertain global environment,
will be challenging. The Survey does provide a sense of how
the Centre islooking at the economic environment. The ques-
tion now is whether these issues raised find reflection in the
coming Union Budget.

CM doesn’t surprise,

non-strategic. In the non-stra-
tegic sectors, the government has mini-
mised presence, while in the strategic sec-
tors (defence, energy, space, etc.) it will

one to four PSEs, making room for pri-
vate-sector participation.

During the last decade, CPSEs in India
have shown a remarkable turnaround,
from policy paralysis and stagnant
growth tobecomingsignificant drivers of
financial value, higher profitability, and

by 11.9 per cent and has been a mainstay
of investment demand in core sectors. It
has been a net saving sector, accounting
for10 per cent of national savings, and has
financed gross capital formation inter-
nally with minimal totherestof

example of Indian Railways, although not
a PSE as per definition. With the success-
ful trial of India’s first hydrogen-powered
coach at the Integral Coach Factory in July
2025, Indian Railways may achieve rapid

ion in coming years. In the

the world.

capital expenditure. The listed CPSEs SouMYA Among the financial CPSEs, banks
have outpaced broader market indices KANTI GHOSH have seen phenomenal turnarounds after
and the impact of reforms is clearly visible the twin balance sheet crisis. Following
in their finances. the amalgamation exercise, the financial
The number of profit-making CPSEs performance of PSU banks has improved,
has increased from 157 in FY15 to 227 in and the pace of technology adoption has
FY25, while the number of loss-making increased. The profitability of banks has
CPSEs declined from 77 to 63 during the been enhanced significantly with net
same period. Consequently, the net profit profits rising from Rs 80913 crore in FY14
of profit-making CPSEs stood at Rs 3.09 toRs4lakh crorein FY25 (PSBs’ profit in-
lakh crore in FY25 as compared to Rs 1.30 creased to Rs 1.78 lakh crore in FY25 from
lakh crore in FY15, an increase of around Rs 37,019 crorein FY14). The return on as-
2.4 times. The total paid-up capital of all sets increased to1.37 per cent in FY25
CPSEs was Rs 6.87 lakh crore as on March from -0.22 per cent in FY18, while return
31,2025, asagainst Rs 2.13 lakh crore ason onequity jumped to 14.09 per cent from -
March 31,2015. The net worth of all CPSEs 2.74 per cent during the same period.
swelled from Rs 9.85 lakh crore in FY15to Among the central PSEs, around 10
Rs22.33 lakh crore as on March 31, 2025, CPSEs are listed in the Fortune India 500
The contribution of all CPSEs to the as per the latest rankings in 2025-26.
central exchequer stood at Rs Another remarkable aspect of
494 lakh crore in FY25 as against 3 3 the PSE reforms has been their
Rs2.00lakh crore in FY15. Addi- CPSE? will continue to face . growingcontributiontoexports.
tionally, the total market capital- headwinds and challenges A  CpSEs have achieved notable
isation of 66 CPSEs traded on technology evolves and success in defence, engineering,
stock exchanges of India was Rs market dynam_ics change‘ and commodities exports with
38.57 lakh crore as on March 31, Gmwing use uftechnology defence exports surging to arec-

2025 — three times larger than
the capitalisation as on March
31,2015.

Gross capital formation by

will put the focus on the need
for skill upgrades to achieve
the desired agility

ord high of Rs 23,622 crore
in2024-25.

In terms of the green transi-
tion, the contribution of CPSEs
has been notable. Let’s take the

last 10 years, Railways has electrified close
045,000 km of its broad-gauge network,
reducing diesel dependence and cutting
emissions sharply. The transition is com-
bylarge-scale inte-
gration with 553 MW of solar, 103 MW of
wind and 100 MW of hybrid capacity.

Following the government decision to
allow CPSEs to acquire foreign assets, In-
dian oil PSUs have established a signifi-
cant presence globally, with a total of 45
assets spread across 21 countries. They
have a cumulative investment of about
$40.6 billion.

In the coming decades, CPSEs will
continue to face headwinds and chal-
lenges as technology evolves and market
dynamics change. Growing use of tech-
nology will put the focus on the need for
skill upgrades to achieve the desired agil-
ity. R&D spending will alsobe an area that
may need attention.

Furthermore, the positive reform pro-
cessthat has achieved the transformation
of CPSEs should movetothe state level in
the coming years. Greater transparency
in PSE operations at the state level can be
acatalyst for regional development.

The writer is member, 16th FC; member,
PMEAC; and group chief economic advisor,

maintain a bare minimum presence with

nen-financial CPSEs has grown

When the law’s blind spots
leave women vulnerable

HEN COMMUNAL viol-
@ ence broke out in Ma-
nipur three years ago,
incidents of physical
and sexual violence

made theirway to our news feeds. Manipur

Hindu Marriage Act and Section 22 of the
Special Marriage Act, the remedy treats co-
habitation in marriage as an enforceable
duty rather Lhan one based onconsent.

Tt on ithdrawin;
spouse, most often women, to justify their

State Bank of India. Views are personal

Ajit Pawar couldn't be written
off, by mentors orrivals

vy

TR

IX-TIME Deputy Chief Minister of Maharashtra Ajit Pa-

‘war’s death in a horrific plane accident marks the end

of an era defined by a unique, pragmatic brand of

politics—“Brand Dada”. Inacrueltwist of irony, aleader

famous for his instant decisions and fast actions was
ngen notime forafinal "ﬁgh[back

witnessed a barbarity whose effectswillbe  decision, even where withdrawal is driven Ajit Pawar peculiar itics. Unlil
tl]u ran l‘lOSe at E C, S C z ERO HOUR suffered even decades later. Earlier this by ional, ps; ical, or b PARIMAL MAYA  whorely on i y or deep-seated c
D month, a 20-year-old woman who was  Given that marital rape is not criminalised, SUDHAKAR lay in his decisi i ility. F da
HEREISlittle that is surprising in Assam Chief Min- BY, EREK gang-raped duringthe ethnicviolencesuc-  RCR can force women back into situations loyal base of followers who were neither blind worshippers nor
ister Himanta Biswa Sarma’s latest diatribe. His at- O’'BRIEN cumbed to her injuries. Devastating. The  that compromise bodily integrity and dig- mere party cadres. They were “Dada’s men” — pragmatic mobi-
tacks on people from the minority community and victim’s sister’s words, spoken at Delhi’s  nity. By prioritisingthe preservation of mar- lisers who valued his ability to get things done.
the boast that he had asked BJP workers to “trouble” Constitution Club, remain with me: “No-  riage over consent, thelaw conflicts with the Yet, outside this circle of loyalists, he was a polarising figure.
them (whether by filing objections to their inclusion in the body could give herjustice.” Whatdoesjus-  rightstolife, privacy, bodily autonomy, and He was often at odds with the bureaucracy, which feared his
electoral roll or paying a rickshaw driver “Rs 4 instead of Rs tice look like for women in India? Texam-  equality. Conversely, there are situations bluntness; the middle class, who ridiculed his style; and the in-
5") is of a piece with the political idiom he has consistently ine how lacunae in key laws continueto  where women and girls expressly give con- telligentsia, who found himlacking inideological clepth. Despite
employed since joining the BJP. The distinction between undermine women’s consent. sent, yet the law refuses to recognise it. this, he was i ible to ignore. His 't sideline
“miyas” and Assamese Muslims that he seeks to make is . . P S—— . him, his rivals couldn't dismiss him, and the voters — crucially
fraught. Clearly, Sarma sees political benefit in amplifying Marital r apeexception Cr '"_" Df « —would never write him off.
polarising rhetoric ahead of the Assembly elections later this Codified in the Indian Penal Code of 1860  underage relationships Forl15years, Ajit Pawarservedin ofhisuncle, Sha-
year. So what if it conflicts with constitutional and political and retained in Section 63 of the Bhaxatjya ‘Under the POCSO Act, 2012, offences like rad Pawar. He entered the state assembly in 1991, winning a by-
propriety. But this time, it's more than a campaign speech. ita, the law il sexual assault do not require proof of non- election when the Marath; movedtoPV:
In effect, an elected CM, who has sworn to uphold the Con- coursebyaman  consent. Thisimpli consent becomes Rao’s cabinet as Defence Minister. When Pawar Senior left Con-
stitution, is flaunting a bid to intervene, influence, the Special wnth hiswife from the definition of rape. irrelevant when a person below age 18 isin- gress in1999, Ajit Pawar, along with Chhagathulbal mobilised
Revision of electoral rolls in Assam. This exception mndamen(aUy negates  volved in a sexual act. Large proportions of fortheirnewly: Congress Party
In the past six months, the sanctity of the electoral roll has ‘women’s consent within marriage by prev POCSO prosecutionsstem from romantic re- (NCP) Bhujbal was awarded the Deputy Chief Minister’s position
been at the centre of acontenuous deb'l[e Whogetsin, who is uming i lationshi Tt ngress-NCP coaliti However, nwas
asked toexplain, who is deleted. Questi to cess. While women may seek civil remed.les areofteniniti: tocon- AjitPawar {ani
timing, documentation and whether or not the Election Com- under the Protection of Women from Do-  trol youngwomen’schoices, especiallyinin- inthestate cabinet.
mission has the mandate to verify citizenship continue to be mestic Violence Act, 2005, the denial of ~ stances of inter-caste, inter-faith, or socially Apivotal political moment occurred in 2004 when the NCP
asked and answered in [he Supreme Court. The apex court’s criminal redress for rape entrenches a hier- dxs'lpprovad relauonsmps Without distin- emerged as the largest party in the state. While Ajit Pawar wasa
ded intothe archy in which marital status overrides inti- natural contender for the Chief Minister’s post, Sharad Pawar
process. After the Bihar Sl‘R, rhe poll body has allowed the in- bodilyintegrity. The 42nd Law Commission  macy, the law sacrifices adolescem auton- chosetotrade Lhe top spot for more ministerial berths, simulta-
clusion of Aadhaaramongthe list of accepted documents, sof- Report in 1971 recommended criminalising ~ omy without meaningfully strengthening neouslyi upriyaSule, tive politics.
tened its stance on citizenship criteria and made it easier for marital rape. Yet, the BNS retainsiit. protectionagainst abuse. Thi d alasting wedge, Ajit Pawar to begin the
electors to trace their names to the 2003 rolls. Sarma’s exclu- " " 2 long, arduous pi from his uncle’s i
sionary rhetoric goes against this accommodative stance. Different marital ages Marriageassurance shadow. Ajit Pawar’s true genius was electoral micro-manage-
The Chief Minister’s call to BJP workers tofillout Form 7 to UndermeProlnbmonof ChﬂdMamageAcL Section 69 of the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita, ment. While the media often attributed NCP's successes to the
“trouble” one demographic group is not only divisive, it also age 23 cri: sexual intercourse ob- He was often at “aura” of Sharad Pawar, Ajit Pawar ineunderthe
flies in the face of law and procedure — filing a false claim in- f years for d21for tained by a false pmmlse of mamage This » hood. He knew the pulse of every constituency and the mech-
vites a penalty. Incidentally, when the Opposition questions men. The differentiation has noscientific ~ restson odds with the amc< of every booth. His political journey was a series of high-
the SIR process — and there are times its criticism has been basis. Ifthe objective i earlymar- 1 i uedloﬂleexpectauon of mar- bureaucracy, ibles. In recent years, he fought i leto
more political than subs!anuve —the Chief Elecuon Commis- riage or ensure maturity, the same age  riage. C nnn-manml which feared establish J the NCP. After, icma-
sionergivesatesty rebuttal, at ti eaparty should apply to all genders. If the objective ionor hisbluntness; ~ oeuvies, he finally proved his mastery in the 2024 assembly
spokesperson ratherthana constmmonal authority. The Elec- istoprotect women, lowenngtheu mamaee Pwanwhm it 1 N *  elections, securing a victory that cemented his claim as the true
tion Cx i 's SIR proce: Solongas age defeats that purpose. It age oluntaril themiddle successor to the NCP legacy.
the gaze of the nation’s highest court. When the Chief Minister consent gaps, and rei andcur-  lati i 'ﬂw‘ and tbe absen;e of clea( class, who With full control of the pany, only one goal remained: The
thumbs his nose at both, he needs a cautionary reminder. remains tailed education. Alaw thatinstitutionalises  legal enforce- ridiculed his ChiefMinister’s chair. It
conditionalin inequality atentrycannotclaimtopromote  ment and potential for misuse. So long as style andthe between hope and despair. His sudden death shar(ers that am-
. o dignity, equality, or meaningful consent. consent remains condmonal in law, justice N . . bitionand future ic
lee playerg law, justice for L ) X forwomen will remain fonalin reality, intelligentsia,  profound Ajit Pawar indalegacythatwas
= women will Restitution of conjugal rights indirectdefiance of the Constitution’s prom- whofoundhim  developmental but not egalitarian, and non-communal if not
l * remain Restitution of Conjugal Rights (RCR) allows  ise of dignity, equality, and personal liberty. lackingin strictly secular. Socially, he represented a brand of “status quo”
t ]el l' Space e, ther s b politics that focused on delivering long-term results. At this mo-
C(_mdm(_)nal habitation if they have withdrawn from the The writer is MP and leader, All India Trinamool ldeOIOg‘cal ment, there is no one in the state to lead this brand of politics.
T'SNOT for nothing that Coco Gauff’s demand for greater inreality marriage without proving “reasonable Congress Parliamentary Party. depth
privacyat Openh: cause”. Codified under Section 9 of the Research credit: Chahat Mangtani The writer teaches at MIT-SOG, Pune
tellow champions. World No 2Iga: Sunatek likened the elite
1foroneof
C arto* 00". Novak Dj id hewas
urpri i Itstimefortennis
aut.boriti&s tostart ljstenjngm thewoes of players. Wh .
ion. Third seed eat, ricetocostmore tor-gs I, will havefi | offi hayiyan (shad )
Gau.tf had been thmoughly oulplayed in her quarterfinal when ‘]40 YEQ)RI‘)SngO i based inNew Delhi, Bombay, M:dras Cal-
Awareof ofat- anuary 50, RICE, WHEAT and wheat flour will cost more cuttaand Varanasi. Itislikely to have asite
tentionon her, What cornerto 40 off:ceanalsaImenn Rajasthan (Indo-Pakis- StarWars maysufferdelay

smash her racquet in frustration, but was still captured by the
plethora of cameras around the players' area and locker room.
Within 30 minutes of her loss, videos were playing all over the
world. i i il y ituati
from athletes are unrealistic anyway. The 21-year-old American
waslividat the breach of privacy. It's easy to seewhy.
Thepryil of
of i tennis —and feeli
Attimes, thishast like Gauff. BurG
tournaments can often be brutal, and the players deserve em-
pathy. The right moves can change lives, and even a seemingly
minor act can derail months of progress. The rules around dis-
plays of emonon and frustration on court are already too strict.
helocker room, wherea
i Corrective

f players.

losscan makeaplayer helpless, it
measures need tobe in place.

from February 1 followingasharpincreasein
h o ; e publicdis.

N

ment,

i - (Indo-B
{

Silcharin Assam

STARWARS, as US President Ronald Reagan’s

gramme isknown, may suffer adelay as

5 === raised. Theissue prices of wheat, flourand
= Manned US Nights ccommon variety of rice for PDS have been TVexposéleadsto act“m Challenger disaster take as long assimilarin-
only after probe raised by Rs 18, Rs 18 and Rs 14 per quintal. THE HEALTH lvulll:uy i According
Ships retriove wreekagy NASAwill
3 Delhi, to study the working of major hospitals find out th f the prob

Narcotics control plan inthe capital, suggestremedial measures asitconductsits 'faxlure analysis” |mo this

CONCERNEDOVER hi ing risein d ind help th ital ineffect matter. C
R i i i ingthech Thisi h | ports,

h Ito i byan d Hea!th fearsthat the Pentagon s pumon of the space
set upaNarconcsControl Bureau. The pro- A ,;‘.' try aft i con- be set backseriously by
posed high tob ibya ditionsin hospitalsi tha SachkiParch- thisexplosion.
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The India-EU FTA is the result of
mutual interests between two of
Trump’s targets. — Le Monde
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THEBEST OF BOTHSIDES
——

A weekly column, which offers not this-versus-that, but the best of both sides, to inform the debate

DHARMAKIRTI JOSHI

CCORDING TO the National
Statistical Office’s first ad-

Reading between the lines of the Economic Survey

Call to scaleup
private investment

solidation. However, growth slowed to 9.7
per centin FY25, falling short of budgetary
assumptions. Theshortfall further widened
in FY26, increasing the gap between pro-
jected aud actual nommal growlh Efforts

at {tapping

new sources of non-tax revenues are thus

necessary eficit.
Three, tl

that even when monetary policy is accom-
modative, inflation is low and the central

ILLUSTRATION: CRSASIKUMAR

It ducks the
hard questions

SuBHASH CHANDRA GARG

CONOMIC SURVEYS (ES), pre-
pared under the leadership of
the Chief

growth in the same year. Yet, Nageswaran
offers: noexplanauan‘ despitethe 1enpardy
totheP! ‘making

India-EU FTA is more
thanadeal, its a
roadmap to our future

£7
PryusH GoyAL

HE INDIA-EU Free Trade
Agreement is a historic
milestonein Prime Minister

to access markets which are key for
growing its labour-intensive sectors
while safeguarding sensitive sectors
such as agriculture and dairy.

Trade agreements with developed
countries expose Indian industry to
healthy competition and provide con-
sumers with world-class products. Un-
like the UPA, which recklessly opened
India’s markets, the Modi government
has negotiated agreements in which tar-
iff reductionsare gradual, giving indus-

Modi’s
diplomacy. It will generate
millions of jobs, create vast opportun-
ities for India’s youth and farmers, and
create wealth for nearly 2 billion people
who together account foraquarter of the
global economy.

The agreement between the world’s
second- and fourth-largest economies is
among the biggest trade deals ever
signed. In fact, it is far more thanar.rade
deal.It part-
nership that fosters cooperation in cnucal

has artificial i i

time to improve competi-
(weness and quality with appropriate
policy support.

The supply of high-quality products
at competitive prices is central to
the PM’s Viksit Bharat 2047 vision.
Reiterating this commitment last week,
the Prime Minister said: “Come, let
us prioritise quality with all our might
this year. Let our only mantra be quality,
quality, and only quality. Better quality
today than yesterday. Let us resolve
to unpmve the qualuy of whatever

fence, and semiconductors. The FTA wﬂl
benefit every region and citizen of India.
The FTA ensures rules-based trade
and stability in economic policies, mak-
ing India even more attractive for do-
mestic and foreign investment. This will
tunities forsmall

’1he India-EU FTA is fully aligned
with PM Modi’s vision of making India a
developed country. It positions Indiaasa
dynamic, trusted, and forward-looking
partner on the global stage, laying the
foundation for inclusive, resilient, and fu-

businesses, startups, and workers.

The world has applauded PM Modi’s
announcement, calling it the “mother of
alldeals”. It comes as abreath of fresh air
ata ime forglobal tradeand

India the third-largest economy’
next Lok Sabha elections. He dlsm.lsses
rupeedepreciationasa “wrinkiein the oint-
ment”, characterising India as a “victim of
geopolitics and a strategic power gap”.
While Nageswaran rightly underlines
the importance of analysing and learning
from. fallures inChapter16, the ES-26 offers

pply The agree-
ment posmons India and the EU as
trusted partners com-
mitted to open mar-
Kets, predictability, and
inclusive growth.
India has secured
unprecedented market
access for more than
99 per cent of its
exports to the EU by
trade value, strongly
ing the Make in

vance estimates, India’'s real ~ government ﬁsca].ly prudent, sovereign ic Advisor g0 nuuLy

GDPi V74 bond elds can uusmdzs» (CEA), are meant to inform po- orf ilure. Thy
per cent in fiscal 2026, sur- at i il three ]mked -in-
passinglast year’s call of 6.3-6.8 per cent levelasmmssedmthecurrentﬁscalyear citizens onthreekey aspectsofthegovem- centive schemes (ELIs) in the 2024-25
The Qobal economy performed better Together, these three reasons under- ms-n\" rolein and  Budgetto crorejobsand
oftheUs wm:rhm mhu tand consoli- FusLafau' an itious incentive scheme for 1 crore
tariffs was softened by front- ing mac- d objecti of! s internships. The mlemshxp scheme has
loadingofshipmentstothe US, diversifica-  roeconomic stability, reducing crowding per both icand  beenanabject h less than 10,000

tiontoother marketsand growthinservices
exports. India’s standout performance was

etaryand fiscal policies, afavourable above-

and lower

out and keeping borrowing costs in check.
‘The Survey acknowledges this.

Second, the relevance of economic re-
forms. The Survey has evolved into an

normal ilprices.  analytics- dnven document that places
That said, India saw capital  greater advocacy. The latest
d Survey

showing that even a small current account
deficitand good macroeconomic perform-
d sl fl d

rency stability. Volatility is expected to
course through the next fiscal as well. The
advantage of frontloading will fade as the
tariffs’ fullimpactis felt, especially in the ab-

notes that “the transformation is now
based on the depth and time-relevance of

national priorities”.
Last year’ s Survey, too, made a case for
tressing that domestic

sectoral. Second, a critical diagnosticofkey
issues facing the economy and suggested
policy solutions. Third, an honest critique

youth interning in the last 18 months. ELIs
are also creating questionable jobs. Nages-
waran's Survey offers neither a diagnostic

ofbudget
course-correction.

Every CEA decides how much impor-
tance to give these objectives, adopting
broadly oneof threeapproaches: Objective,
critical or propagandist. Arvind Subra-
‘manian introduced a new volume to pres-
entacritique on major issues. The govern-
mentdxd away withittwoyearsafterheleft.

’s surveys

senceofanIndia- -UStradedeal. Diversifi

 for Indi The hy
Budget for [hJS fi scal had reinforced this echoed the govemmem with asprinkling
message, deregulationsand ofc

uuu i

reforms. Thisyear” sSu:wy too, bats forcon-

fullyi

tinued reductioni lenand

‘Theglobal togrow
steadily in 2026, though the outlook re-
mains fragile. The Survey cautions that
negative impacts of the current global tur-
moil can materialise with a delay.

‘TheSurvey projects real GDPgrowthin
the 6.8-7.2 per cent range for FY27, slightly
above Crisil’'sestimate of 6.7 per cent. It has
alsolifted India’s potential growth rate to 7
percent, up fromthe 6.5 per centestimated
three years ago. This s@mls confidence in
domestic

argumg that it shifts the ad-

V Anantha 1rveys have

noradvice forc - tion.
Manufacturing has been a major bug-

India initiative. The
FTA gives a decisive
boost to labour-inten-
sive sectors such
as textiles, apparel,
leather, footwear, mar-
ine products, gemsand
jewellery, handicrafts,

dy growth for both regions. The
Modi government has concluded trade
agreements only with developed coun-
tries, which do not compete with India’s
major job-creating sectors such as
textiles, footwear, gems and jewellery,
and handicrafts. This stands in sharp
contrast to the UPA regime, which
rushed into agree-
mentswith competing
economies and often
conceded far more
than India gained.
Moreover, there is
no evidence that the
UPA government con-
ducted meaningful
consultations with
stakeholders before
signing trade agree-
ments. In contrast, the
Modi government has
signed FTAs only after
rigorous consultations
with economists, in-
dustry bodies, experts,
and multiple govern-

bearfor India, stagnating ataround 12-13 per engineering goods, mem departments
cent despite programmes ]J.ke Make In and automobiles. L % istries. Asare-
i ]mde LIS), Trwillelimi tariffsofupto10per  sult, every FTA sngued by the Modi gov-

India,
etc.ES ffe

description of various progxammes. PLIs
have been hailed without explaining why
they have notdisbursed even 10 percentin
four years (out of their six years’ life) and
why some big ones have not even started
disbursing (e. gACCbanenes ITHardware

and

been more objective and balanced, albeit
with a bias that shows the government ina

The government’s fiscal performance
came under stress in 2025-26, thanks to
declslons like makmg incomes up to Rs12
lakh tax-

ST by reduc-

cent on nearly $33 billion worth of In-
dian exports. The agreement also em-
powers workers, artisans, women,
youth, and MSMEs, while integrating
Indian businesses more deeply intoglo-
bal value chains and reinforcing India’s
role as a key supplier in global trade.
The deal also eases mobility for busi-
nesspersons and professionals and
opens new opportunities in services
such as education, information technol-
ogy financial services, and computers.

ernment has received widespread ap-
preciation from industry.

During the UPA’s tenure, developed
countries — including the EU — had
lost interest in India as economic
growth slowed, inflation remained high,
and business sentiment was pessi-
mistic. India lost valuable opportunities
to conclude win-win trade deals that
could have accelerated growth and
generated employment.

The India-EU FTA, along with other

toward 2, betterlight; the2025- %Sm’vey(Eszs)xslns
monitoring and execution. fourth. Besi iew, itdis-
Third, private i After priori- issues: Theeffectiveness  ingtax

tising infrastructure spending through di-
rect budgetary support, central, government

of Swadeshi/import substitution strategy;
input costreduction strategy to build com-

durables. The government has been re-
stricting refunds to makE tax growth not

form-

capital expenditure is now nor
making a rise in private capex essential for
i i boost. It

noted that government and private capex
are not substitutes, but ¢

dispensability ina fractured world.
Let’sbegin withitstake on GDP growth.
On (opot74percentgmmh in2025-26 (ES-
d

V.
Tl inly been funding

even as global uncertainties persxsl large-scale infrastructure projects, while
will test focusingon manufac-

‘Thenext fiscal
particularly on capital flows and currency.
y 1ttriad

of Fiscal idation, reforms

turing and other productive pursuits.
The Survey noted [hat mma needs to

in-

ance at great length but offers no insights
ontougherissues.
Last year, Nageswaran offered sensible

25 ha between 6.3 per centand advxce to po]lcymakers toopenup Chinese
6.8percent), ES- i DP, - at least i wherechmme
tween 6.8 per cent and 7.2 per cem (70 per
centmidway).On ivantage, likesolar cells. The

performance. There is, however‘ asombre
side to it. India’s nominal GDP growth for
2025-26isestimated atjust 8 percent. ES-26

and private investment push. On the first,
there are three reasons proactive ﬂeps are

frastructure. The Budget should continue
to support capex, even if at a slower pace,
e v 1 S ST

advxce was 1gnored This year, he has
advicein
guage Indla needs tomove from i unpon

does not explain why the di be-
tweennominal and real lsonlyoepercent

with fis

critical. Oneisthat buffer
inan

should sii create an environ-

and the fiscal buffer is the

ment that private i

those safeguards. Two, the benefit of h:gh
nominal GDPgrowth for reducing the fiscal
deficit has been waning. Nominal GDP ex-
panded by 14.2 per cent between FY22 and
FY24, which helped accelerate fiscal con-

and public-private partnership in infra-
structure. To what extent will the Budget
listen to the Survey? We will soon know.

The writer is chief economist, Crisil

Theworst partisthat
ated by more than 6.5 per cent so far. An 8

via
strategic resilience. This would be easier to

itments unlock high-val

employment opportunities and further
strengthen India’s position as a global
hub for talent, innovation, and sustain-
able economic growth.

Trade agreements are part of the
Modi government’s broader strategy to
improve the lives of the poor — first by

by the Modi
government, underlines the difference
between drift and decisive leadership.
‘While earlier regimes hesitated and com-
promised, the Modi government has de-
livered a transformative agreement that
expands markets, creates jobs, and pro-
tects India’s core interests. It is aclear

strengthening the through
path-breaking reforms and prudent fis-
cal management, and then by negotiat-
ing with developed and complementary
economies with the objective of a win-
win deal. This approach enables India
to leverage its comparative advantages

of howstron;
and strategic clarity can unlock new op-
portunities which can propel the nation
onthe path of prosperity.

The writer is Minister of
Commerce and Industry of India

ignore, as no one will really 1
what he is talking about. The fate of other

per cent nominal GDP growth with 6.5 per advxce he offerswxll besimilar.
cent rupee depreciation GDP ,instead of
growthof only L5 per cent! bem‘= read and dlscussed

Thisisamongst thelowest globally, with
India having the highest real GDP and
among the lowest levels of dollar GDP

The writeris former Finance and
Economic Affairs Secretary

TRISHNA SARKAR

MY FATHER'S job was transferable. We
werealways movingand from an early age,
we were introduced to our neighbours as
ourextended family. This belief stayed with
me, even after my marriage, when I made
Delhi my home.

Inalarge city like Delhi, it is not easy to
findarental home. Itis physically and psy-
chologically taxing to pack up your entire
life into cardboard boxes and start over in
astrange place. However, these difficulties
become harder for some.

Every time we moved, our neighbours’
warmth eased our struggle. Breakfast,
lunch, and dinner would be delivered tous
for over a week following each move until
our kitchen regained its rhythm. We, a
small family of three, returned that kind-
ness in every way possible.

Those who make unfamiliar places home

‘The apartment across from us was un-
occupied for over three months. One even-
ing, when I got home from work, I noticed
workers moving boxes and furniture into
it. AsThurried up the steps, Ifound ayoung
‘man and greeted him with asmile. Hesaid
his name was Rahul. A young woman
emerged moments later. “This

ond trimester has just begun).”

After a pause, Rahul spoke again, his
voice trembling slightly.

“Didi... ek aur baat batana hai. Main
Rahul nahi hoon. Main Faroog hoon. Aur
Neha... woh Shazia hai(We want totell you
onemorething. I'm not Rahul, but Farooq.

Sheis Shazia, not Neha).”

is Neha, my wife,” he mur- WHO’S MY For a moment, si-
mured. ] immediately offered 1G] lence wrapped the room.
them dinner as they were nelbhbour Their eyes searched our
visibly exhausted. They reluc- ViDEAS 511 faces, afraid of what

tantly agreed to it.

That evening, as we sat
together sharing a simple meal, T casually
asked if they ate non-vegetarian food,
since our family loved it. Rahul hesi

might follow.

I gently broke the
stillness and said, “Naam badalne se in-
saan thodi badalta hai (Changing our

d 't change who we are). More-

then said, “Didi... bura na lage toh ek
baat bataun (If you don’t mind, may I
say something)?”

Ismiled. “Zaroor (Sure).”

“Neha pregnant hai. Second trimester
shuru hua just (Neha is pregnant, her sec-

over, Rahuland Neha sound so filmi.”

Hebreathed asigh of relief.

That evening, he unfolded painful
stories of rejection, of houses slipping
away at the last moment, of doors closing.
before they could even step inside, of

neighbours whojudged without knowing,
and of fear creeping in where friendship
should have bloomed. They had been
turned down countless times, their
names alone becoming reasons for re-
fusal. The weariness etched on their faces
‘was the pain of being made to feel like out-
siders in their own city.

A few months later, their home was
filled with the soft sobs of young Zaid and
laughter that echoed down the corridor. In-
stead of remaining neighbours, they be-
came family members. They eventually
moved toanew city following Farooq's pro-
motion, leaving our hearts empty and
heavy. They taught me that neighbours
turn an unfamiliar place into a home. But
this experience is not the same for every-
one. Faroogs and Shazias still need to hide
their identity tobe accepted by neighbours.

The writer teaches at DrBR
Ambedkar College, University of Delhi

epaper.indianexpressicom .. .

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Baramatitragedy

THE SUDDEN and untimely exit of
Ajit Pawar has created a void in Ma-
harashtra politics (‘Baramati
tragedy, churn inits wake’, IE, Ja-
nuary 29). He was among the few
seasoned politicians who remained
deeply connected to the ground
and wielded firm administrative
comma.ud His pragmauc appmach
Iyt
calred lines, and hissharp
decision-making effectively
crushed red tape. A staunch secu-
larist, he practised inclusive
politics even after allying with the
BJP. Now, his faceadiffi-

preliminary investigations, The
state government and Sharad Pawar
have ruled outany foul play. His un-
timely death atatime when he was
seeking the reunion of the rival fac-
tions of the NCP could redraw the
contours of Maharashtra politics.
David Milton, Maruthancode

UGC equity rules

THE UGC’S 2026 equity regulations
mark a decisive step in
acknowledging entrenched caste
discrimination in higher education
by replacing outdated frameworks
with stronger redressal

cult choice: Whether to continue as
anindependent party or merge
with the NCP (Sharadchandra
Pawar), Congress, or the BJP. His
absence has landed the ruling coali-
tionin adifficultsituation.

Vasant Nalawade, Satara

IT WAS tragic that Ajit Pawar, a

(‘UGCregulations
force a needed reckoning’, IE,
January 29). Rising complaints
demand urgent action, but
concerns about overreach and
administrative feasibility cannot be
dismissed. Extending protections
1o OBCs is progressive, yet univer-
sities may struggle with compliance
bunlens A halanced pam liesin
with insti-

popularleaderin ra, lost
hislife in a plane crash on his home
turfof Baramati. Landing amid low
visibility and technical glitches may
have been the causes, according to

New Delhi

tutional support, strengthening the
grievance systems while avoiding
rigid mandates.

Abhinav Shah, Luckrnow
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“Thorium-based
n-power key to
securing energy
independence’

EXPERTEXPLAINS
ANIL KAKODKAR
EX-CHAIRMAN, ATOMIC ENERGY COMMISSION

INDIA'S NUCLEAR strategy has long rested on a three-stage
programme, built around a basic constraint: the country has
limited uranium but vast reserves of thorium. In the firststage,
pressurised heavywa(er reactors (PHWRS) runon uramum to

icity and producef Th dstage
uses this plutonium in fast breeder reactors to multiply fuel
and prepare the ground for the final phase — thorium-based
nuclear power, wher iumis converted into ium-233
forlong-term energy security.

Former Atomic Energy Commission chairman Anil Ka-
kodKkar, whois now Chancellor of the Homi Bhabha National
Institute and Chairman of the Rajiv Gandhi Science & Tech-
nology Commission, tells Anil Sasi that with a large PHWR
capacuy now rumung on imported uranium, India can s(an

y irradiating thorium
vanced fuels such as HALEU, accelerating the country’s path
toenergy independence.

Towhatextentd h le-up
offeran ity for faster
based nuclear power generation?
Tlansmon.\ng to Lhonu.m based nuclear powergenemuon
iscritical!

PHWR

to thorium-

* ECONOMIC SURVEY 2025-26

Why rupece’s challenges
are primarily external

™
N

AANCHAL MAGAZINE
& Ravi DUTTA MISHRA

ON A day the rupee hit another low of Rs
91.98 per US dollar, the Economic Survey
2025-26said the currency has been affected
by capital outflows and that its “underper-
formance” does notaccurately reflect India’s
“stellar” economic fundamentals. The rupee
is “punching below its weight”, driven pri-
‘marily by external factors, the Survey said.

India has become a “victim of geo-
politics” eventhough it has recorded strong
economicgrowth, wnhaﬁuvourahle ouv.look,
controlled inflation, and
and agricultural prospects, it said.

The negative effects of the global politi-
cal and economic turmoil may manifest
with alag, and India runs the risk of con-
traction in liquidity, disruption of capital
flows, and a consequent impact on the
rupee, the Survey said.

To achieve currency strength, India
must first raise manufacturing strength,
Chief Economic Advisor V Anantha Nages-

* HOWFOREIGN CAPITAL INFLOWS HAVE FARED
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SOURGE: DBIE. RBI

India depends oninflows of foreign
capital to maintain a healthy balance
of payments. When they taper off,
rupee stability ‘becomes a casualty’

Threeglobal scenarios for 2026

The Survey detailed three possible scen-
arios of global crises — ‘business asin2025’,
disorderly multipolar breakdown, and a
systemic shock cascade. It said the com-
mon risks for India will be “disruption of
capital flows” and the “consequent impact
on the rupee”. “Only the degree and the
duration will vary,” it said.

Scenario 1: The Survey said ‘business
asin2025’ would bethe best-case scenario.
But this may become increasingly less se-
cure and more fragile. As the margin of
safety is slim, minor shocks could escalate
into larger reverberations. “This scenario
is less about continuity and more about
managed disorder, with countries operat-
ing in a world that remains integrated yet
increasingly distrustful,” it said.

Scenario 2: The probability of a “dis-
orderly multipolar breakdown” rises ma-
terially and cannot be treated as a tail risk,
the Survey said. It said under this outcome,
strategic rivalry could intensify and collec-
tive security arrangements could unravel.

“Trade becomes increasingly explicitly co-

dco

Rupee’s underperformance

The rupee has been underperforming
against thedollaramid a sustained outflow
in foreign portfolio investments. Foreign

ing sufficient inventory of fissile U233 (uramum 233)through
irradiation of thorium. Since our assessed domestic uranium
when the thi was formulated
were modest, the required madlanon capacity was not poss-
ible. Building such capacity through fast reactors, which can
multiply through breeding of fissile fuel, was thus essential.
Now that we can access uranium from the international
market, the thermal reactor capacity is on agrowth path, with
the Nuclear Energy Mission targeting 100GWe nuclear power
capacity, with PHWRs constituting the bulk. This scale-up is
clearlyan opportunity to start producing fissile U233 at scale
inPHWRsand enablea faster transition to thorium-based nu-
clear power generation. It isindeed possibleto have Thorium-
HALEU based drop-in fuel for PHWRs, which would alsolead

on-

verting thorium to U233.

How important is the need foradditional financial
resources and new players in potentially scaling up
PHWR capacity to 50-75 GWe (1GWe or gigawatt
electricis equivalent to 1,000 mega watts)?

Scalingup PHWR capacity to 50-75GWeby the !axget date
0f2047would require an -apacity f
around 3GWe, which would meanadding reactor:
every year depending on the mix of 700 MWe and 220 MWe
units. This would require significant additional financial re-
sources. Also, one would need many other players from public
as well as private sector to be brought in, with NPCIL (state-
owned Nuclear Power Corporation of India Ltd.) playing the
role of technology provider, capacity builder, facilitator and
mentor while implementing its own programme.

Tl NTIActop p of more
i LWR-based . How do you
view their potential?

1 have always viewed imported Light Water Reactors
(LWRs) as an additionality. Given our large and growing
energy needs, and deficit in our implementation capability,
such additionalities are helpful provided they are economi-
cally competitive and consistent with our nuclear fuel cycle
policies. We should prioritise development effort for futuristic
technologies needed for our country (metal fuel reactors,

reactors, high are reactors, thorium fuel
cycles etc) and leverage proven imported technologies.

Estimates suggest thata 1,000 MW-LWR would need

Planningfor capital flight risk
Asacountry dependent on global capi-
tal flows, India hasto plan for liquidity and
external capital buffersin the coming year,
the Survey said, adding that capital flight,
including with the advent of the US stable-
coins, is another risk to watch out for.
Proactive reforms areessential toattract
more foreign investment, itsaid. Indiaalso
need: ientinvestor inter-

ercive,
liferate, supply chains are reahgned under
political pressure, and fi i
are transmitted across borders with fewer
buffers and weaker institutional shock ab-
sotbers. In this world, policy becomes more
nationalised, and countries face sharper
trade-offs between autonomy, growth, and
stability,” it said.

Scenario 3: Terming this alow-proba-
bility scenano theSurvey outlined a risk of
inwhich financial, tech-

estand export earningsin foreign currency
tocoverits: nsmg u:nport bﬂ.l as, regardless
oft fforts, ris-

waran said. This assumes significance be-  portfolio investors have withdrawn $4 bil- US tariff
causeeven though Indiahasanettradesur-  lion so far in January, and the outflow pressure
plusinservicesand i thisisnot to$11.8billion in2025. Domestic 4
enough to offset the trade deficitingoods.  institutionalinvestors, particularly mutual The S““IEY s
So, I.ndJa depends on foreign capl[al flows funds and insurance companies, have observations
these outflows and sup- comeatatime
And when they run drier, rupee stability  ported the markets. when exports
“becomesa casualty”, the Survey said. Anundervalued rupee does nothurtin could come
“Currency strength depends onindus-  the current situation as it offsets to some undet
trial capacity. Across successfulindustrial- ~ extent the impact of higher American tar- =
isers, complex manufacturing-led export  iffs on Indian goods, and there is no threat duetothe st.eep
growth preceded improvementsincurrent  of higher inflation from higher-priced 50% US tariffs.
accounts, reservesand exchange-ratecredi-  crude oil imports at the moment. “How- °
bility. Services exports work bestasacom-  ever, itdoes cause investorsto pause. Inves- < o
plement, nota for tor ittolIndiawarrants  Whiletheimpact
ing."said. atag ion,” the Survey said. has been limited
after the Survey was tabled in Parliament. The observations comeatatimewhen  so far, exporters
Ir;ilri‘a’s recent trade arer i ’w'" lggme éxsder,‘ dueto have said fresh
proofthat noteof h tari il on
the need to focus on facturing, the  outbc hasbeenli I(J)g}::ws'cf;([)(%;}hcz
Survey said. The EU deal, for instance, ex- id that the M
pands market access for India’s labour-in- US| have stopped comingin and continued comingin.

tensive manufactured exports.

nological, and geopolitical stresses could
amplify one another. “The recent phase of
hxghly leveraoed Al- mﬁrastruc[ure invest-

ingimportswill invariably.

ment h: hatare

any ris-
ingincomes, the Survey said.

India’s economic policy must focus on
the stability of supply, the creation of re-
source buffers, and the diversification of
routes and payment systems.

“2026 may mark the point at which pol-
icy credibility, predictability and adminis-
trative discipline cease to be mere v1 rtues
andinstea their
own right, with lasting relevance. The ap-

dependent on optimistic execution time-
lines, narrow customer concentration, and
long-duration capital commitments. A cor-
rection in this segment... could tighten fi-
nancial conditions, trigger risk aversion
and spill over into broader capital markets.
Ifsuch developments were to coincide with
geopolitical escalation ortrade disruption,
the resulting interaction could produce a
sharper contraction in liquidity, a sudden

propri for2

10 f capital ﬂows and a shift to-

ward

strategic sobriety rather than d

damage.

« UGC EQUITY REGULATIONS 2026

Definitions to action: The differences in 2012 and 2026 UGC rules

Abhinaya Harigovind
New Delhi, January 29

‘THESUPREME Court Thursday stayed the
2026 University Grants Commission (UGC)
equity regulations notified earlier this
month, which addresses discrimination,
including caste-based discrimination, in
higher education i msutuuons

Thenew which
commission’s 2012 equity regulations,
sparked protests and calls for their withdra-
wal among sections of students. These
groups claim that the rules could create
divisions over caste and result i in “harass-

atea freeand equitable atmosphere in uni- Why 2026
versities... When wesee this, weseenorea- .
sonwhy Section 3(1)(e) continues tosubsist regulatlons
asitdid inthe 2012 Regulations. Howdoes  were framed
3(1)(c) become relevant? Is it a redun-

® The new regula-

dancy?.. We fail tounderstand when 3(1)(c)
isalready ingrained in 3(1)(e), why it was
culled out asa separale definition clause?”
Di: ination i defined a
“any unfair, differential, or biased treat-
ment or any such act against any stake-
holder, whether explicit or implicit, on the

tions were formed
afterapleainthe top
court filed by Radhika
Vemulaand Abeda
Salim Tadvi, the
mothers of Rohith

legislation?” Justice Bagchi asked.
.

regions,” the Survey noted.

caste mamages also. We should move for-

The 2012 regulations listed specific forms
of discrimination, harassmem or victim-

ward to d iet
° Punmve action: Under the new
rules, non<comphantmsuruuonscanbede—

isation. This mcluded

haued rom inUGCschemes,

vation poli it on

or

in accepting and processing apphcatlons
foradmissions; limiting or denymg access

removed from the list of institutions that
can recewe central grants. The UGCis also

to benefits for stud the
namesofcastes, tribes, religion or region of
students; labelling students as ‘reserved
category’; passing derogatory remarks in-
dicating caste, social, regional, racial or re-
Ijgious background asareason of under-

grounds only of religion, race, caste, ¥e;nglaand Payal
gender, place of birth, disability, or any of advl.
®The

ment”against thosein

them”,and mcludmg anydlstmcnon ex-
clusion, lii ha

The bench comprising Chief Justice of
India Surya Kant and Justice Joymalya
Bagchi directed that the 2012 regulations
remain in force till further orders.

about fuel per year at 80% PLF. How do the 2026 regulations differ
priceof .76 milli tonne, from the 2012 regulations?
the fuel cost foran LWR plant: The 2026 regulations
(at1$= Rssn) Fuel deﬁne‘dw‘- ’(section 3(1)(e)) and
PHWstou.ld h ‘caste-based discrimination’ (section
trade-offi f 3 The2012versiondefines

enrldled uranium in PHWRs and how much more

Interms of mined uranium needed tosupport agiven nu-
clear power generation capacity, PHWRs are more efficient.
Fuel fabrication and back-end fuel cycle costs in PHWRs
fueled with natural uranium would be higher on account of
higher fuel throughput as the burn-up is low. These costs
would come down with the use of enrichment in PHWR fuel.
Fueling cost with HALEU-thorium fuel in PHWR works out
tobe lower than with natural uranium.

‘discrimination’.

Under the new guidelines, caste dis-
crimination is “discrimination only on the
basis of caste or tribe agai

said that the regula-

ol

seats forstudents; dxscrmnnanon inevalu-

the purpose or effect of nullifying or im-
pairing equality of treatment in education
and, in particular, of imposing conditions
on any stakeholder or group of stake-
holders which are incompatible with
human dignity.”

‘This is similar to the 2012 regulations,
but the latter included language and eth-

on
discrimination
against SC, STand
OBCindividuals, and
include, given exist-
ing UGC guidelines
onragging, sexual
harassmentand

ationofexamp
in hostels, mess, common rooms; ragging
targeting against sections of students.
These specific forms of discrimination
have been left out of the 2026 regulations,
which task the ‘equal opportunity centre’
within institutionsto prepare and dissemi-
nate anillustrative list of acts that shall be

blish a monitoring mechan-
ism to review progress made in achieving
theobjectives of tocon-
stitute anational-level monitoring commit-
tee to oversee the implementation.

The old regulations did not provide for
any such action.

® Equal Opportunity Centres: While
the 2012 regulations provided for ‘Equal
Opportunity Cells’ to be set up at institu-
tions to promote equality, they did not
speufy the composmou and funcuous 0[

orthe
in an instance of discrimination.

The 2026 version mandates “‘Equal Op-
portunity Centres’ at institutions, with
‘equity committees’ which must be repre-
sented by OBCs, Persons with Disabilities,
SCs, STs, and women.

Incontrast, Lhe 2012 rules identify “stu-
dents bel i ections,

pur-

fair, and non-discrim-

of the scheduled castes, scheduled tribes,
and other backward classes.” This defini-

nicity inadditiontoreligion, caste, gender, ~ rights of persons construed as discrimination.

and disability. The 2012 regulations also ~ withdisabilities. The new rules also instruct institutions
separately defined *harassment’, ‘victim- e Theyalsosug- to ensure that any selection, segregation,
isation’, and ‘ragging’, which are omitted ges(ed thattheregu- or aﬂocatlou intohostels, classmoms‘ men-
from the new guidelines. OBCs i ps, or any other

“The constitutic ionis... Article  andthat

15(4) emp; the state to make special  ggpects uidlscnmma- inatory. The CJI said Thursday: “Another
laws for the Castes/ tion, in provision which I am finding is an indica-
Tribes. If the 2012 Regulations spoke of a  the 2012regulations, ~ tion among lhe measures you are taking,

tion was before the more 1and all-inclusive dis-
Court for | category. crimination, i ing discrimination in

Justice Bagchi said: “We are looking  the nature of ragging, why should there be
intothe evolution of the re-  a ioninap i} iorative

you of separate hostels. For
God’s sake, don’t do that. We have lived in
hostels. Every community hasstudentsliv-
ing together. We have developed inter-

including SC/ST studems ", butdo not spe-
cifically identify OBCs.

The new rules also outline the proce-
dure!obe followed whenan mcldent ofdis-
cri isreported, i ific
timeframes. Institutions are also required
to set up equity helplines and ‘equity
squads’.

@ POLITY

Gandhi’s Gram Swarajideal, and why true devolution of power has remained out of reach

Shyamlal Yadav
New Delhi, January 29

AWEEKbefore the commencement of Par-
liament’s Budget session, Congress Presi-
dent Mallikarjun Kharge criticised the Union:
government for renaming the MGNREGS
(Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employ-
ment Guarantee Scheme) to VB-G RAM G
(The Viksit Bharat — Guarantee for Rozgar
and Ajeevika Mission-Gramin).
He sald rhe party would ﬁght the name
callingit*
to remove Maha[ma Gandhi’s name from
public memory, weaken the Gram Swaraj
(self-rule of the village) concept.”

From MGNREGAto GRAM G
Introduced under the UPA govern-

ment, the MGNREGS was notified with ef-

fect from February 2006 to provide basic

livelihood opportunities in rural India.
The “Mahatma Gandhi” prefix was
added only on October2, 2009.1n December
2025, the Union government introduced a
Bill to repeal the scheme. The VB-G RAM G
replaced it, with increasesin the duration of
employment, and the share that state gov-
ernments will pay to fund the scheme. The
latter provision came under much criticism.
‘The Congress also criticised the removal of
Gandhi’s name, evoking his philosophy,
which championed the self-sufficiency of
rural areas for the health of the nation itself.

Gandhi’s Gram Swaraj

Across his writings, Gandhi envisioned
the all-round development of villages and
their self-reliance. He wrote on June 23,
1946, “Tregardthe| growmofcmesasanevﬂ

The latter have exploited the villages. The
blood of the villages is the cement with
which theedifice of the citiesisbuilt. Iwant
theblood thatistoday inflating the arteries
of the cities to run once again in the blood
vessels of the villagers.” His speech was
matched by action, be it in Champaran,
where he led his f‘ rsl major satyagraha in
1917, or Sevag) ashram
he established in Maharashlm

Gandhi regularly wrote on the subject
inhismagazines Harijan and YoungIndia.
On July 26,1942, he wrote in Harijan: “My
ideaofVillage Swarajisthatitisacomplete
republic... every village’s first concern will

lagers, maleand female... a perfectdemoc-
racy based upon individual freedom...”

Hurdlestoself-rule
Intheearly years of Independence, policy
focus was on urban-centric development.
The urban-rural gap widened, prompting
migration to major industrial townships.
This is not to say policies for rural areas
Prominent i
theabolition of theZamindarisystem of land
ownership (though reforms were limited to
a few states), and schemes like the Jawahar
Rojgar Yojana. But without quality education
and heal[h facilities as bl.uldm" bloch and

ability... The government of the village will

thing, ‘mankind... The Brit-
ish have exploited India through its cities.

villages becomlng self-reliant.

epapenindianexpress;oom.. .

by the Panchayat of five per-
sons, annually elected by the adult vil-

substantial jobopportunities. And, despite
the promotion of democratic decentralisa-
tion under the 73rd constitutionalamend-
ment, which accorded constitutional
status to panchayati raj institutions, the
self-reliance of Gandhi’s imagination re-
mains out of reach. Prime Minister Nar-
endra Modi put forth the Sansad Adarsh
Gram Yojana in 2014, where MPs were
asked toadopt and developa village in their
constituencies. However, most showed li-
mited interest in the programme.
Genuine devolution of power — finan-
cial, political and administrative — often
hinges upon the will of those at higherlevels
of governance. Changing these impulses
will require much more than policy tweaks.

betogrow itsown food. d cotton for mi-
itscloth...” “Therewillbenocastessuchas  grationisoften Lhebest hope forabener life.
we have today with their graded untouch-  Today, of Inc villages, AsG;

compared to about 82% in 1960.
Further, ruralent
to receive the support required to cxeale

New Delhi

1hi himselfsaid of hisself-sufficient
village, “To modelsuch avillage may be the
workofalifetime.” ForIndia’s 6.74 1akh vil-
lages, that certainly holds.
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Now to Master All
It Has Surveyed

Exports, Al and cities key to future growth

EconomicSurvey 2025-26 highlights India’s economicresi-
lience inadeteriorating global trade scenarioand stresses
theneed fora concerted export push toup growth. Theeco-
nomy is better placed, with consumption and investment
expected to doheavylifting. Imports arebound to climb for
afast-growing economy, and export performance must ke-
ep pace. India is shifting its focus from substitution to im-
munity and, eventually, interdependence. This calls for a
much bigger footprint in global supply chains. Advanced
manufacturing requires a reorientation of economic pro-
cessesand the role of policy toencourage risk-taking.
Bipolarormultipolarglobalisation requires countries
to create new linkages between producers and consu-

ECONOMIC SURVEY Inaturbulent world, India’s earned economic stability, now to build strength

STEADY, STEADY... GG

§ nawor

for investmentled expansion rather
than credit-fuelled excess.

Labour market signals are also qui-
etly encouraging. Female labour force
participationhasrisen, overallunemp-
loyment has declined, and formalisa-
tion continues. These are not cyclical.
They are outcomes of structural ch-
anges — digital public infrastructure,
targeted welfare dehver\c labour code
reforms, and and

fracture, financial excess and
deepening uncertainty, India’s
economicstory over the pastfew

~* years stands out not for drama-
ticleapsbutforsomethingmore valua-
ble: resilience. Economic Survey 2025
26 frames this moment as a transition

i
digital connectivity. Rural broadband,
mobile towers, better roads and logis-
tics are not just infrastructure pro-
jects, but productivity multipliers that
integrate workers and firms into na-
tional markets.

YeL thesurvey isap]jcit thatmacro

mers. India is fashioning its own responses, pri
through considered economic This has

long-term

enhanced its ability to cushion geopolitical fi ial
shocks. The survey argues policyma-
king must build on these to add econo-
mic and strategic strength. A perma-
nently harsher external environment
requires the economy toadapt by buil-
ding bigger cushions against capital
- movements. Another interesting sug-
~ gestion is about constituting an eco-
nomicagency for Al tofocus on how toenhance thetech’s
productivity gains while minimising disruption among
the country’slarge labour pool.

The survey also flags conditions holding back cities.
Urban stress is piling up onaccount of land, housingand
transport. Rapid urbanisation is not transforming into
productivity gains or global influence. There’s scope to
improve urban planning through data-driven processes
and by harmonising classifications. The survey identifi-
es inadequate governance as a constraint and says some
formof autonomy may lead toan improvement inreliabi-
lityandefficiency of services. The survey hasinteresting
observations on civic behaviour in the context of the in-
frastructure where it is displayed. It finds an explanation
for why Indians are better behaved in metros than on city
buses. That’s a question many would love an answer to.

CBAM Feels Unfair,
But India Can Gain

Fromadeveloping-country perspective, the EU's Carbon Bor-
der Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) can seem unfair: After
all, itcompels developing nationslike India tomeet EU's ‘First
‘World’ standards or pay a price — despite the former’s relati-
vely small contribution to CO: emissions compared to develo-
ped countries. This concern is further heightened by the Eu-
ropean Commission’s confirmation that the India-EU FTA do-
esnot provide any exemption from CBAM.

India’s demand for an exemption must be understood in the
context of considerable financial, technological and capacity
burden that aligning with EU climate norms would place ona
large segment of industry, particularly MSMEs. These are two

economies with vastly different capaciti-
es. In 2025, the EU’s nominal per-capita
GDP was about $46,000, while India’s was
around $2,800. The proposed EU-India plat-
form for cooperation on climate action, to
besetup by June, along with €500 mn inlik-
ely conditional EU support over the next 2
yrs, will help. But it will clearly not suffice.

However, just because CBAM feels unfair does not mean it

has to be detrimental. New Delhi can turn it to it:

THE SPEAKING TREE

Beyond
Gandhism

PRAMOD PATHAK

Itis important torevisit what Gan-
dhijistood for and the qualities
that transformed him. Not that
there isadearth of knowledge
about qualities that can makea
man intoamahatma. Gandhiji
focused on just two—truthand
nonviolence, which in his view

‘The phrase captures a deeper shift ity Thecentral challengeisstruc- ‘wereasold as the Himalayas. How-

underway. India is no longl:er m]ele}y tural building manufacturing and ex- s\eflaé;vhattlv:msﬁq‘;]sked\:llasaﬁlm
ut slowly Currency lief inthose i and courage

constructing foundations for durable, s\rengvh lower costof capital andexter- an(ocetnnmp of the workt topursue them. His prescription
self remfm cmg gmwtb inan increas- nalresilience ultimately follow indus- the world can’teasily islinked asno — practice
ingly’ i ili function without India. to amuety and what and

Tt Across late industrialis- ieving this requires a different Sln].lmggapspels!slmanAId.\smpted ge youwant tosee in the world.
ters. Global economic uncertainty in  ers,comple: ingledexport kind of state t one that produces  labour market, particularly in hands- Heacknowledged that there was
2025 was triple the average of the pre-  growth preceded sustained improve- and protects, but one that facilitates, ou,}ugh -skill occupations thatdon'tfit nosuch thingas Gandhism. For
vious two decades. Financial markets, ments in current accounts, reserves and builds P These are Gandhiji, it was simple humani-
Thowever, remainpricedas if riskwere  and ex ge-rate ility Servi- Riseof lndm offersa notperipheral issues. Al sm, laced with character; (x)urage
abundant and cheap, creating thedan- cesexpor bultheyvvorl\ a entre-  rkfi i ical health, men- d ion that di
gerof Tec- best as preneurial state can achieve. Success  tal resilience and foundational skills, He gaveasimpleformula l‘orac
tions. For i suchcon- came not from heavy-handed control, A balanced growth outlook of 6.8- quiring this crucial injunction.

ditions dJrectly transmit into volatile
ital fl

fo ingbase.
'1 h}s mslghl has profound strategic
i Inaworld where tradeis

capit Tency pressures.

Against this backdrop, India’s rela-
tive calm — moderate inflation, credi-
ble fiscal consolidation, comfortable
foreign exchange buffers and healthy
banking balance sheets — is not acci-
dental. It reflects years of steady, if of-

no longer reciprocal, markets are no
longer neutral, and supply chains are
instruments of state power, economic
strategy must move beyond tradition-
al notions of selfsufficiency. The sur-
veyreframes ‘swadeshi’ notasinward-

butfromrecognisingsoftwareasanin-
dustry easingforexand import restric-
tionsforexporters, investing in techni-
cal education and telecom, and creat-
ing technology parks with reliable in-
frastructure and regulatory flexibility.
State capacity worked best when re-

directed from mlavmnagemem to

7.2% for FY27 is projected. Economic

Hestated, ‘Whenever youarein

Survey 2022-23 pegged the potential doubt, try thefollowing expedient:
growth at 6.5%. Nﬂw with sustained recall the face of the poorestand
publici; themost you have

tal infra, a stable banlclng system and
Gol ‘riding the Reform Express’, India's
‘medium-term potential growth can be
upgraded to7.0% ayear If reformsaim-

everseen, and ask yourself if the
step you contemplate is goingto
beof any usetohim. Willhebe
able togain anything by it? Will

ten unglamorous, policy work. looking but as invest- prise. ed at achieving sustained expon com- itrestoreto himcﬂntml over his
Inflation has soﬁeued to its lowest. mentmnauonalsh’ength The survey cites further evidence petitiveness in ngare un- lifeand d¢
levelindy remains Th visfrom importsubsti-  from more recent reforms: GST 2.0, dertaken, the growth potennal could Hisrule: furhfe wassimple liv-
domestically driven. Public finances tution andfinal- of I'T Act, district-level risefurtherto8.0%. ingand high thi . and hi
are on a firmer footing, suppon.ed by lyto stmregnc indispensability: theca-  business refor: m action plans, export India has done well sincethe pande- tools were ‘niyamand sanyam’,
sustained revenue a pacity ively at ho- mission: mic. It's doing better today. But the that s, disciplineand selfcontrol.
broadening direct tax base me. funcuon if the world frag environmental nﬂm and targeted op-  worldism Tove,
Quality of expenditure ments, and eningof before. Thenenphase which he thought had the magi-
has improved, with ca- q ‘me so embedded in glnbal nuclear power to foreign investment.  of India’s growth won't be easy. It will cal power to transform even the
pital spending increa- Importantly, deregulation is being be constructed through patient capital staunchest enemy, His behef in
singly prioritised over = Macro stability pushed th for iti f mansh-
consumption-heavy ! alone won't deliver ree-quarters of identified high-impact i i astate apedhisi Forhim,
outlays. Banks havecle- — m,.,.w,.. beeni thatlearns to think jally. spirituality was humanity in
aned up their balance __ | prosperity. The ed. Thisquiet, execution-driven appro- Inaworldof manageddlsm’der In- pracuce The crux of Gandhian
sheets, with gross and " /j’ central challenge js  achmay lack headline appeal, but it’s ~ dia’s journey toward b rooted in Taittiriya
net NPAs at multi-deca- structural: building precisely umug Justaneco~ Upamshad isencapsulated in the
de lows, enabling strong- * manufacturing Thesurvey imper- ‘Satyam vada, Dharm-
er credit growth to the and export social and human capl(al Lhallenges ative. Slatu].\tyhas been earned. Stren- amchara’ —speak the truth and
commercialsector. To- Ultra-processed food mnsnmpnun is gthmustnow bebuilt. follow pathof righteousness.

gether, these ftrends g
create the conditions

[N

rising rapidl

ly,
ling of obesity rates. Digital. add.lctmn

Thewriter is chief economic adviser; Gol

Give Due
Carbon Credit

Clean Break
Into Tech

ALGO OF
BLISSTECH
Last Days
Of Winter

‘Youknow that we're entering

Talks on investment agreements should be approached witha
clear sustainability lens and a concrete plan to decarbonise
and transform the industrial base. The focus should be on at-

tractingi partnershipsincl gy supply

chains, clean tech manufacturing and decarbonisation tech-
nologies. Leveraging the complementarity of the two econo-
mies to create strategic opportunities that strengthen resili-
ence and sustainability should be the guiding principle. If en-
gaged with proactively, CBAM could catalyse India’s industri-
al transformation, rather than merely posing a constraint.

The singer tells us the value of
- shutting up' at the right time

A NO—Encores Lesson
From Arijit Singh

Let's be clear: Arijit Smghs T from play
singing is not just a career decision, it's a swag move. The
man who crooned heartbreak into a billion WhatsApp st:

tuses has now hung up his microphone, and we, ordinary
mortals, must defer to his decision. Because let's face it,
not everyone's like Singh who knows when to walk away

intoth when ontop of hi
Tbexe is much wisdom i in his decision that should be a les-
of u thosein ion of pla-

yback politics. Singh spent years turning traffic jams into
ballads of longmg gym playhsts into operas of regret and
ial crises. Now heh

sﬂence, that most radxca.l note of all. If he can retire instead

it,socanyou.Imagine
a saclety where everyone retires when at their apogee. What
‘wewould get isasteady supply of talent thatstayson till it pe-
aks andthenmakmgwwfor thenext inline —insteadof be-
if the‘greatman/woman’
goes, To emulate Art'ut Singh is to embrace resn'amt tore-
cognise that thelast bether So,

don'tbeaﬁ*aiﬂmhangynurbmtsOx; worse, glvmglmgenng

pastyour sell-by-dats
emotion. The to

way.

thelast bend of winter when
yousuddenly startapprecia-
and Hubballi-Dharwad), EVs (despi- » R&D push Cleantech manufac- tingthe crisp chillin the:
techarging challenges) and metro turing without tech depth will rem- oreven therelative coolness.
rail systems are also eligible. Affores- i bly led. A i -joy insav-
tation initiatives, energy-efficiency 24,000 cr from the Research Develop- aurmg(heseﬁnaldayswhen
- measures such as improved cook ‘mentand Innovation (RDI) and Anu- the temperaturedropstoal-
sloves and LED lighting, and plastic sandhan National Research Founda- mostannounce that it’s hap-
andrelated activitiesmay tion (ANRF) ecosystem for translati- py to perform a shortencore.
i likewiseearn carbon credits. il i onal cleantech R&D, inclug indus- Theair carriesa ness
Kala Seetharam Sridhar (s eiance thisap .« | JasieetSingh Sareen b . mcliting St St
&NirmalR S forward, whichraises the question innuvationﬁ'omlabswfactoryﬂoors bozhmgommgandneemg
of why resorting Despi t.heworld'sfast~ Eachbreathisa
tocarh dits. Th ‘markets, moenmms OlIarmgals()mo"«. m thesaasonswamngpower a
Withth there i by Indore Indiastillimports 45-75% of compo- &D cr i will
is growingdiscussion about the Smart City De Limited y cleantech value expendmnefm ﬁnns avaxhngPLI soongiveway to the languid
weak financial position of cities. (ISCDL): chains. Domestis warmth of summer:
Urb: P Project registration ch 20% insolar: andbat(anes andm exceeding1% of revenues) would re- There is thrill in the contrast:
traffic congestion, pollution, CO= hxgh atabout $10,000. relatively mature areaslike: gx id ward companies that invest in capa- biteof cold againstskin, com-
issi 1 hi d If this bility and not just capacity.
audneqmrsat%muf dedicated, continues, Indla couldbeimporting P Localise machines that make
costsof cli trained HR $6597bn worthof cle h ines A Cleantech
nalised or how ci P Tl ly by 2030. mglnvesunemand'l\echnolngyAc~
additional revenue Lhrough mecha-  platforms for carbon credits. More- Earlier thismonth, BharatClimate  celerator; housed within Invest In-
nismssuch as carbon credits, over, the carbon credit market is sub- Forum (BCF) launched ‘ Blueprm( dja could facx!.ltme access toadvan-
Anovel example of such asystem ject tofluctuations, which may redu- for India’s Cleantech ing ech transfer
comes from Indore, which has ini- ceincentives for cities torely consis- Ambition’, which i ixprio-  andstrategicpar
tiated the measurement of GHG tently on thi rity i setsagoal:to bal up futm'e .
emission SPVs,suchas reachroughly 50% ready icall fonof woollenlayers, pleasure
A:nboncmd.\tasequxvalent tolx ISCDL, provide con- addition by 2030. P Skills = progres: i)
reduction in CO: 'y assi More importantly it~ ghly 213,000 cr from PM- SE’I‘U(Skﬂl a steammgcuppa Streetsglis-
credusamtreatedammdablegoods to ULBs that wish to outlines what the ingand Employability Transform- tenunder pale sunlight, and
with prices currently itali forthcomingbudget  ation through Upgraded ITIs), and (reesstandpmsed limbering
credit. India i i helping must! training infrastr clean- ina
Carbon Credit Trading Sche\ne themmonetise this credible: tech manufacturing clusters, would ‘monthor two. It isamoment
(CCTS),Jaunched in 2024, toregulate  these initiatives, > R dd ipeline of techni- suspended hetween two wor-
emissions in energy-intensive sec- subject tomarket i d andnot just
tors, with prices roughlyz500-700per  conditions. Reve- Ewdend.\ngdomes engineers. mer’ sstuhhomness*whem
cmd.it(amundss) nue-sharingarran- tic »Fi A5,000cr partial one can relish the clarity of
tunity for the credit through Nau P k.
lncal bodies, cmcsand guverumo.ut Iy unpl.ledtocovel Approved Listof onal Credit Guarantee Trustee Thebliss you feel lies in the
depar inggreen project ModelsandManu-  pany (NCGTC) could unlocklower- awareness of thistransience.
projects to generate revenue. If ef- registration, comp- facturers(ALMM)  cost project finance for first-of-a-kind ‘This ‘last hurrah’ sharpens th-
fectively leveraged, carbon credits lex processes, and PLI sch i truggle ought, heij ion,
can provide cities with a valuable auditor feesand lar; wind, debton ms, and inary scen-
mcome stream w\Lhout requiring related expenses. batteries, EV com- » Patient money Ce il ith signif
where Gulu ponents, hydrogen  subsidies and interest subvention
forex isscarce, ici ilarly bene- and transmission througha 70,000 cr manufacturing
memsface bormwmgconslramts ﬁ( from mrboncre equipment, witha support pool and recognising clean-
phasedpathto50%  techmanufacturingunder the ‘Har-
Carbm! credxts therefure, oﬂ'er wsh green pm)ects Ben~ by 2029, would ‘monised Master List of Infrastruc-
nforex. galuru, forinstance, provide manufac- ture’ would unlock long-tenure, low-
mdomhasememedasapmneemg hasametrosystem turers with the costfinance ata scale manufacturing Si IVE r_H a i red
urbanlocal body (ULB) inSouth Asia —asdo Chennai, certaintyneededto  hasrarelyseen.
i i ibilityof carbon  Mumbaiand Kol- investatscale. Together, these measures amount. Best Asset c| ass
finance, having initiated work on kata—and hasalso » Secure ilisi bnincata-
carbon creditsseveral yearsago. Asa  undertaken measu- inputs A proposed lyu'c pu.bl.\nfuudjngoversym This Apropos ‘Let’s Begin with the
Smart City, X of 235,000 cr n- Middle’ by Anil Padmanabhan
cessfully registered three projectsin -~ and i i critjcal miner- ment expend.nme Yet, compelling (Jan29), there’sno gainsaying
the first phase of the carbon credit devel thoxides, by justify theefforts: that the middle class has longem-
system: wet-waste managemem th- = ment, including a.lungsule bu.ﬂdmgastraxegc stock~ s" o»sohnmprxvate investment, a[gedasap)vutmmd.\anlmhnm
rough India'sCarbon  greenbuildings. pﬂeequ]valenuczﬁ% of annualde-  $20-30bni annual GDP Hnwever it needs
andsolarenerg Betwe-  CreditTrading These initiatt mand, by 2030, savings of in ¢ that citizens
en OctnberZOWandJlmeZmB these  Schemepre- presentan opportu- most fragilelinks in India’s clean ‘import: d ion of and early retirees withi)
nity toleverage energy supply chains. closetol8: mn )b dle 't b i
1.701akh carbon credits, yielding rev- portunityfor  carboncreditsas » Raw material i turi asaspent foree. They are import-
enuesof about69lakh. Inthesecond  local bodies, anadditional This: cannctbeleﬁ toglobal vu]ahhty Thi i i eIndiais ingto(a) mcreased lifeex-
venﬁcanonpenod(Juh 2019-Decem-  cities and g clear:Itcan mar- pectancy, (b ,\_um fin-
ber 2020), th tin, deand cold-roll- ket that impor i ancial family due
ted revenues of ¥8.34 cx; realised in departments The! budget shou— edelecn'ical steelwouldprotectdo-  power its growth. Ox, it itali v and latemarri-
September 2021 dp: mestic producers tdump-  on thisnarrow window to become a agesof their children (now com-
Proj thh ingand pr Thisistruefor  global cleantech manufacturing hub, pounded by gold and silver price
plants (STPs), decentralised compos-  to generate initiate carbon transformer ideq- Thefirst taken—Nati- spikes), and(c) theirrisk-aversi-
ting, forestry, plastic i d revenue credit trading, with uipment, mi-  onal on The-
LED lighting can qualify for relevant support from SPVs ne viability unced in the last budget, which has refore, it is imperative for the bud-
mrbom credit subject such as ISCDL, to help them become P Targeted funding A®,000crvia-  created an institutional: ﬁ'amcwork, getarchitects to consider this seg-
gy pro- i resilient. bilit; i wiuuu for com- The BCF blueprint ment more favourably than the
]ems with carbon credit potential The budget must now working middle class, particu-
hydroand wind. Inthe Sridhar is professor. and Nirmal R S mu!orswould bndge the competiti- convert both into execution. larly in terms of tax treatment.
transportsector, bus rapid transitsys- isi i scaleand learning _— Manas R Das
tems (such as those in Ahmedabad Social and Economic Change curvesreduce costs. Thewriter is India head, Dalberg Advisors Pune
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] The only thing to do with good advice is to pass
it on. It is never of any use to oneself
2 - 0SCAR WILDE

Govt 2.0? Tough Ask

Survey asks for ‘entrepreneurial state’. Good idea
but it won’t happen unless politics changes

ﬁ 1liswell, ina way. Growth thisfiscal is expected to touch 7.4%

against the initial projection of 6.3-6.8%. India remains the
‘astest growing major economy, inflation is low, fiscal deficit's
under control. We even got a rating upgrade from S&P last Aug.
Yet, the subtext of this year's Economic Survey is cautionary. That’s
because India, with all its pluses, is at a point where business-as-usual
can'tget itout of thelow-middle income category. For one, the “decade
ortwo” of sustained 8% growth thatlast year’s Survey talked about,
remains elusive. Two, trading is harder in the current geopolitical
climate, and if the AI bubble bursts this year, things could look
“worse” than the 2008 crisis.

‘What are the odds that 2026 will be no worse than 2025? Survey
assigns it a probability of 40-45%. That means, its projection of 7%
GDP growth in 2026-27 may turn out to be optimistic. Unless, India
makes some fundamental changes, going beyond the text of policies.
One interesting idea that Survey proposes
isof an ‘entrepreneurial state’. Thisis govt
with the ability to deliver - to “get the right
thingsdone”. Japan, S Koreaand Singapore
have done it, but it requires a bureaucracy
that's not afraid to experiment in times of
uncertainty. That can only happen when
govt learns to distinguish between error
and corruption, and doesn't punish
“good-faith decision-making”. Talking of
experiments, one hasgotten outof hand. Survey says “unconditional
cash transfers...are crowding out growth-enhancing spending”.
How can Centre and states invest more in schools, hospitals, power
transformers and roads if freebies consume theirrevenues?

Rupee was the worst-performing major currency last year, and it
would have looked worse without India’s booming services exports.
But Survey recommends India focus on manufacturing instead, as
it’s “important for maintaining long-term currency stability and
strength”. Besides, manufacturing has a transformative effect on
the country, as govts are forced to fix weaknesses in things like
finance, labour laws and logistics. But only when manufacturers
have the will to compete globally - not when they seek bailouts and
tariffs for survival. Towards the end, this high-minded Survey
preaches to citizens too: respect work, eat right, don’tbeasocial media
junkie. Inshort, delay gratification. If wedid, what would happento
consumption expenditure that makes up 61.5% of GDP now?

Court On Right Track

Railways made liable for not keeping time is a
timely lesson for govt, civic authorities
Basti district consumer court in UP has asked Railways to pay

%9.1L toa17-year-old who missed an entrance exam because her
train was delayed. The significance of this order cannot be

overstated. The relief after seven years — one can argue about the
amount of compensation - is more than welcome. That the litigant's
fatherisalawyer aided herfight-for how many have the information,
wherewithal or perseverance to trudge through court cases? But
because the petitioner did not give up, the win is beyond the sum of
compensation. The consumer court’s decision is far-reaching,
whatever its final outcome—Railways may appeal - for alargerreason.
The nature of the complaint — accountability of govt services — has
wideresonance. Makingauthorities pay for
tardy services, even more. Two points.

First, Supreme Court in 2021 expanded
the scope of joint action in Consumer
Protection Act 2019, allowing for complaints
in representative capacity. Till then, joint
action was allowed only so far that a group
could complain together for relief for
their complaints alone. The expansion, in
representative capacity fora group of complainants, isthe closestto
class-action suits India has. Basti court’s intent, to make Railways
liable for delay on anon-arterialroute, will set off ripples. As it should.
Fartoo often, govts are oblivious to ordinary Indians’ plight.

Second, and thisfollows from the first, making publicauthorities
liable can be a deterrent against negligent conduct, even inefficiency.
Litigious consumers of public services could jolt civic authorities
to remember what their job is. Elections have evolved such that
they're almost delinked from inefficient governance. Failure of
banks to protect consumers’ savings from fraud & theft, overcharging
hospitals, fake medicines and pan-India civic negligence — death &
illness from toxic water, electrocutions, drownings in open drains
and flooded basements...thelist isendless. To that end, the decision
from Basti isa sliver of hope for the ordinary Indian.

Never too old

Yesterday's age-old questions have become
today’s age-young answers

Jug Suraiya

When I was a small boy the most frequent question I would be
asked was, how old are you? Age was a measure of stature and
status. [ was eight, and couldn’t wait to be double-promoted to

10. At that milestone, school regulations would allow me to

Wenlbecame 10,Icouldn’t waittoattain13 whenIwould officially become

In my mid-thirties, dates of another kind preoccupied me. Assuming a

m And then something wondrous happened. The flow of the river

z\:/ Forty became the new 30 - or was it 257 - and 50 became the new

jugularvein {achyons, hypothetical particles that travel faster than

While the aptly named human race races through life, the plodding turtles,

wins themarathon of longevity.

didnot incl toantiquity

Bristlecone Pine, reckoned to be 5,000 yearsold, ed anorm for th

Image: Al

‘India will have 100s of new factories’

India-EU FTA is indeed the mother of all deals, Tata Sons chairman writes. It has the potential to create
one of the world’s greatest economic corridors, while establishing a cohesive security partnership

N Chandrasekaran

Ursula von der Leyen, president of
European Commission, declared this
week that Indian and EU negotiators
hadstruck “themotherof alldeals”.She
may well be right. This is not just one
of the largest ever bilateral free trade
agreements. It is also one of the most comprehensive
and collaborative.

While ﬂus agreemem has heen overa decade inthe
makmg, particular
-amodern FTA:
that free trade cannot be meaningful without greater
alignment of regulations and standards, and mutual
respect for domestic priorities.

When the agreement is ratified, it will cover 2bn
people with a combined economic size of $25tn
(comprising25% of global GDP and one-third of global
trade) and create millions of jobs in manufacturing,
services, and researchand innovation. Lowered barriers
willgive market.
base that will become vital for growth. EU will gain
unprecedented access to reach the world's fastest-
growing major economy. It will boost Europe’s tech
ecosystem, and companies will create an industrial
footprint in India. The leader of a European global
manufacturing giant told me after the agreement
was reached that they are “ready to build” in India,
asentiment that others share.

Trade, which is currently valued at $136bn, could rise
koasmuch asmsﬂbn bym Gmwth of India’'sand Europe’s
will be charged when

thebal rierstonew markets arelifted.

create at least 10-12mn jobs in the coming years. As much
as $75bn innew Indian goods will be unlocked.

Beyond the immediate payoffs, there is a subtext
to this historic framework, and the timeframe of its
effectsshould be measured in the longer term. Subtext
is the shared desire for progress, and closer coordination
inscience, research, and defence. Europe has knowledge
that it has turned into experience by building things
for years, but it needs lower costs and speed. India has
knowledge, butnot yet the years of experience. What it
brings, though, are scale, technical skills, problem-solving
abilities, and the experience of producing things
quickly, at low cost.

Thisagreementputsthe twotogether, with transfor-
mative implications, especi:
in scientific research and
technology. India will consider
joining the Horizon Europe
platform, the world’s largest
research programme, which
will place Indian researchers
on an equal footing with
European ones in

However, India will not simply be selling finished semiconductors,
goods toEuropean consumers. Thankstotariff reduction  material science,
onl lndnn erswillsoon  clean technologies,
find toEU uringand  healthandsanitation
their trade in goods wnh DLher global partners. Indian and explore making imageAL
plastics, European and Indian digital

for: e\ample. will bring Indian

advanced batteries, and critical hardware the world
needs. This partnership will give us experience, a
new pool of customers and suppliers, and the capital
necessary to develop an industrial base.
Unsurprisingly, the agreement also establishes a
cohesive security and defence partnership. Together,
we will work to secure our oceans, enhance operational
cooperation, build maritime security, and strengthen
the freedom of navigation.
This future includes how we move. For India,
itallows our care workers, engineers,
and students to work and study
there. And it makes sense for EU,
with its ageing demographics, to
access India’s greatest resource
~ its legions of young and
skilled professionals.
Never have we had such a
huge financial incentive to raise
our consumerand manufacturing
standards, and drive down
our carbon emissions.
Domestic costs will
arise, and the journey
to upskill and learn
new processes may
be difficult and slow.
But the prize will be
to become an integral
partner in global
value chains. Back
home, the prize will be
healthier; safer workers,
and tackling the pollution
levels that are threatening

overall progress.
While the agreement has
been rightfully praised for its
amhmcn and the way it br nadens and
kets, itshould for

operable. That is the story of

ting how a relationship can be

machinery, alternative energy and defence supply chains.
This agreement has the potential to create one of the
world’s great economic corridors between Western
Europe and India. I personally believe that hundreds
of new factories will be built in India.

For India, there are immediate benefits. Billions in
gains from this agreement will flow to some of India’s
most labour-intensive sectors, in small factories in rural
India: textiles, gems and jewellery, apparel, footwear,
and marine products. Indian customers will find greater

hidden in plain sight - collaboration of the kind We
haverarely seen before.

‘The innovation sparked by this agreement in both
geographies will give us control over our shared destiny.
India’s has been a problem of means, not ability, and
given access to knowledge and resources, we have
demonstrated the ability to execute well, and at scale.
After the pandemic hit, we made great strides in
advanced manufacturing quickly. It is inevitable that
I.ndJa will develop deep capabilities and become a

variety onoffer in time. A these uld

player in the creation of semiconductors,

established. Its remedies for conflict resolution, points
of contact for trade, and the gradual removal of tariffsand
duties offer clarity that isa welcome development.

This FTA is the “mother of all deals” not only for
its size. It represents an understanding that shared
values, alongside political and economic stability,
are now indispensable. It shows other nations what
a mutually beneficial path forward could look like.
EU and India find, in each other, a reliable, strategic
partner - not just for trade, but for a shared and
resilient prosperity.

‘Economy’s potential growth rate has moved higher’

GOI's chief economic adviser, the key figure behind Eco Survey, and two senior members of his team argue that
reforms in recent years mean India can grow at around 7% in medium term, if the reformist spirit is sustained

V Anantha Nageswaran, Gurvinder Kaur
& Rose Mary K Abraham

Each year, urvey triggers int

about India's growth in the coming 12 months. Yet
the more consequential question lies beyond the next
fiscal year: has India’s underlying capacity to grow
on a sustained basis increased? The Survey's latest
assessment suggests that ithas.

Survey 2022-23 had placed India’s potennal growth
at about 6.5%, with the possibility of rising 7-8% if
domestic reforms were pursued consistently. Three
years on, after a steady cycle of reform and the
resilience exhibited by India’s macroeconomic funda-
mentals, this Survey now revises India’s medium-term
potential growth toaround 7%.

This is not a dramatic upgrade, buta ial

wider use of digital platforms for receivables ﬁnancmg,

increased from 23.3% in 2017-18 to 41.7% in 2023-24.

andtherolloutof Unified Lending

ease long-standing credit constraints. These measures
have been reinforced by sustained public investment in
both physical and digital public infra.

Rapid growth of highways, ports and railways, rise
of inland waterways, and doubling of India’s airport
network over the past decade have eased logistics
bottlenecks and improved connectivity. These changes
lower costs across the economy and make it easier
forfirmstoscale, compete and invest.

The significance of this broad-based reform push
lies less in any single initiative than in the way these
measures reinforce one another, altering incentives
across investment, hiringand firm behaviour. Crucially,
these reforms have coincided with healthier corporate
and banking balance sheets. After a decade of stress
and deleveragmg firms are beltel p]aced to invest
and e)rpand ation
and rising [ormalxsanon have fm ther strengthened
the institutional environment.

At its core, this Survey s argument is a growth-
accounting one: ds on capital

one. It reflects the cumulative impact of reforms that
have been sustained rather than episodic - reforms
that are beginning to lift
the economy’s underlying

productive capacity.
Over the pastfew years

accumulation, labour input and productivity - and
onhow efficiently these elements interact.

On capital, the post-pandemic period has been marked
by a sustained public investment push rather than
sporadic increases. GOI'scapital expenditure hasrisen
from 27.4L cr in 202223 t0 710.5L cr in 2024-25. This has

reform
broadened across mulnple
frontsrelevant for long-term
growth. Manufacturing-
oriented initiatives suchas
PLIs, calibratedliberalisation
of FDI, and logistics reforms
have supported capacity
creation. Efforts to improve
regulatory predictability, including
tax simplification and closer
Centre-state coordination on
regulatory reforms, have reduced
policy uncertainty for investors.
For SMEs, expanded credit guarantees,

CCurr: msinlogistics.regulationand
zhgnal systems that improve capital productivity.

International experience suggests that sustained
public infra investment can crowd in private investment
when financial-sector balance sheets are healthy. Rising
capacity utilisation and new project announcements

i i isnow underway. The implication
is straightforward: capital stock growth is expected
to return to its pre-pandemic pace in the medium
term, this time supported by stronger institutional
and balance sheet conditions.

In the labour market, deeper structural shifts are
also visible, reflected in rising participation, greater
formalisation and improving employability. According
to PLFS, the female labour force participation rate

Formal and social security coverage have
expanded as well, with net EPFO additions more than
doubling between 2018-19 and 2024-25.

Alongside this, labour law consolidation, reduced

regulatory compliance and state-level reforms are
lowerlnglahmu‘ mmket[nctmns wh].le mvesu:nents in
education
workforce quality. Taken together, these trends
tolabour input growth stabilisingata higherlevel than
before the pandemic.

As capital and labour set the stage, productivity
determines howeffectively they are used. In India, total
factor productivity growth slowed in the immediate
post-pandemic years, a pattern seen across many
emerging economies, But this is precisely where
India’s reform trajectory holds promise.

Digital public infra - Aadhaar, UPI and GST - has
lowered transaction costs, improved compliance and
shortened settlement cycles. Easier firm entry and
exit have improved allocative efficiency by allowing
resources to move towards more productive uses. These
gains are reinforced by reforms in infra, logistics,
insolvency resolution and regulation.

‘While early benefits have appeared in the form of
improved financial inclusion, a broader tax base,
stronger comphance and better service delivery. deeper
efficiency gains typically materialise over time. This
Survey therefore builds in a steady u.nprovement
in trend productivity growth over the coming years,
reflecting the maturation of these institutional and
technological changes.

Taken together, these calibrated improvements in
capital formation, labour inputand productivity imply
an upward shift in India’s medium-term potential
growth, from about 6.5% toaround 7%.

Thishigher growlh frontier; however, is not automatic.
Intermuonal experience slmws that such accelerauuns

‘when refor and
stability is preserved. India’s growth capacity appears
to have strengthened. Whether this higher frontier
becomes a durable reality will depend on preserving
stability, and extending the reform momentum that
enabled the shift.

SHES TRAING
T OPE}

WEY RoZ!
WHATS IN YouR
PURSE? MIND

IF NE LOOK 22|

Whenidespair,
iremember

thatall through
history the way

_ Sacredspace
of tri uthandlove

E q‘ havealw

won. There have been tyrants and
murderers, and for a time, they can
seeminvincible, but in the end, they
alwaysfall. Think of it - always.

MK Gandhi

Untouchability Is Repugnant To Spirit Of Hinduism

Anup Taneja Itwasachallengingsituation for Gandhi; however, contended that Gandhi had no against Harijans' entry into temples
he,asamatter of principle, consideredthe righttocall himself a Sanatanist. wasremoved altogether.
en Gandhi established evilof untouchability asa blot on Hinduism ‘They expressed their views saying, Gandhi alsosaid that apart from the
Satyagraha AshramatKocharab  and believed that it was bringing abad “noonecould be called Sanatanistwhodid ~ entry of Har; uansmta temples, other
in1915, he vowed that unmu~ name to Hindu dharm. He thus gave notbelievein ility, shraddha, efforts
chables would b trict instructi every inmate murti-worship and other outward that Harijans did not remain
intheashram. This vow of equa]ny toremain calm. Satyagraha thus observances.” Gandhi responded from society. Toquote him: “Itis not to
soon threatened the ashram’s survival. proved successful; theman by saying that the only true test keep you segmgated that schools are
Within a few months, a Harijan family felt repentant and stopped %7 of Sanatan Dharm was the bei ind wells are for
arrived at the ashram. Their names bothering Gandhi. So% touchstoneof truth-outward  you. Allthisis bemg done because i cannot
were Duda, Dani, and Lakshm.\ Gand.hl L'\ter duringa observance was nothing if a beartosee you get no water at all. How can.
accepted them i hy Gandhihad man lived acrooked life. itolerate that Harijans get water from the
and made them apartof hisownfamily ~ withfollowers of Sanatan Inaspeechhedeliveredat  sametrough from which dogs and cattle

Heeven began treating their daughter,

Dharm, he chlmedthal B THE SPEAKING TREE 3meeting vith Harijansin

Lakshmi, as his own daughter. Other wasatrue

residents of the ashram were outraged;

to. hp in

women refused to accept the untouchable
women as family. The man in charge

graduate from the short pants of junior school to the long
a teenager, that tempestuous age of acne, angst, and adolescent romance.
biblical lifespan of threescoreand ten, I'd entered middle age. By my 40s, | was
of time seemed to go into reverse gear, and instead of getting older

s 60 morphed into50, and soon. Andon.
ight and therefore go backwards in time, much to the
which would give snails a run for their money in slow-motion competitions,
A female turtle, who stowed away on a British ship during Crimean War in

in London in 2004, aged 149.

Compared with such lifetimes, no matter what our ages might be, we'll

=4 trousersof middleschool.
Maybe I'd get to go ona date. Holy moly.
inno hurry to use up another 365 days of my earthly tenancy.
people began to get younger.
It wereas if humans had somehow been infused with
disapproval of Einstein who didn’tlike such “spooky” business.
can tot up a calendric century and a half, attesting that sedate and steady often
1850s and w as named Tnnothy by thevessel 's captain, whose seaman's sagacity
Perhaps one of the oldest living entities on land i is California’s Methuse]ah a
always be the babes in the woods.

of ity well baulked at allowing
the family to draw water from itand
cursed themand Gandhi.

with the spirit of the scriptures. He
said that based on his in-depth study

of scriptures, he had concluded that
“Untouchability is repugnant to the
spiritof Hinduism.” Many Sanatanists,

ec1933, Gandhi said that it
was his ﬁrm belief that caste Hindus

drink water? In villages, caste Hindus
aresoarrogant that they donot permit
Harijans to go near wellsat all. Even when

ould not

their obligation:
until they had opened all their temples
toHarijans. He further said that he
would not consider untouchability
eradicated unless and until the bar

they give them water; they dosofroma
distanceand with words of abuse. Youand
ioughtnotto toleratesucha thing.”

The writer is a senior academic fellow
with ICHR
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After the Deal

fter nearly two decades of stalled negotiations, India

and the European Union have finally crossed the

threshold of a comprehensive trade agreement. The

breakthrough did notcome suddenly. It arrived because
the world around lhc neg,u(mnn" table changed faster than the
negotiations The marks a signi
moment in Indias external economic strategy. Its scale is
considerable, linking two of the world’s largest markets and
reshaping trade flows across manufacturing, services, and
investment. Yet the deeper meaning of the deal lies less in tariff
lines and more in timing.

Global trade is no longer governed purely by efficiency or
comparative advantage. It is increasingly shaped by politics,
pressure, and unpredictability. Tariffs have re-emerged as tools
of leverage. Supply chains are being rcdgsngnn.d nm only Iurmal
but for trust. In such an
becomes a strategic necessity rather thdn apolicy prclcrcncc

For India, the agreement offers exactly that. Access to European
markets provides a cnunlcmmghl to rising trade uncertainty
elsewhere. It reduces overdey onany sing}
and restores competitiveness for several export sectors that have
faced mounting external headwinds in recent years.

At the same time, the deal reflects a notable shift in India’s
negotiating posture. New Delhi has traditionally approached free
trade agreements with caution, shaped by domestic political
sensitivitiesand concerns over industrial disruption. That caution
has not disappeared, but it has evolved.

The willingness to commit to phased liberalisation, while
protecting sensitive sectors, signals a more confident economy
prepared toengage without surrendering policy space. For Europe,
the logic is equally strategic. As the continent reassesses
7 s . 5 3 A

dia’s scale. d and institutiona

thus rests not on

offer a c lling al The

idealism, but on mutual risk management.
Impomnlly the p(um«.rslup is no( conﬁned to trade alone.

Ve manufacturin

Roadmap for the Left

TheLeftmustarticulateanew
idiomofurbanpolitics centered
ondecentralisation,
sub-nationalfederalism,and
urbancitizenship. Civic
governanceinIndiaistoooften
reducedtoinfrastructure
provtsmn, whiledeeper
nghrc ace
accountabtlzw areneglected.
Urbanchallenges cannotbe
resolvedthrough
one-size-fits-allnational
schemes:decisionsaboutwho
getswhat,andonwhatterms,
areinherentlypoliticaland
mustbenegotiatedlocally

g

s the Communist Party of India

marks ts centenary ~ having been

founded in December 1925 ~ the

parliamentary Leftin India confronts
anexistential crisis. Barely two decades ago,
itwasaformidable force in national politics:
propping up the first UPA government
(2004-09) and governing three states ~
West Bengal, Kerala and Tripura. Today, it
has been pushed to the margins. The Left
Front'sstrengthin the Lok Sabha has declined
sharply, from 61 seats in 2009 to just eight
in2024.1n West Bengal, where the Left won
seven consecutive Assembly elections
between 1977 and 2006, it [ailed to secure
even a single seat in 2021. Even in Kerala ~
its last bastion ~ where the Left Democratic
Front won an unpuccdemed second
consecutive term m 2021, lhc Deumbcr
2025local body el

100 YE

RS OF

CPI

Communist Party

of India

1925-2025

tory « Ideology « Role in F

dramatically over the past three duddu In
the2020s,amid middleclass,
ayouthful workforce and analready unfolding
urban future, the Left must forge new social
coalitions ~ and municipal politics offers
the most viable route to do so.
Urbanisation is a defining feature of
21st-century India. Over a third of the
population ~ more than 35 per cent ~ now
lives in towns and cities, a figure projected
toexceed 50 per cent within two decades.
The southern states are already at an
advanced stage of urbanisation. Cities
are central to economic growth and
livelihood aspirations, but they are also
sites of deepening governance failures.
Everyday life has become a struggle in
Indias principal economic nodes: Delhi
cannot brm&hn. Bmg,nlum cannot move

reedom Struggle

The Left’s historical recordind
governance remains one of its strongest
of

publicinterest, labour rights and environmental
sustainability.

assets. Kerala’s People’s Plan
the 1990s expanded participatory
decision-makingat the local level, while the
Kudumbashree programme empowered

Equally importantis
perception biases. In cities like Kolkata,
memories of industrial decline, capital flight.
militant trade unionism dnd oppomuon to

bank computerisation reinforce

The state’s humane treatment of migrant
workers during the Covid-19 lockdown
Tolohal it fits perlc

on health, education and
human  development
indicators remains among
the best in India.

InWest! land reforms
and the empowerment of
Panchayati Raj msumuom
transformed agrarianelations
and deepened democratic

and Mi

lcchnuloﬂ)‘ and climate action lndll.dl( arecognition that economics
and geopolitics now move together. Economic partnerships
increasingly serve as anchors for broader strategic alignment.

\’leuuun rcmams warranted. The dgmmcm must still pass
I strue impact will dey
Domestic industries will watch closely how tariff reductions
unfold, how ied,and whether ised market
access translates into real opportunity. Managing adjustment
costs will be as important as celebrating headline numbers,

What this moment ultimately reflects is a recalibration of
India’s global engagement. Rather than choosing sides in a
fragmented international order, New Delhi is expanding its
options. The agreement signals neither defiance nor dependence,
but deliberate diversification.

Inaneramarked by ¢ fias effectiveresponse
may lie not in reacting to external pressures, but in building
paralld pathways. The trade pact with Europe represents one
such pathway -~ steady, negotiated and long in gestation. Its
success will be measured not by symbolism, but by whether it
strengthens India’s economic resilience in a world where stability
is increasingly scarce.

Familiar Warning

nce again, a virus has arrived not with drama, but with

quiet unease ~ a few infections, a hospital ward under

watch, anxious contact tracing, and foreign airports

tightening their gates. The Nipah cases reported in
West Bengal may be limited in number, but their implications are
far larger than the statistics suggest.

Nipahis not a new threat to India. It has surfaced before in this
state and repeatedly in Kerala, leaving behind a reputation for
severity that far exceeds its scale. With a mortality rate that can
reach alarming levels and no approved treatment or vaccine, the
virus occupies a unique space in public health ~ rare, but
unforgiving. That is why even a small outbreak commands
international attention.

The reaction across parts of Asia has been swift. Health
screenings at airports in Thailand and Kathmandu. and at the
Indo-Nepal border, are not expressions of alarmism; they are
acknowledgements of vulnerability. In a region knitted together
by constant movement of people, trade, and labour, disease no
longer respects geography. What begins in one district can, under
the wrong conditions, test systems far beyond it.

For West Bengal, the moment carries great weight. The infections
emerging from a healthcare setting underline an uncomfortable
truth: hospitals are often the first and most dangerous front line
during outbreaks. When protection protocols falter, those tasked
with savmgh\ es become the most uposed. This is not a failure

of i | care, but of pr ~ a gap that resurfaces
each time a rare pathogen appears.

setbacks and growing anti-incumbency.
This decline should concern anyone
invested in democratic pluralism. The Left
remains the only mainstream political force
offering a sustained critique of neolll)eml

houseits
affordably.

Cities are also becoming increasingly
exclusionary, Urbanisation brings migrants,
labour,ideas and innovation, yet migrants
muunelv buu' the brunt of everyday

and Vice Chair

CHATTERII P Sy

governance received less
sustained attention, the
introduction of the
Mayor-in-Council systemin
Kolkata created a stronger

The writeris
anurban
policy analyst

socialcc

~whether

Yet, the prospects for revival at the nzluonal
Contemporary
s is increasingly shaped by
populist leaders backed by immense money
power, mobilising voters through emotive
Appedls txnlered on shnll nationalism and
identitie

as seen in Maharashtra and Bihar, dlrecl
cash transfers and welfare handouts have
reshaped voter behaviour, pushing questions
of governance into the background.

In this political landscape, the Left’s
clearest path to renewed relevance lies in
local governments. To rebuild its base and
restore political credibility, it must renew its

cial h o laite

through municipal cvuqmmlionli in India’s
rapidly growing cities. Ihstonu]]) the Left

professional being deniedrental housing
or a delivery vuurkcr bung, bamd from
usinglifts in muls Cities

executive structure than in

(
Relations), most Indian cities. Kolkata’s

cannot function as economic engines if
their social fabric is frayed. Re-centering
these everyday urban injustices within
political discourseis precisely where the
Left can reconnect with citizens.
Municipal governments are the tier of
the state closest to everyday life. They
manage water, sanitation, housing, public
transport, airquality, waste management
and neighbourhood safety. Unlike state or
national elections, local body contests ~
especially in large cities with educated
middle classes ~ are less susceptible to
emotiveideological mobilisation or cash-transfer
politics. Urban voters are expected to be

built its strength by peasants
throughland. reforms and industrial workers
through trade unions. However, India’s
socio-political landscape has changed

I Viét Nam News [l

ted, jud nments

by service delivery andg
This creates a crucial opening for the Left to
reposition itself as a party of governance.

New Delhi. The

Centre for satellite township New Town
ltile (Rajarhat) ~ represents an
Federalism, often-overlooked model of

planned urban expansion,

the image of the Left as anti-development
and hostile to private enterprise. To counter
th\ the Left must actively showcase pragmatic
ch as Kochi’s Water Metro and
ta’s New Town IT cluster as evidence
of its capacity for development-oriented
governance.
Second, the Left must articulate a new
ulmm ol urban |)ul|ucs cen(ered on
sation, sub-
and urhan citizenship. Civic governance in
India is too often reduced to infrastructure
provision, while deeper questions of rights,
access and accountability are neglected.
Urban challenges cannot beresolved through
one-size-fits-all national schemes; decisions
about who gets what, and on what terms,

locally. This also requires sensitising people
~ particularly the middle classes, who
frequently disengage from civic elections ~
heis § ici TIMEnL:

Ath C ituti il
of 1992 recognised municipal

s the

viewsarehis  contrasting with the real third tier of India's federal system, its
own and do estate-driven, haphazard  implementation has been uneven. A 2024
not reflect growthseeninGurgaonand  audit by the Comptrollerand Auditor General

those of the elsewhere. of Indiashows that cities remain constrained
organization Yet,ifthe Leftistobecome by limited functional devolution, restricted
a uedlhlc urban mne ~ finances, and chro: taffing shortages,

b 'b) cessi "sra[(, control.
youth~ 1lmuslmnkonmmma]or‘ 3 oes. t i e is

First, it must undertake serious introspection
about its political-economic outlook.
Contemporary city systems are embedded
in complex technological and financial
ece realistic
that the state alone Ldﬂ deliver all services.
The Left must articulate a pragmatic
social-democratic framework that engages
with private capital while safeguarding

therefore not merely an admlmslmuvc
reform; it is a political project. If the Left is
serious about reclaiming relevance in its
second century, the path forward runs
through city halls, ward offices and municipal
councils ~ not just Parliament and state
Assemblies. Only by winning trust locally
can the Left hope to translate credibility
into a broader national resurgence.

Former Australian ambassador highlights opportumtles challenges facing VietNam's development goals

that Viet Nam has successfully

emqmnmenL uuniedby profo\md

disruptions across most sectors,

is presenting both opportunities
and challenges for the realisation of the
development goals set out by the
Communist Party of Viet Nam (CPV) in
the period ahead. former Australian
Ambassador to Viet Nam Andrew
Goledzinowski (2022-2024) has told
Vietnam News Agency correspondents.
in Australia.

According to him, the first challenge is
geopolitical in nature, as conflicts are
ongoing in multiple regions like Europe,
the Middle East, and the Americas. at a
time when the post World War l] system
ofinternational rela

value curve. The third big cl is

inthepast. The d challen; hesaid.

Al Goledzinowski

relates to the risk of disruptions to global
trade, at a time when Viet Nam is one of
the world’s most open economies and
remains heavily dependent on exports.

‘The imposition of new tariffs

by the United States is seen A Member

as a significant source of
pressure; however, bilateral
Viet Nam-US trade continued
to record impressive growth
in2025.

According to the former

vassador, thi:

Viet Nam's leadership and governance
Capacity - 2
while ced relations

Of The

While it is not pnsmb]e [0 .xccum[clv
predict future devel

with major partners. He added that to
itigate risks arising from thei i

NN

added. He noticed that Viet Nam is very
focused on becoming a technology
superpower in the future. However, this
will require long-term investment in
education, human resources and
innovationinfrastructure. Toattract
high-quality capital flows, Viet Nam

ulﬁtoconmmclnukiugauum(mml

Vam-Australia relations, Goledzinowski
said that as both countries roles and
standingin the Asia-Pacificregion continue
togrow, bilateral cooperation is expected
tobe further strengthened across political,
security and economic spheres. As Viet
Nam's economy becomes increasingly
complexand moredeeply integrated into
higher value-added segments of global
value chains, the two sides will share a

fair:

in which the legal system plas

growing convergence of interests.
Headded llml areassuchas education,

LLanl mle. ‘The former Ausuahzm technology, financial services, agri-t oy,
d he was i i andthe sand  of critical

by Viet Nam's decision to introduce the
possibility of foreign judges to sit on
special tribunals to the international
financial centres, describing it as an
lmporl.mt step towards strengthening
ceof international investor:

The larger challenge lies beyond emergg

costrategic competition with the risk of

Nipahisazoonotic disease, rooted in the uan) uverlap berween
human activity and natural ecos; EXx]

u:)uﬂJc( n.m.nns a reality lhd[ Viet Nam
Ha

trade environment, Viet Nam needs to
continue secking new markets, and
make

“Confidence and trust are what will make
Viet Nam a successful economy as we

vever, G

disrupted wildlife habitats, and informal food chains ueate
repeated opportunities for spillover. These conditions are not
epibodin. they are structural. Yet public health responses often
remain temporary, activated only when infections appear.

Thereisalsoalessonin how fear travels faster than facts. While
no cases have been reported outside India, the memory of past
pandemics lingers deeply across societies. Public anxiety, if
unmamged can escalate into stigma, misinformation, and
economic ‘Transparet ication - timely, factual,
and calm ~ becomes as essential as medical intervention itself.

For India, and especially for states with recurring exposure to
emerging diseases, this episode should prompt reflection rather
than reassurance. Surveillance systems cannot be strengthened
only after detection.

Training, laboratory capacity, wildlife monitoring, and hospital
infection control must function continuously, not reactively.
Preparedness is invisible when it works ~ but devastating when
absent. The Nipah scare is therefore not just a medical event.

It is a reminder of how fragile normalcy remains in an
interconnected world. The questionis not whether such outbreaks
will recur, but whether each one will find the system better
prepared than the last. If the current cluster is contained swiftly,
it should not be treated as closure, but as warning. Because the
true danger of Nipah is not its rarity, but the complacency it
exposes when it returns,

noted that this is also a type of challenge

LettersTo TheEditor | 53¢
Dangerous

diversifyingitseconc )

amore complex economy and go up the

ditor@thestatesman.com

shrines was exerted to counter casteism in
temples in independent India — exactly to
counter thiskind of bar to access, as suggested
by orthodoxies such as BKTC's. Access for

temple: BKTC)
1t BIPs Sperst

Hemant Dwivedi's proposal to barnon-Hindus
from two of Hinduism's most venerated
temples, Kedarnath and Badrmalh m
dangerous. For context, priests’

sir, Badri

all in Hindu temples is a battle hard-won.
Given this, now for a state-controlled
body answerable to the Uttarakhand

t -Hindus multipli i st

have upped the ante on their long smndmg
demand to wrest control of Hindu places of
worship from state jurisdiction. Notably, in
2021 the Uttarakhand government junked
its Char Dham Devasthanam Board Act,
passed in 2019 - that sought to bring 51
temples under a single management board
— following stiff opposition from Hindu
clergy. individual templ and
VHP.

In the first place, state control on Hindu

of what's at stake. It is an unconstitutional
proposal. In the name of ‘tradition’, as was
argued for the proposal to bar non-Hindus
from Haridwar’s ghats days ago, the state
cannotallow areturn to hoary segregationist
practices, and remain wilfully blind to law
and constitutional morality. The Supreme
Court, were it to hear the constitutionality
ofthis proposal, would surely strike it down.
Butit shouldn't cometo that. The Uttarakhand
government and state BJP should nix the

epaper.thestatesman.com

h the middle of the 21st century.”
he noted. Assessing the outlook for Viet

temple committee’s proposal
message.

Yours, etc., Khokan Das,

Kolkata, 27 January.

Steady progress

Sir, This refers to the editorial “Long
Game” (January 22). The piece rightly
cautionsagainst treating rare-carth magnet
self-reliance as a quick policy win. Decades
of Chinese dominance didn't happen by
accident;they reston patient ecosysten-building,
scale, and mastery of every difficult step
from mining to precision finishing.

Indias reserves are welcome, but without
heavy rare-earth elements like

—and send a

minerals are sectors in which Australia
has particular strengths and which align
well with Viet Nam's development needs.

On policy recommendations for Viet
Namafter the 14th National Party Congress,
the former diplomat said: “I think Viet
Nam knows exactly what it needs to do.”
Helisted a number of development trends
and encouraged Viet Nam to continue on
its path.

that still depend on imports for the critical
inputs. Cost competitiveness will ultimately

decide whether users ~ OEMs in EVs,

renewables, defence ~ stick with domestic

supply or quietly revert to cheaper Chinese

magnets.
T

mindset: long-term offtake commitments
from public and private buyers, sustained
R&D funding shielded from election cycles,
joint ventures with experienced global
players, and incentives weighted towards
users and downstream value-add rather
than factory subsidies alone. Only slead).
\mspcudullar progress on know-how, skills,
and supply-chain depth will deliver genuine
strategic a y over the next fifteen to

and terbiumin viable quantities, and without
proven cnd to-end competence, we risk

P owpiece plants

AN EEEm

twenty years.
Yours, etc., A. Myilsami,
Coimbatore, 22 January.
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Remember Gandhifor the
relevance of his thoughts

RAJDEEP PATHAK

carly eight decades have
passed since the death of
handas K- hand

elites — lawyers, journalists, and
urban reformers who aruculalcd

dreactive, Gandhi’s

Gandhi, yet the resonance
of his life remains undimmed. As
we observe Martyrdom Day on
January 30, we rcmembuthel ther
of the Nation not @
ofthe past, butasaliving conscience.
He taught us that true liberation is
never won through political
maneuvering alone. It is a moral
victory, forged in the crucible of
character and truth.

This day of January 30 must also
go beyond mere ritual. It requires a
renewed commitment to his core
philosophy,whichisthatany movement
forliberty is hollow ifitis not anchored
in a moral foundation. For Gandhi,
the political was always a reflection
of the spiritual. And we are again
and again challenged to re-engage
with his most profound insight.

Gandhi often remarked that
“hd[e\cl’medClhlSllft‘s\\olkh«ld
onIndians was rooted in the conviction

to make patriotism
inclusive, active, and moral - alived
reality for peasants, workers, women,
and students alike.

In his famous appeal during the
Champaran Satyagraha (1917), Gandhi
announced, “I am prepared to die,
but there is no cause for which [am
prepared to Kill” In these words we
find the core paradox of his method:
courage without violence, sacrifice
withoutretaliation, resistance without
hatred. This was not a tactical com-
promise. Itwas astrategicaffirmation
of the moral dignity of the individual.
As the historian and editor of the
‘Modern Review, Ramananda Chatterjee
observed, Gandhi “transformed

is to harm the Self. “Non-violence,”
Gandhitaught, “is the greatest force
at the disposal of mankind.” It was
a force that did not capitulate to
fear, but triumphed over it.

The German scholar Thomas
Weberaptly captured this dimension
when he wrote that Gandhi's
non-violence was “not the expression
of weakness, but the embodiment
of ethical power.” In the mass
movements of Non-Cooperation
(1920-22), Civil Disobedience (1930-34),
and the Quit IndiaMovement (1942),
millions were motivated not by
threats of violence, but by a shared
conviction in the moral inevitability
of justice. When Gandhi spoke of
his work multiplying patriotism
“tenfold,” he was drawing attention
toaqualitative shiftin the national
psyche. Patriotism under colonial
rule could easily have degenerated

into a moral force”.
He dld not shy away from the

into resentment, or even aggressive
nationalism. Instead, Gandhi’s
[eadv:rshlpuxlmamdApdlnousm

that patriotism and ethics are
inseparable. He believed that a
nation’s freedom cannot beachieved
through brute force alone. It must
be won through a radical internal
transformation which, in a broader
sense, is an awakening of conscience
asmuchasamobilization of masses.
This, he felt, was the deeper contribution
of his leadership. “I claim of
non-violence that it is infinitely
greater than and superior to brute
force,” he said, adding that, “the
soul force which is non-violence is
infinitely subtlerand stronger than
the material force of physical violence.

Before Gandhi rose to national
prominence, the idea of patriotism
in India was (often) constrained to

ther, he fed
its meaning. For Gandhi. true
patriotis awillingness

tostand notonly against oppression.
but against the inner tyranny of
ego, greed, and hatred. A nation’s
e: heasserted,

“by how it treats its weakest
members.” Here was a nationalism
that did not sleepwalk into rage.
but reflected deeply on the ethical
quality of its ends.
Central to Gandhi’s philosophy
was ahimsa (non-violence) - not
asa passive avoidance of harm, but
as an active, dynamic force shaped
by the ancient wisdom of Vedanta.
From the Upanishads he drew the
fundamental insight that Atman
(the essential Self) is one in all
beings. If the divine spark is present
inevery person. thento harm another

g 1 in self-respect, mutual
respect, and universal compassion.

Consider the Salt March of 1930.
Seventy- 1g,ht days and nearly 240
miles of walking from Sabarmatito
Dandi, crossing one after another
district and village. What began as
a prulesl ag‘unsta taxon saltbecame

movements “brought millions of
Indians out of private sorrow into
public action.” They became
stakeholders in the freedom struggle
not merely as subjects of a political
demand, but as co-creators of a
moral destiny. Patriotism was no
longer an abstract slogan. [t was a
shared ethical resolve to assert
human dignity, truth, and justice.
ne of the most enduring
misinterpretations of Gandhi's
philosophy is theidea that non-violence:
is synonymous with passivity or
weakness. In his own words, Gandhi
i “Non-viol

ollective
self-worth. Thousands, inspired by
Gandhi’s example, made salt from
seawater in defiance of colonial law.
They did sonot withswords in their
hands, but with a sense of moral
clarity that resonated across villages,
towns, and hamlets. It was a pure
voluntary movement, where Gandhi
invoked the spirit of oneness in
calling upon ‘world sympathy in
the battle of right against might’.
The historian Ramachandra
Guha remarks that Gandhi's

and truth are inseparable and
presuppose courage — courage that
goes to the root of one’s being.”
The American civil rights leader
Martin Luther King Jr., deeply
influenced by Gandhi, aptly
summarized this paradox of strength
through non-violence: “Non-violence
isnot sterile passivity, buta powerful
moral force which makes for social
transformation.” King's own struggle
in the United States would later
prove the universality of Gandhi’s

vision: that ethical force has the
capacity to awaken hearts and
transform societies.

As we commemorate Gandhi’s
martyrdom, the question before us
is not merely historical gratitude,
but contemporary relevance. What
does Gandhi's fusion of non-violence
with Vedantic strength mean in a
worldstill riven by conflict, ation,
and injustice? One answer is found
in Gandhi’s own definition of truth
that “Truthis God, but God is not a
thing apart from everyday life: He
is realized in relationships with
others.” This is not reinterpretation;
this is call to action.

In a globalized age marked by
both connectivity and division,
Gandhi’s insistence on ethical
engagement remains amoral compass.
Patriotism without empathy, freedom
withoutjustice, and progress without
compassion are pitfalls Gandhi
warned against.

Hope the world listens.

(The writeris Programme Exccutive, Gandhi

Smsiti and Darshan Sami
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PRAVIN KAUSHAL

he University Grants
Commission’s Promotion
of Equity in Higher
Education Institutions
Regulations, 2026 marks a decisive
shift in how caste-based

uity regulations need reform

alone determines vulnerability.
While historical disadvantage is
real and must be acknowledged,
constitutional equality cannot be
category-exclusive.

Article 14 guarantees equality
before law to all persons. Equity
mechanisms must protect any

Justice is not only about outcomes;
itis about confidence in process.

Perhaps the most consequential
omission in the regulations is the
absence of any provision dealing
with false, frivolous, or malicious
complaints.

The penalties imposed on

rimination on ¢ is
addressed. Unlike the udwsor\'
framework of 2012, the new
regulations are enforceable, punitive,
and binding across public and
private institutions.

‘The intent is unambiguous and
necessary. Persistent evidence of
social exclusion, biased evaluation,
denial of mentorship, and institutional
apathy has rightly demanded
stronger safeguards. Equity, dignity,
and inclusion are constitutional
imperatives.

Yet, the strength of any regulatory
framework lies not only in intent,
but in design. On this count, the
2026 regulations raise serious
concerns that warrant urgent
revision - not to weaken equity,
but to preserve its legitimacy.

Equity cannot be selective. The
most fundamental concern lies in
how the regulations define a “victim™
of caste-based discrimination.
Protection is explicitly limited to
Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes,
and Other Backward Classes.

This approach assumes that
iscrimination operates only in
one direction and that caste identity

humiliation, or institutional biz
regardless of category - while
continuing to provide enhanced
safeguards where vulnerability is
demonstrably higher.

By excluding the unreserved
category altogether, the regulations
risk substituting corrective justice
with categorical presumption.

The regulations mandate the
establishment of Equal Opportunity
Centres and grievance committees
with compulsory representation
from SC, ST, OBC communities,
women, and pers: nswﬂhdmblhuca
Diversity in institutional

thenew
are severe - ranging from withdrawal
of funding and suspension of new
courses to derecognition. In such
a high-stakes environment, the
lack of deterrence against misuse
creates administrative fear and
moral hazard.

Chis is not an argument against
protecting complainants. It is an
argument for balance. Supreme
Courtjurisprudence has consistently
held that safeguards against misuse
do not dilute genuine protection;
they smm.,lhm it by preserving
credibility.

Alfr k that presi

es ouilt

is essential.

However, the complete absence
of any mention of representation
from the general category raises
legitimate concerns about procedural
balance.

Grievance redressal systems
must command trust across the
institution. When committee
composition appears asymmetrical,
even well-intentioned decisions
risk being viewed as biased -
undermining both compliance and
credibility.

offers no remedy for the falsely
accused, and provides no penalty
for proven misuse violates principles
of natural justice.

Accountability must be symmetric.
The regulations rightly fix

UGC EQUITY

mnd?

REGULATION 2026_

New Complian

- \i_

standards, appeal safeguards, and
consequences for abuse, institutions
risk becoming compliance theatres
rather than spaces of justice.
Thesolutionis nottoabandon the
equity framework, but to refine it.
Threetargeted reforms can restore
balance:
1. Expand the definition of
v 1cumh()0d to mLIude dll
iduals facing di

responsibility on Vice-Chancell
and institutional heads for
implementation. Leadership
accountability is long overdue.
But accountability must extend
in all directions - administrative,
procedural, and participatory.
Without clear timelines, evidentiary

while retaining proportional
feguards for historically
disadvantaged groups.

Ensure balanced committee
composition, including
representation that reassures all
stakeholders of procedural faimess.

¥

¢e Rule

figher Education

3. Introduce penalties for
demonstrably false complaints,
after due inquiry, to protect the
integrity of the s
Equity cannot survive on moral

force alone. It must rest on fairne:

symmetry, and trust. If the UGC
wishes these regulations to endure

-and totruly reduce discrimination

- it must revise them not under

pressure, but under principle.

A just system protects the
vulnerable without creating new
vulnerabilities.

(The writer is director-Mrikal (Al/Data Center)
and a youny mber, Government

Liaison Task Force, T Khargpur.)
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with a halo that's U-boat? (6) endangered bats in foreign capital
1 Dine before travel slipped (9) 27 Spm't little brat in paradise upset official
showing moral 18 Involving muck put on display (6,2.4) (10)
conscience (8) but little brass? () 6 Keeping quiet, 14 Chilled cakes, no
5 Secure bananas in (a, initiated in topping, and roly-
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9 American taken silly sketch (5) 9 16 Funds erstwhile
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OCCASIONAL NOTE

ITALY has reason to be pleased with the debt
settlement. How far it was inspired by memory
of her breaking away from the Triple Alliance to
the Entente it were idle to speculate. What the
settlement means in hard cash the Manchester
Guardian has been rude enough to calculate.
Against a debt totalling £610 millions Italy will
pay annuities TCPYC?LHUHE a Capllal value of
£86 millions. The balance will be shouldered
by that well-trained bearer of burdens, the
British tax-payer. It is no matter of surprise that
the joy seems more sincere in Italy than in
Britain. Still the best is being made of the
situation, and it is a source of satisfaction that
one debtor has begun to face his obligations.
Mr. Churchill if correctly reported is of the
cautious opinion that it will “probably rather
cement the goodwill that has hitherto existed
between the two countries.” France, however,
does not like it. The French Press is bitter that
Italy has been given better terms than were
asked of Franco. This complaint from a country
that has not yet begun to agree to any settlement
will be greeted with a tired irony. Helping to
save the world for democracy has been a very
expensive business for Great Britain.

NewsItems

ASIATIC BILL

REPLY TO BREACH OF
FAITH CHARGE

CAPETOWN,JAN. 27.

MR. Patrick Duncan, interviewed by the Cape
Times, declared that the present Asiatic Bill
was exactly the same as the one he had brought
forward, except that it dealt with the question
of owning land by Indians in Natal, which he
did not think was affected by the term “vested
rights™ under the Smuts-Gandhi Agreement.

This seriously affected the rights of Indians
in Natal in a manner not con-templated at the
time of the Agreement. It seemed to him that
the matter should be attacked by those opposed
to it on its merits and demerits, and not on the
ground that it was a breach of faith. He did not
think any agreement was ever made with Indians
that their rights would never be subject to any
further restriction.

Personally he thought what they called the
Asiatic menace was not nearly so serious in
South Africa as many people made it out to be.
As regards vested rights Mr. Duncan took up
exactly the same attitude as when introducing
the Class Areas Bill, 1924, namely that vested
rights were those under the Gold Law. He
considered that the Asiatic menace would grow
less as time went on.

STORAGE OF FRUIT

LIVERPOOL
PROFESSOR’S NEW
METHODS

(“TIMES 'SPI;CL'AL SERVICE.)
LONDON, JAN. 2!

PROF QORJ M. Thompson, the distinguished
botanist of Liverpool Uni versity, predicts that
tropical fruit will soon reach London tables in
perfect natural ripeness due to his methods of
transport and storage. He claims to be able to
commercially revolutionize long-distance
shipments of fruit.

He cannot yet disclose the methods, but
experiments made in Liverpool University
model hold approximating the conditions on
boardship resulted in apples, citrons and other
fruit, being stored excellently for many months.
By his methods fruit can easily be stored for
four and six months as the system enables
“healthy dormancy” without the freezing or
chemical treatment, but consisting of proper
aeration, temperature and humidity.

Professor Thompson says that he is pruparcd
10 CO- operate with Governments and [)l’l ate
firms to test the transport and storage of va
fruit, including mangoes and mangosteens.

The installation of the apparatus is about 30
per cent cheaper, and occupies half the space
of the cold-storage plant, and can easily be
removed.
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SYL issue remains
unresolved

he Satluj-Yamuna Link (SYL) canal issue has
been a point of contention between Punjab
and Haryana since the time of Chief Minister
Pratap Singh Kairon. The issue intensified
during Captain Amarinder Singh's tenure.
The Amarinder government had the Punjab Assem-
bly pass a resolution rejecting the proposal to provide
water to Haryana through the SYL canal. The matter
is currently before the Supreme Court. The Supreme
Court has directed Punjab and Haryana to resolve the
dispute over the link canal and water supply from Pun-
jab through mutual dialogue, failing which the court will
have to make a decision. Six meetings have already been
held between Punjab and Haryana on this issue. The
sixth meeting took place in Chandigarh between Pun-
jab Chief Minister Bhagwant Singh Mann and Haryana
Chief Minister Nayab Singh Saini. Besides the two Chief
Ministers, the Irrigation Ministers, Chief Secretaries,
and senior officials from both states were also present
at the meeting. Although the atmosphere was described
as very cordial, as far as the outcome of the meeting is
concerned, both Chief Ministers remained firm on their
respective positions. Punjab Chief Minister Bhagwant
Mann said that Punjab does not have a single drop of
water to spare for Haryana. He stated that the availabi-
lity of water in the rivers has decreased in the past year.
Water sharing, providing water to Haryana, or releasing
water into the canal can only be done according to this
availability. If Punjab's own needs are not being met,
how can it give water to another state? Punjab's Princi-
pal Secretary, Krishan Kumar, also presented figures on
available water and said that there is not enough water
even for Punjab's irrigation needs. Despite this, Chief
Minister Bhagwant Mann said, "We are the inheritors
of Bhai Kanhaiya's legacy; we even offer water to our
enemies, and Haryana is our brother."
Haryana Chief Minister Nayab Singh Saini said that
the construction of the canal on the Haryana side has
been completed. Punjab should provide Haryana with
its rightful share of water, otherwise, the situation could
spiral out of control. However, since the atmosphere was
cordial, it was decided in the 30-35 minute meeting that
officials from both states would now deliberate further
on the matter to find a suitable solution and would keep
their respective governments informed. It was clarified
that this action should not only be taken close to the
Supreme Court hearing date, but also that meetings
should be held independently once or twice a month,
and a report submitted. The meeting then concluded
in a cordial atmosphere. Our view is that what kind of
report will the officers even give? The opposition in Pun-
Jjab has already started creating a ruckus, claiming that
Punjab doesn't have any water to give, but the Chief
Minister is showing flexibility on Punjab's stance. We
believe the Chief Minister is being practical. He doesn't
want to create unnecessary bitterness. His suggestion,
which he made in previous meetings, that after stop-
ping the water supply to Pakistan, the surplus water
from the Chenab and Jhelum rivers should be given to
Punjab, Haryana, and Rajasthan, might be more effec-
tive, because the situation now is that we are not going
to revive the Indus Waters Treaty that was broken
with Pakistan. However, a decision on this can only be
made in a high-level meeting. Perhaps that is why the
matter has been handed over to the officers, even after
holding a meeting as per the Supreme Court's order.
‘Whatever the decision, it should be based on a compre-
hensive water policy. There is nothing wrong with giving
the water from the Chenab and Jhelum rivers to the
drought-affected states. For now, Punjab Chief Minister
Bhagwant Singh Mann has very wisely left the issue for
the officers to consider in this meeting.

-Abhishek Vij

India's strong condemnation
of Pakistan on terrorism

ecently, Pakistan dramatically denied before
the United Nations Security Council that it
harbors terrorists. Pakistan also presen-
ted a false account of Operation Sindoor
and absolved itself of responsibility for the
brutal incident in Pahalgam. It described the Pahalgam
attack as a routine incident involving Kashmiri mili-
tants. How could India accept such lies? Therefore,
India's security representative to the UN Security
Council, Parvataneni Harish, delivered a strong rebuke
and severely criticized neighboring Pakistan for pre-
senting false information about Operation Sindoor at
the United Nations.
India's Permanent Representative to the UN empha-
sized that Islamabad wants to normalize terrorism,
but that is not the reality. Harish stated that Pakistan
cannot engage in its despicable act of legitimizing ter-
rorism in this hallowed hall of the UN. Pakistani envoy
Asim Iftikhar Ahmad also presented a false account of
Operation Sindoor. In April 2025, Pakistani terrorists
carried out a heinous attack in Pahalgam, killing inno-
cent civilians. To respond to this reprehensible act of
terrorism and to dismantle Pakistani terrorist bases,
India launched Operation Sindoor. India penetrated
deep into Pakistan, destroying nine Pakistani terrorist
bases and also destroying terrorist infrastructure in
Pakistan-occupied Kashmir.
However, Pakistan is not giving up its activities. It is
reviving terrorist bases and continues to support ter-
rorism. In fact, it would not be wrong to
Pakistani administration thrives on anti-India senti-
ment and the promotion of terrorism. The mischief is
that Pakistan, while not ackn ing i
is trying to portray itself
making false statements at the UN, which is a complete
lie. It should also be mentioned here that the United
Nations itself has become largely ineffective. It appears
incapable of ensuring peace anywhere.
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glaciers of the Himalayas

he Himalayas, often
referred to as the
“Third Pole,” hold
the largest reserve
of ice outside the
ic and Antaretic. Stretching
across South Asia, these gla-
ciers feed some of the world’s
most important river systems,
including the Indus, Ganga,
and Brahmaputra. For nearly
two billion people downstream,
Himalayan glaciers are not just
frozen masses of ice; they are life-
lines. Yet today, these glaciers are
retreating at an alarming pace,
raising serious concerns about
water security, disasters, and
long-term regional stability.
Scientific studies show that
Himalayan glaciers are melting
faster than the global average.
Rising temperatures, erratic
snowfall patterns, and black car-
bon deposition from industrial
pollution are accelerating glacial
loss. In some regions, glaciers
have shrunk by more than 25
percent in the last few decades.
What once took centuries is now
happening within a generation.
Initially, glacial melting creates
the illusion of abundance. Rivers
swell during summer, ground-
water recharge improves, and
hydroelectric projects appear
more viable. But this phase is
temporary. As glaciers continue
to shrink, the long-term flow of
rivers is expected to decline, par-
ticularly during dry seasons. This
phenomenon known as “peak

chronic shortages, espccx illy in
already water-stressed regions.

Communities living closest to
the glaciers are witnessing the
impacts first. In parts of Ladakh,
Kashmir, Himachal Pradesh, and
Uttarakhand, farmers report
unpredictable water availability.
Traditional irrigation systems
that relied on steady glacial melt
are failing. Cropping cycles are
being disrupted, forcing farmers

to abandon water-intensive crops
or migrate in search of alterna-

Scientific studies show
that Himalayan glaciers
are melting faster than
the global average.
Rising temperatures,
erratic snowfall
patterns, and black
carbon deposition from
industrial pollution are
accelerating glacial loss.

tive livelihoods.Glacial retreat

is also increasing the risk of

disasters. As ice melts, it forms
unstable glacial lakes dammed
by loose debris. These lakes can
burst suddenly, causing Glacial

e

Lake Outburst Floods (GLOFs).
Such events release massive
volumes of water and debris,
destroying villages, roads, and
power projects downstream.
Several Himalayan states have
already experienced deadly
floods linked to glacial instabi-
lity, exposing the vulnerability of
mountain infrastructure.

Urban centers are not immune
either. Cities dependent on gla-
cier-fed rivers face future water
stress as seasonal flows become
erratic. Hydropower projects,
promoted as clean energy solu-
tions, may struggle with reduced
water availability and increased
sediment load, affecting both
efficiency and safety. This raises
difficult questions about deve-
lopment models in ecologically
fragile zones Despite these warn-
ings, policy responses remain
fragmented. Climate adaptation
strategies often overlook moun-
tain-specific risks. Data gaps
persist due to the difficult terrain
and limited long-term monito-
ring. Moreover, local knowledge
held by indigenous and pastoral
communities is rarely integrated

into formal planning, even though
these communities have adapted
to harsh environments for centu-
ries.

Addressing Himalayan glacial
loss requires coordinated action
at multiple levels. Regionally,
countries sharing Himalayan
rivers must strengthen data
sharing and climate coopera-
tion, separating environmental
survival from political disputes.
Nationally, governments need
to invest in glacier monitoring,
disaster preparedness, and
climate-resilient livelihoods.
Locally, empowering commu-
nities through early warning
systems and sustainable water
management can reduce vulne-
rabilityThe melting of Himalayan
glauem is not a distant environ-
mental issue; it is an unfolding
crisis with direct consequences
for food, water, and human secu-
rity. What disappears in silence
at high altitudes will be felt loudly
in the plains below. The questmn
is no longer whether the glaciers
are melting, but whether socie-
ties downstream are prepared
for what comes after.

~hk& THOUGHT OF THE DAY

‘ The only limit to our realization of tomorrow
-Franklin D. Roosevelt

Migration dreams and the
cost of leaving home

or thousands of young people across
South Asia, migration is not merely a
choice but a perceived necessity. In villa-
ges and small towns, leaving the country
has become synonymous with success,
stability, and dignity. Posters advertising study
visas, work permits, and “guaranteed settlement”
line the streets, selling dreams that often mask
harsh realities.
Economic insecurity lies at the heart of this migra-
tion rush. Limited job opportunities, stagnant
‘wages, and rising living costs push young people
to look beyond borders. For many families, sending
a child abroad is seen as a long-term investment,
even if it requires selling land, taking high-interest
loans, or mortgaging future earnings.
Social pressure reinforces this cycle. Returnees
flaunting foreign lifestyles—cars, houses, and
remittances—create powerful narratives of suc-
cess. Failures, deportations, or exploitation rarely
receive the same visibility. As a result, migration
becomes aspirational, almost obligatory, especially
for young men.
However, the journey is fraught with risks. Many
migrants rely on unregulated agents who promise
legal routes but deliver forged documents or unsafe
travel paths. Stories of deaths at borders, deten-
tion centers, or in exploitative workplaces are
increasingly common. Yet desperation often out-
weighs caution.Even those who migrate legally face
challenges. International students struggle with
high tuition fees, cultural isolation, and exploita-
tive labor conditions. Work visa holders confront
restrictive contracts that tie them to employers,
limiting mobility and bargaining power. For undo-
cumented migrants, fear of detection becomes a
constant companion.Families left behind bear emo-
tional and financial burdens. Parents age without
support, children grow up with absent caregivers,
and households depend on irregular remittances.
‘When migration fails, the shame and debt can be
devastating, pushing families into deeper poverty.
Governments often frame migration as an eco-
nomic asset due to remittances, but this view
ignores human costs. While remittances support
consumption and education, they cannot substitute
for sustainable domestic employment.
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Women’s work and the
invisible economy

cross South Asia,
women contribute
significantly to the
economy, yet much of
their labor remains
invisible. From unpaid household
work to informal caregiving and
agricultural labor, women sustain
families and communities without
recognition or compensation. This
invisibility distorts economic data
and undermines policy planning.
Women’s participation in formal
employment remains low despite
rising education levels. Social
norms, safety concerns, lack of
childeare, and inflexible work
structures limit opportunities.
Many women therefore turn to

infi d enter-
prises, seasonal labor, or piece-rate

production.

This informal economy offers flexi-
bility but little security. Earnings
are low, working hours long, and
legal protections minimal. Women
often lack access to credit, property
rights, or social security, reinfor-
cing dependence and vulnerability.
Unpaid care work is the most signi-
ficant yet least valued contribution.
Cooking, cleaning, childcare, elder
care, and emotional labor con-
sume hours daily. If monetized,
this labor would account for a
substantial share of GDP. Yet eco-
nomic systems continue to treat it
as a natural obligation rather than
productive work.

Crises expose these inequalities.
During the pandemic, women
absorbed the shock of school closu-
res, health care gaps, and income
loss. Many exited the workforce
permanently, reversing years of

published in this

progress. Recovery policies largely
ignored gendered impacts, focusing
instead on male-dominated sectors.
There are signs of change. Women's
self-help groups, cooperatives,
and digital platforms are creating
new pathways for income gene-
ration. Access to mobile banking
and online markets has enabled
some women to bypass traditional
barriers. However, scale and sustai-
nability remain challenges.

Policy reform must begin with
recognition. Time-use surveys,
gender budgeting, and care infra-
structure investment can reshape
priorities. Paid parental leave,
affordable childeare, and flexible
work arrangements are essential
for enabling women's participation.
Empowering women economically
is not only a matter of rights but
of growth. Economies that exclude
half their population operate below
potential. Making women’s work
visible is the first step toward
building fairer and more resilient
societies.
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Creativity cannot be destroyed

K SIVA PRASAD
Retired senior IAS officer in the
Punjab Government.

hroughout
human history,
wise men and
spiritual thin-
kers have guided
humanity in its search
to understand the inner
self and the nature of ulti-
mate reality. Interestingly,
this guidance has largely
emerged from two comple-
mentary approaches. One
begins from the positive,
the other from the negative.
Though their language and
metaphors differ; both point
toward the same destina-
tion. The difference lies in
where the journey begins
and the path chosen, often
shaped by human tempera-
ment and perception.
The positively oriented
approach describes the ulti-
mate reality as that which
is indestructible, eternal,
stable, and all-pervading. It
is seen as complete—some-

thing to which nothing can
be added and from which
nothing is missing. In this
framework, the metaphor
of creativity is used. Crea-
tivity here does not merely
mean artistic expression or
innovation; it refers to the
fundamental source from
which all forms ar It is
fullness itself, the inexhaus-
tible potential behind
existence.

The negatively oriented

The negatively
oriented approach
arrives at the same

truth through contrast.
Instead of describing
what is, it describes
what is not.

approach arrives at the
same truth through con-

trast. Instead of describing
what is, it deseribes what
is not. This approach calls
the ultimate reality empty,
not in the sense of absence
or void, but as something
from which nothing can be
removed. The metaphor
here is space. Space appears
empty, yet it accommodates
everything. It is untouched
by what occurs within it, yet
nothing can exist without it.
At first glance, creativity
and space may seem 0ppo-
sed—one full, the other
empty. Yet both are equally
capable of manifesting cre-
ation. It is relatively easy
for the human mind to
accept that creativity gives

rise to creation. After all,
creation seems to require
intent, energy, and move-
ment. However, creation
arising from emptiness is
far more difficult to grasp.
How can something come
from nothing?

Modern science, intri-
guingly, has reached a
conclusion that resonates
deeply with this ancient
wisdom. Cosmology sug-
gests that the universe
emerged from a state of
apparent nothingness—a
vacuum rich with potential.
Quantum physics further
reveals that even empty
space is not truly empty; it
seethes with energy, capa-

ble of generating particles
and entire universes. Space,
far from being inert, pos-
sesses the power to bring
existence into being. It per-
vades everything—from the
smallest atom to the vast
expanse of the cosmos.
This understanding echoes
the teachings of the Bhag-
avad Gita. In the well-known
verses 2.23 and 2.24, Kris-
hna d ibes the soul
(dehi) as something that
cannot be burned by fire,
cut by weapons, dissolved
by water, or dried by wind.
These statements are not
merely poetic; they point to
the nature of ultimate rea-
lity. Fire, water, weapons,
and wind can only affect
forms. They have no power
over that which is formless.
A weapon cannot destroy
space, nor can it destroy
creativity. Fire cannot burn
space or creativity; it can
only transform wood into
ash—changing one form
into another. Water cannot
dissolve space or creativity,
nor can wind wither them.
These elements act only
upon physical manifestati-
ons, not upon the underlying
reality from which those
manifestations arise.

This leads to a crucial
insight: creation cannot
affect its source. Creativity

gives rise to forms, but forms
have no power over creati-
vity. Space holds galaxies,
storms, and civilizations, yet
remains untouched by them.
The direction of influence is
one-way. Clouds appear in
the sky, move across it, and
disappear, but they never
alter the sky itself. The sky
remains unchanged, vast
and open, regardless of what
passes through it.

Similarly, thoughts, emo-
tions, successes, failures,
and identities arise within
consciousness, but they
do not define or damage it.
When we identify ourselves
with the clouds rather than
the sky, suffering arises.
‘When we recognize oursel-
ves as the space in which
everything occurs, freedom
follows.

Whether we approach
truth through creativity or
through emptiness, through
affirmation or negation, the
destination remains the
same. Both paths invite us
to shift our identification—
from the transient to the
eternal, from form to form-
lessness. Ultimately, the
journey inward reveals that
what we seek has always
been present: indestruc-
tible, stable, and silently
supporting the entire play
of existence.

The silent crisis of
groundwater depletion

roundwater is the invisible back-
s much of

bone of daily life a

South Asia. It irrigates fields,

fills household taps, and sustains

cities that have outgrown surface
water supplies. Yet beneath the ground, a
silent erisis is unfolding. Aquifers are being
depleted faster than they can recharge,
threatening water security for millions.
The expansion of groundwater use began as
asolution to unreliable monsoons and inade-
quate canal systems. Tube wells offered
farmers control over irrigation and boos-
ted agricultural productivity. Over time,
however, this dependence deepened. Today,
groundwater accounts for the majority of
irrigation and a significant share of drinking
water in both rural and urban areas.
The problem lies in unregulated extrac-
tion. Millions of private wells operate with
little oversight, pumping water around the
clock. Electricity subsidies further encou-
rage overuse, disconnecting consumption
from cost. In many regions, water tables
have dropped dramatically, forcing farmers
to drill deeper and invest in more powerful
pumps.
As aquifers decline, water quality deteri-
orates. Deeper layers often contain higher
concentrations of fluoride, arsenic, and sali-
nity, posing serious health risks. In some
areas, contaminated groundwater has led
to chronic illnesses, skeletal deformities,
and long-term public health burdens that
go largely unaddressed.
Groundwater depletion also reshapes
social relations. Wealthier farmers can
afford deeper wells, while smallholders
are left behind as shallow sources dry up.

This creates new inequalities and conflicts
over access. In urban areas, private tankers
profit from scarcity, turning water into a
commodity rather than a basic right.
Climate change intensifies the crisis.
Erratic rainfall reduces natural recharge,
while rising temperatures increase water
demand. Floods, paradoxically, do little to
replenish aquifers when paved surfaces pre-
vent infiltration. The result is a vicious cycle
of scarcity amid apparent abundance.
Policy responses have been fragmented.
Groundwater is often treated as private
property tied to land ownership, limiting
regulation. Conservation programs exist but
focus largely on supply-side solutions, such
as rainwater harvesting, without addressing
demand. Crop choices, irrigation practi-
ces, and pricing structures remain largely
untouched.

There are examples of change. Communi-
ty-led water management initiatives have
demonstrated that recharge, monitoring,
and collective decision-making can restore
aquifers. Shifting to less water-intensive
crops and promoting micro-irrigati
also show pr omise. However, sca
efforts requires political will and public par-
ticipation.

The rise of wearable health tech:
Are we becoming human sensors?

Dr Kinny Garg
Associate Professor
AMC Engineering College Bengaluru

earable
health
techno-
logy has
quickly
evolved from a niche inno-
vation into a daily lifestyle
companion. Smartwat-
ches, fitness bands, and
health patches now track
heart rate, sleep patterns,
physical activity, stress
levels, and other key health
metrics. While these devi-
ces promise improved
health awareness and pre-
ventive care, their rapid
adoption raises serious con-
cerns about privacy, data
security, and ethics.
One of the major draw-
backs of wearable health
technology is the issue
of data privacy. These
devices collect sensitive

personal health data con-
tinuously and store it on
company-owned cloud
servers. Unlike hospital
medical records, most wea-
rable-generated data is not
protected under traditio-
nal healthcare laws such
as HIPAA, allowing it to be
stored indefinitely or sha-
red with third parties.
Although companies claim
that shared data is anony-
mized, research shows that
health and location data
can often be re-identified
when combined with other
datasets. Heart-rate pat-
terns and daily movement
routines are unique enough
to expose an individual’s
identity, leading users to
lose control over their per-
sonal information.

Data sharing with adverti-
sers and analytics firms is
another concern. In several
cases, wearable companies
have been accused of sha-
ring intimate health details
without clear user consent.
Once shared, users have
little visibility into how their
data is reused or monetized.
Security s further com-
pound the issue. Wearables
rely on wireless technolo-
gies such as Bluetooth and

Wi-Fi, making them vulne-
rable to hacking. Multiple
fitness platforms have suffe-
red data breaches, exposing
millions of user records.
Health data is especially
valuable due to its potential
for long-term misuse.
Beyond privacy concerns,
ethical issues arise when
insurers or employers use
wearable data to assess risk
or productivity, potentially
leading to discrimination.
Continuous self-tracking
may also increase anxiety,
particularly since consumer
wearables are not medi-
cal-grade devices.

While wearable health
technology offers signifi-
cant benefits, its current
ecosystem tends to favor
corporations over users.
Stronger data-protection
laws, transparent policies,
and informed consent are
essential. As wearable
technology becomes more
common, society must ask
whether it truly empowers
individuals—or quietly
turns them into human
sensors. By Dr. Kinny Garg
(Associate Professor, AMC
Engineering College, Ben-
galuru) and Student Anuj,
Final Year.

The rise of educated youth in India’s informal economy

cross Indian cities, a quiet
shift is reshaping the
streets. University gra-
duates, diploma holders,
and postgraduates are
increasingly visible in informal jobs
once associated with low educational
requirements. From running street
food carts to driving app-based taxis
and selling goods on pavements, edu-
cated youth are redefining survival in
an economy that has failed to generate
adequate formal employment.

limited capital and promises daily
cash flow. Unlike waiting years for a
government job or unpaid internships,
informal work offers independence
and dignity of labor, even if social
prestige remains elusive.

Street food vending, in particu-
lar, has seen an influx of educated
entrants. Graduates experiment with
branding, hygiene, social media mar-
keting, and menu innovation. QR
codes replace cash boxes, Instagram
pages replace algnboa.l ds, and custo-
mer er a learned

India produces millions of grz
every year, but job creation has not
kept pace. Formal sector employ-
ment, particularly in manufacturing
and government services, has stag-
nated. Recruitment cycles are slow,
competitive exams are overcrowded,
and private sector jobs often demand
experience that fresh graduates lack.
As a result, many young people are
left in limbo, overqualified yet unem-
ployed.

For some, the informal economy offers
immediacy. Setting up a food stall
or small vending business requires

000

skill. Education, Lhou;,h unuaed in
conventional ways, still pl:
navigating competition and visibility.
However, this transition is not wit-
hout Lhallengeﬁ Informal workers
lack job security, social protection,
and legal safeguards. Street vendors
face harassment, eviction drives,
and arbitrary fines. Without health
insurance or income stability, a sin-
gle illness or market disruption can
push families into debt. For educated
youth who invested heavily in educa-
tion, this insecurity adds emotional

strain and social pressureThere is
also a cultural contradiction at play.
While entrepreneurship is cele-
brated in policy speeches, informal
self-employment is often stigmati-
zed. Families that financed education
through loans or land sales struggle
to accept outcomes that do not align
with white-collar aspirations. This
disconnect fuels frustration, anxiety,
and in some cases, migration or men-
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tal health crises.

The growth of educated workers in
informal sectors also raises questions
about the value of higher education.
Degrees promise mobility but incre-
asingly fail to deliver. Curricula
remain disconnected from market
realities, emphasizing theory over
skills. As a result, education delays
unemployment rather than preven-
ting it. Yet, this shift also reveals

resilience. Young people are adapting
rather than remaining idle. They are
challenging narrow definitions of
success and reclaiming agency in
constrained circumstances. Some
informal ventures eventually scale
up, transitioning into small busines-
ses that generate local employment.

Policy interventions must acknow-
ledge this reality. Instead of treating
informality as a temporary failure,
governments should provide strue-
tured support. Access to credit,
designated vending zones, social
security coverage, and skill upgra-
dation can stabilize livelihoods.
Education systems must also evolve,
aligning learning with local econo-
mies and entrepreneurial pathways.

The presence of educated youth
on India’s streets is not a sign of
individual failure, but of systemic
imbalance. It reflects an economy
where ambition outpaces opportunity,
and survival demands reinvention.
‘Whether this reinvention leads to
empowerment or prolonged precarity
depends on how institutions respond.
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Tackling castebias

UGC must review as SC halts its equity rules

HE Supreme Court’s decision to stay the Uni-

versity Grants Commission’s 2026 Equity Reg-

ulations shows that good intentions cannot be

a substitute for sound constitutional design.

‘While the regulations were framed with theaim
of curbing caste-based discrimination in higher education,
they instead triggered widespread concern for being vague,
overbroad and, paradoxically, exclusionary. At the heart of
the controversy lies the definition of caste discrimination
itself. By restricting its scope largely to Scheduled Castes,
Scheduled Tribes and Other Backward Classes, the regu-
lations appeared to create a narrow and rigid hierarchy of
vulnerability. Discrimination in academic spaces is neither
so neatly classified nor so easily contained. The Constitu-
tion guarantees equality and dignity to all. Any regulatory
framework that selectively recognises victims carries the
risk of undermining that foundational promise.

The court’s description of the regulations as “too
sweeping” points to another serious flaw: the potential
for misuse, Loosely worded provisions, coupled with
stringent compliance mechanisms, could have fostered
fear-driven governance within universities rather than
encouraging open dialogue and institutional reform -
the attributes on which university campuses thrive.
Equally significant is the court’s decision to keep the
2012 UGC regulations in force for now. This ensures
safeguards against discrimination in the interregnum.

The episode raises a larger question: are we addressing
discrimination as a lived social reality, or are we reducing
it to a bureaucratic checklist? If equity policies are per-
ceived as instruments of coercion or political signalling,
theywillinvite resistance and litigation. The UGC now has
an opportunity fo listen, review and recalibrate its norms.
Social justice in higher education demands sensitivity,
consultation and precision; not sweeping mandates draft-
ed in isolation. A genuinely inclusive framework must be
universally applicable and institutionally workable.

Cautious optimism

Economic Survey lays stress on resilience

Economic Survey 2025-26 portrays Indian
economy as resilient, dynamic and capable of
withstanding global headwinds; at the same
time, it flags challenges that require careful pol-
icy choices. For the current financial year,

India’s GDP is expected to grow by 7.4 per cent, reinfore-
ing the country’s status as the world’s fastest-growing
major economy. Looking ahead to 2026-27, the Survey proj-
ects growth of 6.8-7.2 per cent, a moderation accounted for
by geopolitical tensions, trade disruptions and financial
volatility affecting global markets. This cautiously opti-
mistic outlook reflects the strength of domestic demand,
consumption and investment, even as external risks —
from tariffs to supply-chain stress — temper expectations.
The Survey does not shy away from realism. It notes that
the global ecc nolonger 1 with
guaranteed capital flows or currency strength, wh!le gains
from new technologies like Al are uneven and require sup-
portive human capital and regulatory frameworks.

The ambitious path charted out by the Survey — from
‘Swadeshi’ to strategic resilience to strategic indispens-
ability — will test India’s economic mettle. Making the
world move from “thinking about buying Indian” to
“buying Indian without thinking” is going to be a tall
order. It will require far greater commitment to strength-
ening the manufacturing sector. Uncertainty over the
much-delayed India-US trade deal is set to persist, with
the Survey merely saying that ongoing negotiations are
“expected to conclude during the year”. For the time
being, India is hoping that the euphoria over its historic
pact with the EU won't prove to be short-lived.

Treading on slippery ground, the Survey has called for

ining the two-decade-old RTI Act to exempt con-
fidential reports and draft comments from disclosures,
saying that such provisions constrain governance. This
suggestion is politically divisive, considering that it was
the Congress-led UPA which had enacted the citizen-cen-
tric law. After the MGNREGA row, the Modi government
would be well advised to build an economically sound nar-
rative before it ventures to review a landmark legislation.

OPINION
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There’s more to growth than GDP

India can’t afford to continue with the urbar+industrialisation model that has created global crises

ARUN MAIRA/
FORMER MEMBER,
PLANNING COMMISSION

IA’'s policymakers are
in a dilemma. Too many
people, they say, are work-
ing in the agriculture sec-
tor. Therefore, according to

them, the productivity of India's
farm sector, measured by the
number of people employed in
it, is also too low. They would
rather have more people being
moved out of rural areas and
farms — and small, ‘informal’,
manufacturing and  service
enterprises — into cities, and
into large, ‘formal’ factories and
service enterprises.

The problem is that large formal
enterprises are not creating
enough secure jobs with decent
wages. They are unwilling to
absorb more people, pay them
higher wages and provide them
with social security. Instead, they
want more ‘flexible’ labour laws
to keepwage costs down. The core
problem of the Indian economy is
thatemployersin all sectors (man-
ufacturing, services and agricul-
ture) are using more machinery,
and more technology— instead of
human beings — to increase their
output and productivity.

The key reform the Indian
economy requires is a reform of
the design and governance of a
business enterprise. Workers,
whether on farms or in factories,
must be the owners of the enter-
prises in which they work so that
they earn the profits made from
theirwork and increase their own
wealth, rather than passing on
the profits to increase the wealth
of financial investors. The capital
assets required in the production
process — machines in the man-
ufacturing enterprise and the
land for farms — must belong to
the workers in the enterprise.

ENTERPRISE: The capital assets required in the production process must belong to the workers. istock

Workers should be their own
employers and not be compelled
to become employees in factories
and farms owned by stock mar-
ket investors and feudal land-
lords. They should have the
choice of how they will use profits
from their work: whether to
invest further in their enterprise
or invest in their family welfare
and their children’s education.
Reforms of land ownership
that transferred land from land-
lords to the erstwhile workers on
farms caused small farmers’
incomes to grow much faster in
Japan, South Korea, Taiwan and
China than in India in the last 50
years, explains Mike Bird in The
Land Trap: A New History of the
World’s  Oldest Asset. Bird
explains why reforms pro-
gressed faster in other countries
than in India. Vested interests
came in the way of reforms in all
countries. However, the leaders
in those nations supported the
rights of farmer-workers not the
capitalist-owners. With reforms,
small farmers’ incomes and
wealth increased, and they
invested more in the education
of their children. It is noteworthy
that farm output and agricultur-
al productivity also increased
without forcing people off farms.

Faster GDP growth
willnotimprove the
well-being of India’s
billion-plus citizens.

Economists and business peo-
ple must rethink the value of
‘scale’ in enterprises. Large-scale
production of a standardised com-
modity — whether widgets in a
factory or a monocrop on a large
farm — increases economic effi-
mency by enab!.mgthe useof! Iarge

employ fewer humans. They con-
tribute to the ‘jobless’ GDP
growth of the economy.

Small farms that grow a variety
of food organically have a greater

areas, and engage in smaller
agriculture, manufacturing and
service enterprises. This will
require a reversal of migration
from urban/formal enterprises to
rural/informal ones. Citizens in
advanced countries will not
accept this. India should not
have as much of a problem as
other nations, because it alveady
hasthe largest number of people
living and working in rural areas
— the very problem our econo-
mists are struggling to solve!
Faster GDP growth will not
improve the well-being of India’s
billion-plus citizens. For the past
25 years, the Indian economy
has created less employment
with each unit of GDP growth
than other large countries. We
have the largest population of
youth in the world, seeking
employment with good wages.
With the present pattern of
growth, India’s GDP must grow
at 12 per cent per annum for the
next few years to generate
enough employment. Each unit
of GDP growth is also causing

‘scope’ of p: 1 on the
farm. Waste becomes a useful
input on the farm itself, especially
on farms that also have animals.
Farms with more scope are natu-
rally more sustainable. Materials
and energy circulate within and
around such small farms which
have less scale but more scope.
Environmental scientist
Vaclav Smil has computed the
total system requirements of
hydrocarbon energy and other
non-renewable inputs in mod-
ern industries, food production
and distribution systems, and in
global transportation systems.
In his book, How the World Real-
ly Works, he explains that the
modern and technologically

low-skill workexstoperl‘orm lepet-
itive tasks. Large-scale enterprises
can afford to deploy capital in
machines and artificial intelli-
gence. Thereby, they need less
human labour and intelligence.
‘While their effici and output

large-scale food pro-
duction and distribution system
is the largest polluter of the soil,
water and the atmosphere. He
also explains that small-scale
farms with more scope are the
best scientific solutions for envi-

may go up, and productivity too
(measured as output per human
being employed), suchenterprises

The problem, he points out, is
that this solution requires more
people to live and work in rural

more ion and

degradation than in other coun-
tries. Therefore, India cannot
afford to continue following the
urban-industrialisation model of
growth that has created global
environmentand inequality crises.

The pattern of growth must
change for our nation to become
alivable and sustainable ‘Viksit
Bharat'. Rather than the goal of
climbing higher than other
countries on the GDP ladder,
India’s economic reformers
should reform the process of eco-
nomic growth itself.

‘We must find our own way; a
more inclusive and environ-
mentally sustainable way; a
more ‘family’ and ‘communi-
ty’ way — a more ‘Gandhian
way’ — to build our nation and
strengthen our economy for it to
deliver poorna swaraj (complete
political, social and economic
freedom) for all citizens. This
was the ‘tryst with destiny’
towards which we had set out on
August 15, 1947, when India
became a sovereign nation
responsible for its own future.
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...100 YEARS AGO

The Gandhi-Smuts agreement

THE question whether the anti-Asiatic Bill does or does not
involve a breach of the Gandhi-Smuts agreement of 1914 has
assumed tremendous importance during the last few days. In
India, it has from the first been held that the Bill does break the
agreement. That has been the Mahatma's definite opinion, and
the Mahatma naturally and quite rightly leads the rest of Indiain
this matter. This position had not been seriously combated even
in South Africa until very recently, when the Cape Times wrote a
series of articles in which it practically threw out a challenge to
Mahatma Gandhi to prove that the “vested rights” referred to in
the agreement were not the specific rights of Indians under the
goldlaw, but their rights generally. The articles in the Times were
immediately brought to the Mahatma’s notice by CF Andrews,
who invited him to express his opinion on the subject. Th:s the

did inarecent tothe Press, 1by
that cogency, lucidity and force which are among the unfailing
qualities of his literary productions. “It is not to be supposed,” he
says, “that after eight years’ solid suffering, the Indian settlers
are satisfied with an arrangement that might lead not to further
amelioration of their status, but to their further degradation, ulti-
mately resulting in extinction.” Most people will think that this
is literally the last word on the subject.

Urbanisation in India is a slow but sure de'lth for her villages and villagers. —MahatmaGandhi

Care for all creatures
great and small

SRIPRIYA SATISH

AHATMA Gandhi said, “The greatness of a nation

and its moral progress can be judged by the way its

imals are treated.” This profound quote came tomy

mind when my eyes fell on a diary lying on the table. It

belonged to my little nephew. As I flipped through its pages, I

came across a moving essay written by him. He had described
an incident that left a deep impression on his young mind.

His essay was a sorrowful narration of how helpless
hatchlings, born in the balcony of his apartment, had been
ill-treated. While the boy and his parents were away on
vacation, a bird had found a cosy corner and built a nest.
The eggs hatched, and the hatchlings were chirping loud-
ly for their mother to return with food when my relatives
came back from the trip. The family was understandably
concerned about cleaning the place without hurting the
young ones. They took the help of a housemaid to do the
Jjob. Sadly, the fragile birds were not handled with the care
and sensitivity they deserved.

A few days later, when my nephew asked the maid
about the chicks, she casually said that they had been
dumped in the community garbage bin and would, by
then, have fallen prey to stray dogs. Her words shocked
and pained him, and he poured out his feelings into the
pages of his diary. He ended with a note that our world
was not safe for these creatures.

His simple writing compelled me to pause and reflect. Chil-
dren often see the world with an honest outlook, and their ques-
tions make us uncomfortable because they reveal truths we
ple_fer to 1gnore Is our country truly a safe place for birds and

? My answer would not be in the affirmative.

Al.mos! every festive season brings disturbing images of
injured birds which are victims of human carelessness and
reckless celebrations. The kite-flying festival during the
Sankranti season sees many birds getting hurt due to man-
jha, a glass-coated thread. What is meant to be an expres-
sion of joy often ends up causing suffering to creatures who
have no way to protect themselves. Similarly, scenic picnic
spots, admired for their beauty, frequently turn into death
traps for birds which consume leftovers of visitors.

Such incidents seem to strengthen the boy’s belief that our
land is unsafe for its most vulnerable inhabitants. Albert Ein-
stein observed, “Our task must be to free ourselves by widen-
ing our circle of assion t b allliving and
the whole of nature and its beauty.”

Compassion cannot remain just an ideal discussed in books
and hes. It must find ion in everyday actions,
through mindful choices, responsible behaviour and respect
for life in all its forms. Only when kindness extends beyond
our own species can we truly elaim moral progress as a nation.

epaper.tribuneindia.com
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Focus on European supply chai

Apropos of ‘Litmus test for India-EU bon-
homie’; the mutual cooperation is reflective
of a shift in the pattern of international trade
to a system shaped around individual deals
and alliances. The EU has entered into FTAs
with emerging economies in Latin America
and East Asia as well, which would not only
enhance the stature of euro as a global curren-
cy but could also pave the way for greater
acceptability of the Indian rupee as a curren-
cy of international trade, especially in Euro-
pean countries. Digital collaboration can be
deepened to enable UPI transactions in EU
member states in a phased manner. Indian
companies should aspire to plug into Euro-
pean supply chains of major industries like
aircraft ing and ship-building,
which are still in a nascent stage in India.
CHANDER SHEKHAR DOGRA, JALANDHAR

India must gear up for more trade
Refer to ‘Litmus test for India-EU bon-
homie’; thanks to the egoistic and bullying
tactics of President Trump, it accelerated the
inking of the ‘mother of all deals’. Now, both
India and EU have to ensure that no bureau-
cratic hurdles or economic obstacles remain
which may affect supply chains. India must
gear up manufacturing efficiency along with
good quality of products in sync with the
international standards. It will enhance repu-
tation and demands too. In the meantime,
President Trump must ponder why Canada,
the UK and many other close allies are dis-
tancing from the American fold.

SUBHASH VAID, NEW DELHI

Overcoming identity crisis
Apropos of “Train to Begumpura — culture of
Dera Ballan’; the deras in Punjab are a social
and cultural bulwark in an otherwise volatile
Punjabi milieu, Identity crisis has always sim-
mered among various neglected social groups.
It is there that deras have proved their worth.
The tragic death of the Dera Ballan chiefin 2009
and the subsequent violent aftermath jolted the
followers of Guru Ravidas into consolidating
theirvague identity into a formidable one. Polit-
icalindulgence isbound to come into play keep-
ing in mind the huge following of the dera.

DV SHARMA, MUKERIAN

Going beyond optics in ed
With reference to ‘Eminence on hold’; the
aim of education is to draw out the latent
potential in a child by providing conducive
teaching-learning environment in a school.
Qualified, competent and a motivated faculty
is pivotal to quality learning outcomes. Sadly,
ive governments, ially the pres-
ent dispensation, has focused more on optics,
while exposing the children to grave disad-
vantages. What has sending a group of teach-
ers abroad yielded? The declining trend of
enrolling kids in government schools is an
indicator for those at the helm. It is a wake-up
call to go beyond optics and focus on academ-

ics and student welfare in a school.
SURINDER SINGH, MOHALI

SC intervention turning point
With reference to ‘Curbing acid attacks’; as
long as perpetrators can rely on delay, justice
will remain elusive and survivors will contin-
ue to suffer twice — once at the hands of their
attackers and again at the hands of the sys-
tem. The Supreme Court’s intervention must
become a turning point, not a footnote. Swift
trials, severe punishment and guaranteed
rehabilitation are not optional reforms; they
are the minimum standards of'a civilised soci-
ety. Anything less amounts to silent complici-
ty in a crime that has no justification and no
place in modern India.

GAURAV BADHWAR, ROHTAK

Iran-China camaraderie irks US
Refer to ‘Come to table on N-deal or face far
worse attack, Trump warns Iran’; one
dimension to the US threat to Iran is that it
wants to break the Iran-China nexus. The US
sees China as the biggest threat to its global
supremacy. Washington is not directly con-
fronting Beijing but trying to systematically
weaken it economically. In the Venezuela
episode, China is the biggest loser because it
is the major importer of Venezuelan oil and
has invested heavily there. Like Venezuela,
China is also a major economic partner of
Iran purchasing 90 per cent of its oil. So, it is
not a question of the nuclear deal alone.
Trump wants Iran to negotiate on its oil and
thereby break its reliance on China.

ASHOK BAHL, KANGRA

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-word limit.
Theese should be cogently written and can be sent by e-mail to: Letters@tribunemail.com
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OPED
‘Secular’ parties & their Muslim vote bank

appears. Indian democracy Sena (MNS), saying that the  Likewise with the RJD.
still affords the space for MNS's revanchist outlook Such self-protective pos-
hope and reprieve for many was unacceptable for a pan-  tures portend one probability.
until the next election comes Indian party. Despite that, Far from being inclusive, the
L. along, although the answers some Muslims went for the  polity could get more sharply
to problems might not be the Thackerays, saying they polarised along religious
most desirable. were a better option to chal-  lines. Apparently, Mamata
The growth of a southern lenge the BJP than the Con-  Banerjee and her Trinamool

RADHIKA RAMASESHAN
SENIOR JOURNALIST

ARLIAMENT and
the state legisla-

party, the All India Majlis-e-
Ittehadul Muslimeen (AIM-
IM), beyond its historical turf
in Telangana is a pointer to
the prospects of muslim lead-

gress that had tied up with
Prakash Ambedkar's Van-
chit Bahujan Aghadi.

Not just the BMC. The
AIMIM also won 124 seats in

Congress Party (TMC) are
under no imminent threat of
losing a captive Muslim vote
bank. But there are straws in
the wind.

tures remain the ers. Voters are tired of the 13 corporations across Maha- The TMC's suspended
most effective  established parties that rashtra, surpassing the Con-  MLA, Humayun Kabir—who
forums for the less  churn out the same rhetoric gress in many places. His hasannouncedloud and clear
empowered and marginalised ~ and assurances to Muslims in ambitions spurred, Owaisiis  thatanewmosque coming up
groups to articulate their con-  election after election but unlikely to approach the in West Bengal's Murshid-
cerns and hope for an amica- throw up their hands in Congress for an alliance in  abad district will be named

ble resolution. But increasing-

crunch situations when the

the foreseeable future.

after the Babri masjid — float-

ly, the BJP and Sangh community is often left to BARE MINIMUM: There are only 24 Muslim members out of 543 in the current Lok Sabha. pri What lessons do Bihar and  ed a political outfit called the
fraternity'’s communal blitz, fend for itself. The AIMIM is Maharashtra hold for the Janata Unnayan Party that is
often construed as dog whis- led by Hyderabad MP 2020, the AIMIM picked up seats in 2017 to eight in the  mainline "secular" forces? seeking the hand of the Indi-
tles for the faithful to "act’ AsaduddinOwaisi. Hisbroth- five seats and repeated the prized BMC against several These parties, including the  an Secular Front (ISF) led by

against the minorities, has

er and Telangana MLA

number in 2025 in the face of

odds. Owaisi had not nur-

SP and RJD. owe their

another legislator, Naushad

pushedits political opponents ~ Akbaruddin Owaisi is the anNDA wave in the region. tured a local leadership; he salienceinstateandnational ~ Siddiqui. The ISF had con-
onto the defensive. second-in-command. The point to note is that the did not have much ofacadre  politics in no mean measure  tested the last Bengal polls
Muslim representation is The AIMIM's recent back- ~ AIMIM was just one seat less and barring one, its winners  to the consolidation of Mus-  with the Left Front and the
restricted to only 24 members  to-back success in the elec-  than the Congress, which was were political neophytes. lim votes behind them. Congress, but it made little
in the current 18th Lok Sabha  tions in Bihar and the Bri- left holdingjust sixseats. The Despite these factorsandthe ~ Would they be willing to do  impact. Siddiqui's impor-
out of its 543 seats. Thisisthe hanmumbai Municipal AIMIM modulated the antici- distinct possibility thata BJP-  business with the AIMIM tance lies in the links he has
same as the lowest ever Corporation (BMC) and 28 pated communal oration. But ruled BMC presiding over a  and similar parties to keep with the revered Furfura
strength in 2014 and two fewer  other municipalities of Maha-  an "inclusive" push resonated T4427-crore budget for 2025-  the BJP at bay? shrine in Hooghly district.
than in 2019. Muslims consti- rashtra rattled the Congress  equally and effectively with 26 was unlikely to cooperate Akhilesh Yadav, SP leader In Assam, which also goes
tute 14.2% of India'spopulation  and the others. They took the  the voters —a cause of worry with the ATMIM' s newlyelect- and former Uttar Pradesh to the polls in 2026, All India
as per the 2011 Census, but Muslim voters for granted for the MGB. Owaisi edcorporators,Muslimsvoted CM, has no qualms about United Democratic Front

their parliamentary represen-
tation is less than 5%. This,
despite evidence that their vot-
erturnoutislarge inmany con-
stituencies and they continue
to root for "secular’ parties.

under the guise of combating
the BJP and guaranteeing
their safety and welfare.
Like these parties, the AIM-
IM— infamous forits strident
anti-Hindu campaign —

implored the Congress to
induct the AIMIM in the
MGB but was spurned for
being the BJP's "B-team” —
an allegation he has lived
with of late. The rejection

The AIMIM's recent
success in Bihar
Assembly polland

its candidates. The Muslim-
majority slums from which
they won were weary of the
local Samajwadi Party (SP)
MLA and his corporators, the
Congress did not put forward

reaching out to caste-based
parties in his state, like the
Suheldev Bharatiya Samaj
Party and NISHAD, but the
fear of losing his Hindu
votes, including the suppos-

(ATUDF) chief Maulana
Badruddin Ajmal, who has a
following in Muslim-heavy
areas, hinted at a potential
realignment through a part-
nership with the AIMIM to

The decline in Muslim rep-  underpinned its promises on  doubled down his resolve to its best foot and the Vishwa edly committed Yadav votes, confront the Congress, which
resentation in Parliament is  "development'in Seemanchal  defeat the "secular” forces in the BMC and Hindu Parishad and a BJP  will deter him from sitting still has to get its act together
principally attributed to the in Bihar's north-east which the impending polls with a leader damned these pockets  across the table with Owaisi.  in the BJP-ruled state.

reluctance of non-BJP parties

stands at the bottom rung of

vengeance.

Maharashtra's civic

as a "den of Rohingyas and

He gleaned a lesson from his

The BJP has a handy

to field candidates from the the development ladder. Maharashtra's municipal b()di(‘S has rattled Bangladeshis'. father Mulayam Singh answer for such formations,
community. In 2019, 119 Mus-  Despite gettingtakeninbythe  polls that heralded the New N The Congress dumped the  Yadav, who forfeited achunk  with the belligerent CM
lims were put up, but in five ~ Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD)s  Year were a surprise pack- the Cc mngress and Uddhav Sena after Uddhav  ofthe Yadavvotesinthe 1991  Himanta Biswa Sarma lead-
years, the numberdroppedto MY (MuslimYadav) axis that ~ age, not so much for the rul- thL’ ()lll(‘]'S Thackeray aligned with his  UP polls because he took a  ing the charge in propagating
78. However, the situation ensured a near-sweep for the ing Mahayuti's victory but " cousin Raj Thackeray of the  hard stand against theattack  Islamophobia. But whatisthe
may not be as asit (MGB) in  the AIMIM's jump from two Maharashtra  Navnirman onthe Babri mosquein 1990.  Congress's response?

How water and waste are becominginseparable

The fact that year after year Undoubtedly, the stunting of ~ preponderance of platitudes
we need rainwater to ‘wash both vision and i i on living hygienically and car-
away' the gigantic smog- lies at the heart of this grow-  ingly,inreality, the majority —

blankets throttling our capi-
tal and nearby cities says

ing crisis. And like all crises,
this too manifests itself in a

including the government —
hardly appears genuinely
g in :

something about our excep- d manner, where the
tionally selfish dependence dealing with one department  issue sustainably.
» on nature to solve human- in the hope of some solution My small village in the Kan-

SIDDHARTH PANDEY made problems. It brings to leads us to another division, gra Valley, for example, has
HISTORIA:‘NS%’E{TT?STAL CRITIC  mind many other images area or issue. The blame is  repeatedly faced resistance

from our years of growing up:
from using more water than

everyone's and no one's, and
passing-the-buck becomes

by many residents who are
against the idea of drain

a rather wonderful necessary for cleaning pri- the norm, with apathy and expansion outside their
though ironic twist of vate cars to dumping every- indifference quickly assum-  houses. This is a necessary
seasonal  behaviour, day waste in canals and ing the order of the day. step for the establishment of
‘Winter Proper' arrived  rivers asifit is the most natu- = There is also a societal a properly networked sys-

north India this year  ral thing to do. b S5 -.e amnesiaatwork. It makesus  tem, but it is also something

on Basant Panchami, which Here, then, is another irony. = < 5 forget the people who have that is hugely ‘repulsive’ to
marks the first day of Thatwhat was always regard- EEOCR A CIES Foly Aiersuene supposeu o washsiway dur Sinsjtovay thej sceum i et Grmiistas worked hard to elicit change.  the imagination of a signifi-

spring. One wonders what
Percy Bysshe Shelley would

ed as the ‘elixir of life' is now
invariably alsointerpreted asa

eral times. It hopped into the

cal ineptness and slapdash

They include GD Agarwal,
later known as Swami Gyan

cant number of people for
purely parochial reasons.

have said of this anomaly, crucible of our collective ego- headlines when Indore, development that has belea- Swaroop Sanand, who lost But no matter how much
given his famous line "If tism.Ifat one pointin history, India's cleanest city', sudden- guered the country foravery  his life in 2018, fighting for we exhort individuals to
winter comes, can spring be  holy rivers were supposed to 1y spewed forth hundreds of long time now. the cleaning and protection  change, for a country as big

far behind?"

wash away our sins, today

hospitalisations and over 15

Last year, during the

of the Ganges.

as ours, models for long-last-

This time, though, winter they accumulate them, serv-  deaths due to sewage-contam- Chhath Puja festivities, An 86-year-old environ- ing transformation must pri-
caught up with spring in a  ing as silent witnesses to an  inated drinking water. authorities in Delhi created mentalist and a former pro- marily be provided by the
display of festive solidarity—  existence gone awry. Soon after, reports on fake ghats on the Yamuna fessor at IIT Kanpur, Swami  government and bureaucra-
the yellow of mustard swayed ‘Who can forgetthose haunt-  sewage-related water contam- banks by propping up bor- Sanand breathed his last cy in charge. And for these
brightly under the pristine ing images of dead bodies ination began emerging from ders between filtered-water  after a 111-day fast in Harid- models to take shape, a thor-
white of mountain snow. The  floating in the Ganges during ~ Greater Noida, Hyderabad, pools and the real river. And ~ war. Prior to him, Swami ough understanding of the
much-needed moisture final-  the Covid pandemic or the Jhajjar and Rohtak while in 2024, three UPSC aspi- Nigamananda Saraswatihad  society's material and emo-
ly freshened the air and reju-  persisting visuals of the toxic ~ Gandhinagar revealed a rants lost their lives to passed away in 2011 after tional make-up must be
venated theland, endingone  Yamuna in Delhi, with its typhoid outbreak. A few days heavy flooding in the illegal ~ fasting for 114 days, protest- acquired in an interdepen-
of the longest dry spells that  lethal froth and foam resem-  ago, a new overhead water basement library of acoach-  ing against illegal quarrying  dent fashion.
the Himalayas have wit- blingsnow? Thereisnodeny- tank, constructed at a whop- i ”]C I)lamc is ing centre in Delhi's Old inthe same river. Templates from other
nessed in recent decades. ing that waterand wastehave  ping cost of Rs 21 crore, at . . Rajinder Nagar. Recent viral reels on social ~ countries too are available to

But for all its celebratory assumed a shocking syn- Tadkeshwar village in Surat, everyones andno Waste, in this context,does- media centred on sacred learn from, but only if we are
ethos, the idea of 'washing onymity with each other in  Gujarat, collapsed during its ,v,' - l P nt only refer to the defile- water bodies have drawn actually willing to shed our
away' simultaneously  the present age. very first water-filling test. ones, anc P assmg— ment of our most celebrated  attention to the liberal wilfulness. Otherwise,
embodies a somewhat unset-  It's only the first month of ~ But one mustnt look at  the-buckbecomes — natural element, but also to  amounts of milk being instead of becomingareality,
tling impulse, especially the year, but the unholy cou- these examples in isolation. the the decaying of the imagina-  poured intotheminthename potable water and healthy
when viewed through the pling of water and waste has  They form a part of an ongo- 1€ norm. tion responsible for generat-  of religious practice. Whileon  rivers shall only flow in the
lens of our crisis-prone era.  already defined the news sev-  ing continuum of technologi- ing infrastructure around it.  the surface, one encountersa  realm of dreams.
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THOUGHT
FOR THE DAY

The superior man, when resting in safety,
does not forget that danger may come
— Confucius, Chinese philosopher

Organisers must ensure every event is tragedy-proof

Republic Day celebration in

Al/ikroli‘s Tagore Nagar, also

alled Ambedkar Nagar, turned

fatal when a fallen loudspeaker killed
afour-year-old.

The incidentoccurred around 11 am,
when two large loudspeakers had been
placed on the ground for the area’s Re-
public Day programme.

According to CCTV footage, a man
carrying a large bundle of rugs ac-
cidentally entangled the load in the
speakerwiring, causing the equipment

totopple. the child, Angel Solkar, who
was running nearby, was struck. Some
residents alleged that timely medical
care might have saved her life.

This is a shocking tragedy, more
so because of the negligence. We see
loudspeakers at several events, most
of them high above, tied to bamboo in
shamianas/pandals erected for a par-
ticular occasion. These must be prop-
erly secured. Even if placed on low/
ground level, they should not topple
over with a touch or inadvertent push.

Going beyond loudspeakers, or-
ganisers must ensure that the space is
completely safe. From a strong struc-
ture that is the shamiana itself, which
must be erected after all permissions
and due care, to the stage, we have read
reportsof stages collapsing during per-
formances;all must be tried and tested
and watertight.

Occasions or events see several in-
stallations within a space dedicated
to celebrations. There may be photos,
wiring for technical aspects, screens...

whatever is needed. We need fire exits
and clear announcements about what
to do in case of emergencies. A clear
announcement system. All hangings
or installations should be in no danger
of collapse, and guests/visitors/even
those in the area for whatever reason
should be completely safe. Let per-
missions be granted only after strict
on-site visits by officials. Even if post-
ed on stands, paraphernalia must be
fixed so that it does not simply
topple over.

The influencer-follower hreak-up

Fans of a well-known influencer told her she needs to make content
which doesn’t hinge on her husband. She, in return, told them to
take a hike. Who's to blame?

SOCIAL
BUTTERFLY

Aastha Atray Banan)r

HE iconic Shah Rukh Khan

I (SRK) once said, "The reason I

am good to fans and I believe
in them is because I am employed by
them.” It would seem that SRK feels
that his service to his fans is bigger
than his own ego. As he has also said,
“the only thing I can do for my fans is
to never stop working”.

Our influencers today could learn
from SRK. On the one hand, they care a
lotabout their followers, get work be-
cause of the follower count, and want
to do literally anything to get more
and more and more followers. On the
other, if follower feedback hurts their
ego, they lash back with brutal shade.

Let me explain. Creator Aishwarya
Mohanraj, whom I quite liked, espe-
cially for a video where she addressed
losing girlfriends who you thought
were like sisters, has recently come
out with a video that speaks to her
followers who have a problem with
her “husband-centric” content. In it,
she basically says that the follower
who can’t get on board with her per-
sonality right now should break up
with her, unfollow her, because don’t
we all outgrow each other?

Rightly said, Aishwarya, but why
couldn’tyoujustsay it in a better way?
Why did you have to dumb yourself
down? Why did you treat your loyal
followers, who have been following
you since your Comicstan days, with
such condescension?

You may think I am being hard on
her. But hear me out. In most of the
video, she says that she has always
been the same person, someone who
talks aboutlived experience, and once
she spoke about not finding a “sane
man”, now she talks about her “only
man”. At one point in the video, she
says. “There may be constructive crit-
icism that says, Hey Aishwarya, why
don’t you make content about life ex-
periences like going to the parlour, or
the weird chachaji at home?” What?
Are those your only life experiences?
Then she says, “I have evolved into a
married woman who talks about her

Content creator Aishwarya Mohanraj and her husband Aakash Shah. PIC/INSTAGRAM/ @AISHWARYAMRJ

marriage. You may be single and don’t
relate to my content. You might be in
a toxic relationship.” What? Why do I
have to be single, orin a toxic relation-
ship, to think that your content is re-
petitive, boring, andlacks originality?

But it’s not only about Aishwarya.
It’s about all influencers who feel
upset, or angry, when their followers
give hate, with the same intensity as
they give love. The influencer then
lashes out with almost “tu-janta-
nahin-main-kaun-hu” energy. Of

course, you shouldn’t take it lying
down when followers harass you. But
to take feedback, see what’s work-
ing, see what you can do to diversify,
improve, give the people what they
want, still keeping your authenticity
intact — isn't that what a creator/in-
fluencer does?If the follower bought
every little product you ever ped-
dled, should you break up with them
just because they asked for content
that didn’t speak of your husband?
But, also, should followers not just

Of course, you shouldn’t take it lying down when followers harass
you. But to take feedback, see what's working, see what you can
do to diversify, improve, give the people what they want,

still keeping your authenticity intact — isn't that what a

creator/influencer does?

accept their favourite creator’s
new avatar?

I may be wrong. I do feel the best
Instagram accounts are those when
people are truly themselves. Unique.
Unbothered. Not worried about the
likes and followers — just talking
about what they feel. Their true life
experiences. But usually, those aren’t
the people who are getting Netflix and

Amazon Prime gigs.

Ranting and raving about all that's
trending on social media, Aastha Atray
Banan is an author, creator, podcaster, and
the Editor of your favourite weekend read,
Sunday mid-day. She posts at
@aasthaatray on Instagram.

Send your feedbackto
mailbag@mid-day.com

The views expressed in this column are the individual's and don't represent those of the paper

LETTERS

All aircraft should be
audited to avert crashes

This refers to ‘State loses Pawar’.
All aircraft must undergo strict
checks before take-off and after
landing. Airports need trained
ATC staff, clear-visibility systems,
backup aircraft, and full black-box
analysis to probe crashes,

fix accountability, and prevent
future fatal air disasters.

PETER CASTELLINO

Leaders must imbibe
Ajit Pawar’s work ethic

‘Ajit Pawar’s sudden death has left
many dreams unfulfilled. He was
firm, disciplined, honest, and a
tireless worker. His clear decisions
often unsettled rivals. Politicians
should learn from his dedication
to public service.

PERVYYN KAVARANA

Families of crash victims
must be compensated

This refers to ‘City cop dies in
tragedy’. Besides Ajit Pawar,
four others also lost their lives
in the crash. Their families must
be compensated. With small
aircraft accidents on the rise,
the Directorate General of Civil
Aviation must enforce strict
safety checks.

SN KABRA

IS Bindra helped cricket
grow beyond Doordarshan

Apropos of ‘IS Bindra pressed

the right buttons’, he helped end
Doordarshan’s monopoly in cricket
broadcasting and played a key role
in hosting the 1987 World Cup.
The growth of cricket money and
better broadcast quality today is
largely due to his efforts.
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This theory explains why

Trump

seems to sometimes act like a king

The
president’s
approach

is not just
chaos or

an updated
version of
19th-century
great-power
competition.

Stacie Goddard
Abraham L. Newman

Negotiations around President
Trump's demand for U.S. ownership of
Greenland have left officials from
Denmark, Greenland and many other
countries feeling confused and over-
whelmed.

President Emmanuel Macron of
France texted President Trump to say,
“I do not understand what you are
doing on Greenland.”

Indeed, for many people in the
United States and abroad, Mr. Trump’s
foreign policy seems incoherent, even
irrational.

But that is because people are look-
ing at it through the wrong historical
lens. Mr. Trump’s approach is not just
chaos or, as many people have com-
mented, an updated version of 19th-
century great-power competition. He
is pursuing something more out of the
16th-century, what we call neoroyalist
international politics.

Foreign policy has become a tool to
channel money and status to Mr.
Trump and his closest associates.
National interests are eclipsed by
those of elites. Rather than compete
with rivals, Mr. Trump is willing to
collude with them in order to advance
his court’s parochial interests.

‘And if other countries do not act
quickly to check Mr. Trump’s impulses,
they are likely to enable a global order
based on extraction and dominance.

For decades, the United States has
championed a rules-based interna-
tional order. Mr. Trump has wasted
little time taking a wrecking ball to it
and was typically blunt in declaring, “I
don’t need international law.”

To interpret Mr. Trump’s approach,
the administration and pundits have
been quick to turn back the clock to
19th-century models of international
affairs. The purported Donroe Doc-
trine (aping the Monroe Doctrine of
1823) aims to secure a sphere of influ-
ence in the Western Hemisphere to
counter the influence of Russia and
China. We are back to a world, the
president’s deputy chief of staff,
Stephen Miller, said, that is “governed
by strength, that is governed by force,
that is governed by power. ”

But what we are seeing is not great-
power competition in any traditional
sense. Instead of securing the region
from narcotrafficking, Mr. Trump went
after one autocrat in Venezuela and
pardoned a former Honduran presi-
dent who said he wanted to “stuff the
drugs up the gringos’ noses.” Mr.
Trump claims that taking over Green-
land is “psychologically needed,” even
though the United States already has a
military presence on the island and an
open invitation to expand its bases.
And he has struck deals with great-
power rivals that undermine U.S.
influence, reportedly promising Vladi-
mir Putin territorial gains in Ukraine
and approving Nvidia’s bid to sell its
high-end semiconductor chips to
China.

Today, America’s foreign policy
establishment has morphed from a set
of staid bureaucracies into a royal
family, such as the Tudors or Haps-
burgs. Foreign policy is molded in the
hands of the court clique — a small,
exclusive network. Some are in Mr.
Trump's cabinet, like Marco Rubio,
who is simultaneously the secretary of
state, interim national security adviser,
acting chief archivist and perhaps
viceroy of Venezuela.

Mr. Trump’'s clique also centers on
his family members and individuals
who donated to his 2024 campaign
(like Elon Musk and Paul Singer, the
billionaire founder and co-chief execu-
tive of the hedge fund Elliott Invest-
ment Management). Ukraine peace
negotiations continue to be led by Mr.

Trump's fellow real estate magnate
Steve Witkoff and Mr. Trump's son-in-
law Jared Kushner.

While Mr. Trump boasts that the
Venezuela intervention will increase
American prosperity, there is actually
little promise of national benefit. In-
stead, the gains appear to be flowing to
Mr. Trump and his insiders. Amber
Energy, an affiliate of Mr. Singer’s
hedge-fund company, won an auction
for Citgo, the U.S. subsidiary of the
Venezuelan state-owned oil company, a
few months ago and is now stra-
tegically positioned to play a key role
in refining and distributing that oil. As
adown payment, Mr. Trump an-

nounced that up to 50 million barrels
‘would be sold and that “that money
will be controlled by me.” The first sale
‘was routed through the company of
another megadonor, leading Senator
Chris Murphy to conclude, “Trump
took Venezuela's oil at gunpoint and
gave it to one of his biggest campaign
donors.” Fifty million barrels is a mere
two and a half days’ worth of domestic
consumption, but it would be well
more than what Mr. Trump spent on
his 2024 election campaign — a pot of
patronage rather than a national in-
vestment.

Mr. Trump'’s trade policy follows a
similar script. While not delivering a

rebirth in U.S. manufacturing jobs,
tariffs have served as a ready-made
tool to get countries and companies to
tithe. South Korea and Japan have
collectively pledged hundreds of bil-
lions in investment funds operated
under opaque governance rules. Viet-
nam fast-tracked the approval of a $1.5
billion Trump family golf course at the
same time that it sought to reduce its
tariff rate.

Private companies, too, pay the king
a . Apple’s chief it
‘Tim Cook, delivered a gold-based
plaque and a donation to Mr. Trump’s
planned ballroom. And the spoils sys-
tem has paid off for members of the

Trump family, with their personal
‘wealth reportedly increasing by at
least $4 billion since the election.

Looked at through a neoroyalist
lens, the irrational becomes rational.
The shift in U.S. semiconductor policy
can be read as an effort by Mr. Trump
and his insiders to place themselves at
the center of huge sums of economic
activity. For roughly a decade, U.S.
policy sought to limit the sale of ad-
vanced chips to countries or compa-
nies that might leak U.S. technology to
China. This made a ready pool of play-
ers willing to pay tribute to get that
access, particularly in the Middle East.
GODDARD, PAGE 9
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The presidents fantasies are killing us

Being a
“hot” country
does not
make you a
good country.
Oreven a
decent one.

®

Carlos ozada

Just days before a winter storm over-
whelmed much of the United States
with snow and ice, President Trump
addressed the World Economic Forum
in Switzerland and declared that
America was “the hottest country
anywhere in the world.”

The hottest. It’s an adjective Trump
likes to use, whatever the weather.
Nearly 40 years ago, when he pub-
lished “The Art of the Deal,” he de-
scribed his efforts to promote Trump
Tower in Manhattan. “We positioned

ourselves as the only place for a cer-
tain kind of very wealthy person to live
— the hottest ticket in town. We were
selling fantasy.”

Yes, hotness is a fantasy and, dec-
ades later, Trump is still selling it. The
American economy, for example, is

prop up his latest one: the fantasy of a
popular and successful presidency.
“People are doing very well,” Trump
said in his Davos speech. “They’re
very happy with me." Yet a New York
Times/Siena national poil in mid-
January found that more than haif of

“booming” and and “surg-
ing” and “soaring” its way to the “fast-
est and most dramatic economic turn-
around in our country’s history,” as he
put it in Davos last week. In fact, the
economy remains much like the one he
inherited from the Biden administra-
tion, with low unemployment but
persistent concerns over ili

voters disapp! of
Trump’s job performance and more
than half believe that the United States
is headed in the wrong direction.
Above all, Trump’s insi: that

nurse, by Customs and Border Protec-
tion agents.

In both cases, Trump administration
officials immediately denigrated the
slain American citizens as domestic
terrorists — yet another fantasy.

Fantasies have long defined Trump’s
approach to politics: the birther lies
about Barack Obama, the size of the
crowd at his 2017 inauguration, the
invocation of “alternative facts,” the

i at ing must be

‘we are the hottest country in the world
is disproved by the reality of ICE.
‘While half the country agrees with

Trump continues to sell the fantasy
that he settled eight wars, that he has
brought down prescription drug prices
by mathematically impossible propor-
tions and, of course, that he won the
2020 election, with the president now
pledging to prosecute people for the
imaginary crime of rigging it.

He must sell these past fantasies to

deporting i who are here
unlawfully, 63 percent of those polled
disapprove of how Immigration and
Customs Enforcement is handling the
task.

‘The poll was taken after the killing
in Minneapolis of Renee Good, a 37-
year-old mother of three, by an ICE
agent, but before the killing of Alex
Pretti, a 37-year-old intensive-care

tl

true if “many people” are saying it, the
reimagining of Jan. 6 as a “day of love.”

JD Vance let the veil slip briefly
during the 2024 campaign, when he
said he was willing to “create stories”
to harness media attention around his
preferred issues (then, it was the
notion that Haitian immigrants were
eating their neighbors’ pets).

Fantasies are alluring because they
are not just about belief; they are
about allegiance. The interpretation
that suits your side is the one you'll

accept or embrace, no matter video
footage that indicates otherwise.
‘When fantasies involve life and death,
as in Minneapolis, the stakes only
rise, and the cost of abandoning your
side seems impossibly high.

Protests against ICE and its state-
terror tactics have spread from Min-
neapolis to cities across the country,
including Boston, Houston, Los Ange-
les, New York, Omaha, San Antonio,
Seattle and Washington, D.C. Our
politicians endlessly debate the wis-
dom of putting “boots on the ground”
in foreign conflicts, but many Ameri-
cans are rejecting those boots on the
ground in their own cities and neigh-
borhoods. The news that broke Mon-
day night that Greg Bovino, the Bor-
der Patrol official who has done so
much to inflame the situation in Min-
nesota and elsewhere, is expected to
leave Minneapolis is a sign that the
administration hopes to limit the
LOZADA, PAGE 9
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This theory explains why Trump may act like a king

GODDARD, FROM PAGE 8

A few months after coming to office,
Mr. Trump traveled to the United Arab
Emirates, reversing U.S. policy and
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arranging a preliminary deal that

would open up the flow of half a million

Nvidia chips to that country. The un-
deal security
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concerns surrounding ties between the
Emirati company G42 and the Chinese

He’s right about the Arctic
but not about Greenland

Troy Bouffard
Lionel Beehner

President Trump is right to be thinking
about the Arctic. He is just focused on
the wrong part. The area many Arctic
strategists in America think needs
immediate attention is not Greenland
but the Bering Sea, about 3,000 miles
away.

‘That is the part of the Western
Hemisphere where Washington should
be putting more of its energy to secure
its military advantage. The Bering
Strait is the choke point that links the
Arctic and the Pacific Oceans, and
more than 600 tankers cross the strait
each year. Alaska’s Aleutian Islands jut
into the waters near Russia's far east
like a finger wagging at Vladimir Putin
and Xi Jinping, who leads the near-
Arctic state to the south. Alaska’s
fisheries, oil deposits and other critical
minerals make the region a vital area
of commerce and, yes, competition.

‘That explains why Chinese and
Russian bombers were spotted off
Alaska in 2024; why Chinese and
Russian naval and coast guard vessels
have held military exercises in the

international
waters in the
m‘:}:‘o&f Bering Sea, not off
Greenland; and
am'mou US why Russia’s
Arctic strategists  military has in
think needs the  recent years
most immediate  operated in prox-
development is imity to American
not Greenland fishermen in the
. Bering Sea, not in
but the Bering Nuuk. Within a
Sea, almost P
- [ew decades,
3,000 miles melting ice caps
away. will further open
up sea lanes and
significantly re-

duce the time it takes to ship goods
around the world. That will make the
Bering Sea even more strategic, draw-
ing even greater interest from Moscow
and Beijing.

Mr. Trump has called for greater
military capabilities in Alaska, which
currently hosts America’s largest fleet
of advanced fighter jets and missile
defense architecture. Lawmakers have
also discussed re-establishing a base in
the Alentian Islands, and joint military
exercises have been ramped up in the
region. This is not a call for the White
House to militarize the Bering Strait,
which could trigger a dangerous esca-
latory spiral or hasten a new arms
race. But establishing a stronger U.S.
military presence will be central to
pre-empting, and certainly managing,
any problems in the region. Effective
defense and security require not only
presence but also patience.

The Aleutian archipelago is no
stranger to war. Dozens of Americans
were killed during Japan’s 1942 attack
on Dutch Harbor, a naval base on the
Aleutian island Amaknak; the Japa-
nese subsequently occupied the
nearby islands Kiska and Attu. Alaska
was unprepared for assault then, and
not much seems to have changed.

Today the U.S. military does not
have sufficient resources and experi-
ence across the North Pacific. The
military currently has only a handful of
icebreakers, though it plans to get
more, and is believed to be woefully

unprepared to fight a near-peer com-
petitor in subzero conditions. Wash-
ington has slashed Arctic research,
and our military capabilities in the
region are best designed to respond to
events like maritime emergencies and
illegal fishing or involve strategic
assets like submarines, unmanned
systems and planes.

The problems that are most likely to
occur in a clash with an adversary
require a wide range of options. Dur-
ing the winter, you can walk across the
ice from Alaska to Russia. All it takes
is one maritime incident to go wrong
or one illegal abduction of a fishing
vessel to spark a standoff between two
— or even three — nuclear powers.

Greenland, by contrast, is along a
far less trafficked corridor. While Mr.
‘Trump has said that China and Russia,
‘which have commercial interests on
the island, have significant naval
assets operating along its coast, some
experts say that there is no evidence
to support this claim. Assigning
Greenland so much significance — at
the risk of serious damage to impor-
tant trans-Atlantic relationships —
does not make America safer. Partner-
ships in the North Atlantic are serving
America well. Now that Finland and
Sweden have joined NATO, the north-
ern flank of the alliance is more secure
than ever.

This doesn’t mean America should
ignore Greenland. The U.S. base there
hosts a radar station that’s critical for
surveilling what happens in space and
for our nuclear early-warning sys-
tems. The island may also hold vast
reserves of rare earths that are essen-
tial to a global economy dependent on
semiconductors and chips.

But, as the White House'’s new Na-
tional Security Strategy recognizes,
the United States cannot be every-
‘where at once. Danish and Green-
landic operators — for now, our mili-
tary allies — are far more capable in
handling the kind of threats expected
above the Arctic Circle. We should let
them.

In the meantime, by establishing a
greater military presence in, say,
Adak, an Aleutian Island that already
has major infrastructure in place, the
United States would gain considerable
advantages both in the Arctic and in
support of its interests in Asia, to say
nothing of building deterrence. In Mr.
‘Trump's vision of a world divided by
spheres of influence, Adak, Dutch
Harbor and the rest of Alaska lie
firmly in the Western Hemisphere.
Any Russian or Chinese shows of force
beyond routine military drills would
undermine our dominance in this
hemisphere.

Pouring military resources into
Greenland would not put our military
in a better position to defend our grow-
ing Arctic interests. But redirecting
our efforts toward the actual threat
area in the region — and strength-
ening our position on land that already
belongs to America — almost certainly
would.

TROY BOUFFARD is an assistant professor
of Arctic security at the University of
Alaska, Fairbanks, and the director of
its Center for Arctic Security and Resil-
ience. LIONEL BEEHNER is a former re-
search director of West Point’s Modern
War Institute and a senior editorial
director at Columbia’s School of Inter-
national and Public Affairs.
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Chinese and Russian bombers were spotted off Alaska in 2024, and their naval and coast
guard vessels have held military exercises in the international waters in the Bering Sea.

C ist Party. Shortly before the
finalized deal was announced, Emirati-
backed investors plowed $2 billion into
World Liberty Financial, a cryptocur-
rency start-up founded by the Trump
and Witkoff families.

As with all royal houses, the goal is
not only money but also status. Mr.
Trump seems to think that perceptions
of power mean actual power. Some
have quickly adapted to the game. It is
not random that when he arrived for
his state visit to South Korea, the
government gave him a golden crown
or that King Charles of Britain offered
aroyal visit draped in pageantry and

—  techtil

titans.

As with all royal This status

game is far from
!‘m’ the goal costless. Just ask
is not only India’s prime
money butalso  inister, Naren-
status. Trump dra Modi. In 2025,
seems to think as trade talks
that perceptions ~ dragged on be-
of power mean tween India and
actual power. the United States
Soine have and after he re-

ek od fused to credit Mr.

quickly adapt Trump for playing
to the game. akey roleina

cease-fire be-

tween India and
Pakistan and nominate Mr. Trump for
the Nobel Peace Prize, India was
slapped with unprecedented tariffs.
Greenland follows a similar logic. Mr.
Trump’s various threats and interest in
a Nobel have loomed over his de-
mands about the semiautonomous
island.

The reaction of most of the world to
Mr. Trump’s neoroyalism had been
muted. Last week at Davos, Mr.
Trump’s threats finally prompted
European leaders to openly rebuke his
claims to Greenland. Yet Europe has
said little about the U.S. intervention in
Venezuela. Even on Ukraine, leaders
like Mr. Macron and Germany's
Friedrich Merz seem more inclined to
flatter than outright oppose him. Mr.
Macron might claim that Europe
“prefers respect to bullies,” but he also
went as far as to defend Mr. Trump’s
demand for Ukraine’s minerals, seeing

MARK SCHIEFELREIN/ASSOCIATED FRESS.

Itis not random that when President Trump arrived for his state visit to South Korea in October, President Lee Jae Myung gave him a

golden crown during a ceremony in the city of Gyeongju. King Charles of Britain off

it as a way to buy United States sup-
port for Kyiv.

Perhaps everyone hopes that it is
fine if Mr. Trump wants to style himself
as a Hapsburg emperor, as long as the
world eventually returns to the rules-
based normal. This is a dangerous bet.
A group of Swiss billionaires took a
gold bar and a Rolex desk clock to the
Oval Office. Then Switzerland got
some tariff relief, but at what cost?
‘And what about next time? The more
foreign public and private leaders
appease Mr. Trump, the more those
behaviors become the norm of interna-
tional politics.

To resist neoroyalism the first step is
to “name the reality,” as Prime Min-
ister Mark Carney of Canada warned
at Davos. He noted that those who
“compete with each other to be the
most accommodating. This is not
sovereignty. It's the performance of

Wi

tion”

Mr. Carney is right. A neoroyalist
world is not inevitable. Countries —
including America’s closest partners
— now need to offer a coherent alter-
native, mobilizing their own sizable
collective resources to counter Mr.
Trump and support a system based on
fair rules and predictable diplomacy.

A potential deal between the Euro-
pean Union and the countries of the
South American trade bloc Mercosur
‘would be a good start, creating one of
the largest free trade zones in the
world and a bulwark against U.S.
economic bullying. The European

d aroyal visitin

draped in

understand that the short-term payoff
of patronage is less valuable than the
long-term value of the stable rule of
law. Major U.S. oil companies are not
diving headfirst back into Venezuelan
oil. Capital does not want to end up in
the same position as an oligarch in Mr.
Putin’s Russia, constantly fearing
arbitrary punishment and open win-
dows.

A neoroyalist world is not good for
the United States, and it is not good for
‘humanity. Its primary goal is extrac-
tion for the few rather than safety or
prosperity for the many.

Union should continue to
trade integration in Asia and Africa,
offering a clear alternative to a sys-
tem based on tithing and threats. And
European nations must be willing to
make a coordinated financial injection
into their defense industries and
reduce dependence on the United
States.

Domestically, businesspeople must

STACIE GODDARD is a professor of politi-
cal science at Wellesley College and the
author of “When Right Makes Might:
Rising Powers and World Order.” ABRA-
HAM L. NEWMAN is a professor of interna-
tional affairs at Georgetown and an
author, with Henry Farrell, of “Under-
ground Empire: How America Weap-
onized the World Economy.”

Meanwhile, back in the Taiwan Strait

KRISTOF, FROM PAGE 1

with The Times this month, referring to
how Xi might handle Taiwan. “But, you
know, I've expressed to him that I
would be very unhappy if he did that,
and I don’t think he’ll do that. I hope he
doesn’t”

That was a shockingly mild response,
and it contrasted with the concern in
Trump’s own Defense Department.
Adm. Samuel Paparo, head of the Indo-
Pacific Command, warned last spring
that “Beijing’s aggressive maneuvers
around Taiwan are not just exercises —
they are dress rehearsals for forced
unification.”

And just last month, the Pentagon
issued a major report warning about
China's gains in military power, includ-
ing cyber, space and nuclear weapons
and artificial intelligence, and asserting
that “China expects to be able to fight
and win a war on Taiwan by the end of
2027

That may be alarmist. My view is
that Xi would much prefer to avoid war.
But he is hard to gauge, and Trump’s
seeming lack of interest in the topic
surely plays into Xi's calculations of the
costs and benefits of aggression against
Taiwan.

Ko Chen-heng, a longtime Taiwan
security official who now leads a mili-
tary think tank in Taipei, told me that
Chinese generals are probably sobered
by Trump's decisiveness in attacking
Venezuela and by the ease with which
American forces foiled Chinese-made
radar systems in Venezuela. But Ko
also noted that Trump’s mild reaction to
China’s military exercises may encour-
age China, Russia and North Korea to
test America in the Pacific.

If a test is underway, I fear Trump is
failing it. And some in Taiwan are ner-
vous that Trump’s desire to make his
April summit with Xi a diplomatic
triumph will lead him to casually make
concessions that damage Taiwan’s
security.

Trump's puzzling deference to Xi has
been on display over the last two
months, as Beijing has undertaken a
frenzied campaign against Japan. The
campaign began after the Japanese
prime minister, Sanae Takaichi, indi-
cated that her country might respond
militarily if China used force against
Taiwan.

“If you stick that filthy neck where it
doesn’t belong, it’s going to get sliced
off,” a Chinese diplomat publicly
warned Japan.

Any normal president would have
called Takaichi to show support. In-
stead, Trump had a call with Xi and
then reportedly advised Japan to pipe
down. This felt like a betrayal of an ally

y

essential to deterring Chinese ag-
gression.

‘Why should we care about Taiwan?
For starters, it's now arguably the
most democratic place in Asia, and it
would be better if it didn’t fall under a
rival nation’s oppressive thumb. More
broadly, Taiwan manufactures most of
the world’s advanced chips, so a war
there might trigger a prolonged global
depression and deprive the U.S. econ-
omy and military of critical inputs, In
addition, Taiwan is part of the first

island chain that

% limits China’s
Tm ability to project
P! power across the
deference to Pacific, so its loss
Xi Jinping has  would be an im-
been on display  mense setback for
over the last American military,
two months, political and eco-
as Beijing has nO'll'_l;]iC il?ﬂ_uegce

t l e Unite
?ﬁnﬁeﬂn States traditionally

. has declined to say
campaign whether it would
against Japan.  defend Taiwan

from a Chinese

invasion. But this
policy of “strategic ambiguity” oscil-
lates with the president, and Trump
seems much less inclined to protect

ANRONGXU

Americans don’t seem to understand
how much Xi outmaneuvered Trump in
2025. Trump started a trade war with
Beijing, and Xi responded to Trump’s
tariffs by restricting exports of rare-
earth elements, forcing an American
surrender and leaving Trump in effect
on a Chinese leash.

1In 1996, President Bill Clinton dis-
patched two aircraft carrier strike
groups to support Taiwan during a
crisis. But Trump knows that if he
made a similar move today, China
would most likely cut off rare earths
and hobble the American economy.

So instead of America’s deterring
China from aggression against Taiwan,
Xi may be deterring Trump from de-
fending Taiwan.

‘Trump should take two critical steps
to boost deterrence. First is to ensure
that Russia loses in Ukraine or pays a
staggeringly high price. If Xi saw the
‘world united behind strong anti-Russi:

The fantasies
of a president

LOZADA, FROM PAGE 8
damage, if not shift its strategy.

In a moment like this one, there is
something especially ridiculous about
Trump’s claims to national hotness.
‘They remind me of Paris Hilton's
vacuous “that’s hot” catchphrase, or
of Will Ferrell as the villain Mugatu in
the 2001 movie “Zoolander,” stroking
his poodie and declaring a male mod-
el to be “so hot right now.”

Trump has even ruminated about
whether he was hotter as a young
man or as president. “I was sort of
like a hot guy,” he said at a 2024 cam-
paign rally. “I was hot as a pistol. I
think I was hotter than I am now, and
1 became president. OK? I don't know.
1 said to somebody, ‘Was I hotter
before or hotter now?" I don’t know.
Who the hell knows?”

For Trump, hotness is not just
about economic success or poll num-
bers. It's not just about how good you
look. It's about whether others are
looking at you, about remaining the
unceasing focus of the country and
the world. To get there, and to stay
there, you must create spectacle,
stoke controversy, even if it means
deploying masked federal agents, a
virtual paramilitary force, to Ameri-
ca's cities, and letting them round up
our neighbors and kill our citizens.

To stay hot, you must keep raising
the temperature, because deep down
every politician, like every celebrity,
realizes that hotness is fleeting — it’s
avibe, a fad, a meme. The administra-
tion knows it and admits it. As a
Trump aide put it when the White
House was caught manipulating the
image of an arrested Minnesota pro-
tester to make it look as if she was

sanctions and asset confiscations as
well as overwhelming support for
Ukraine that made Moscow likely to
lose, he would hesitate to attack Tai-
wan.

Second, the United States should
cultivate friends that would stand with
us in a conflict over Taiwan. President
Joe Biden knit together Japan, South

Taiwan than some of his s.

To the Trump administration’s credit,
in December it announced an §11 bil-
lion arms sale to Taiwan, a huge pack-
age that will help with deterrence. But
overall I fear that Trump has projected
a dangerous weakness.

One reason for Trump’s diffidence
may be his dismissal of Taiwan as a
tiny island far less significant than
China, Another may be vulnerability:

Korea, the and Australia
for that purpose. It would also help to
have friendly countries ready to sanc-
tion China and to support a blockade of
Chinese shipping through the Malacca
Straits.

Trump is taking neither step, of
course. And by chasing a fantasy in
Greenland and seemingly running
away from Taiwan, he elevates the risk
of an actual nightmare of a war.

crying: of the law will
continue. The memes will continue.”

But being a “hot” country does not
make you a good country. Or a decent
one. Or one worthy of respect or
emulation. America has gone from
being a country where immigrants go
to pursue their dreams to one where
leaders rule by imposing their fan-
tasies. That’s not hot. It’s just sad.

Exactly 10 years and one day be-
fore federal agents shot and killed
Alex Pretti in Minneapolis, Trump
boasted: “I could stand in the middle
of Fifth Avenue and shoot somebody,
and I wouldn't lose any voters, OK?
It’s like, incredible” Now that his
administration is in fact shooting
people in the middle of the street, was
that statement a fantasy? Or will he
be proven right?
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OPINION

America Doesn’t Do Fascism

“The clearest
sign that we
are not actu-
ally in a bub-
ble,” investor
Ben Horowitz
remarked last
month, “is the
fact that ev-
eryone is talk-
ing about a
bubble.”  You
could say the same about fas-
cism. Under the real thing, peo-
ple know what’s happening
without needing a lot of egg-
heads and politicos to tell them.

Since 2016 Donald Trump’s
fiercest critics have intermit-
tently reached for the word
“fascism” to explain their trou-
bles. The word is everywhere on
the left just now. Minnesota
Gov. Tim Walz settled on it last
summer (“These are fascist pol-
icies—that is what they are”),
and this week he made the dis-
creditable comparison between
people worried about immigra-
tion raids and Anne Frank.
Democratic Party Chairman Ken
Martin calls Mr. Trump “fas-
cism dressed in a red tie” and
says the administration wants
to “march us to full-on fascism.”

This week the Atlantic pub-
lished an essay headlined “Yes,
It’s Fascism,” in which Brook-
ings Institution scholar Jona-
than Rauch draws up a series
of categories—“demolition of
norms,” “might is right,” “po-
lice-state tactics,” “blood-and-
soil nationalism”—that in his
view describe both Mr. Trump
and “classical” fascism of the
1930s. But Mr. Rauch says
America “has not fallen to fas-
cism,” which is a relief. We're

UNRULY
REPUBLIC
By Barton
Swaim

now only “a hybrid state com-
bining a fascist leader and a
liberal Constitution.”

You could write the same
sort of clever essay to show
that Barack Obama is a social-
ist or that Zohran Mamdani is
a communist. But unlike
Messrs. Obama and Mamdani,
who hold coherent worldviews
at least partially consistent
with socialism and commu-
nism, respectively, and who
have declared admiration for
real-life socialists and commu-
nists, Mr. Trump has no cate-
gorizable worldview. The suf-
fixes “ist” and “ism,” as I've
said before in these pages, as-
sume conscious belief. You
can’t be a fascist, or a socialist
or a communist, without in any
way meaning to be one.

It’s true, in fairness to liber-
als who have mistaken Mr.
Trump for a fascist over the
past decade, that the president
sometimes acts and sounds
like a strongman. He under-
stands constitutional limits
when he wants to and doesn’t
when he doesn’t. In his second
term he has used the Justice
Department to target his
foes—though in comically in-
ept ways that diminish his
polling numbers and turn
those foes into heroes. He has
chafed at constitutional limits
but hasn’t declared himself ex-
empt from them except in
goading asides (he promised
not to be a dictator, except for
one day—“after that, 'mnot a
dictator”). He likes to name
buildings after himself, which
is weird but doesn’t hurt any-
thing but sensibilities. He has
complied with court orders,

even if the administration’s at-
torneys have required cajoling
by district judges on the mat-
ter of immigration.

That is what makes Mr.
Trump more interesting, and
more puzzling and exasperat-
ing, than the latter-day fas-
cist of liberal imagination.
He has far more in common
with Andrew Jackson than
with Buzz Windrip, the fas-
cist American dictator and
antihero of Sinclair Lewis’s
novel “It Can’t Happen Here.”

Trump is far more
interesting than the
dictator living in the
liberal imagination.

Strongmen don’t do what
Mr. Trump did on Tuesday:
moderate in response to the
electorate’s perception that his
policy has gone awry. Without
acknowledging it—he doesn’t
admit course corrections in re-
sponse to bad press or public
outery—Mr. Trump removed
Homeland Security Secretary
Kristi Noem and Border Patrol
chief Greg Bovino from opera-
tions in Minneapolis and re-
placed them with the more ex-
perienced and professional Tom
Homan. Mr. Bovino’s devil-may-
care management and Ms.
Noem’s idiotic bombast turned
public opinion against ICE's ac-
tivities in the Twin Cities.

The descriptor “fascist,” re-
ally only a highfalutin term for
“Nazi,” does what other epi-
thets don’t. It places its object

outside the company of lawful
American actors. I wish Mr.
Trump wouldn’t call his adver-
saries “radical left lunatics.”
But this obviously hyperbolic
phrase nonetheless places its
targets on a spectrum of Amer-
ican politics. The U.S. didn’t
fight a world war at the cost of
400,000 lives to rid the world
of radical left lunatics. Holly-
wood hasn’t produced hun-
dreds of movies about the men-
ace of radical left lunatics.

1 assume Mr. Walz knows
the difference between the Ge-
stapo and federal ICE agents,
and between detention centers
for illegal immigrants and Ber-
gen-Belsen. California Gov.
Gavin Newsom, who opened
his 2024 state-of-the-state ad-
dress by evoking the fears of
1939, didn’t believe his own
words, inasmuch as the follow-
ing year he hosted a chummy
podcast conversation with Mr.
Trump’s most popular expo-
nent, Charlie Kirk. But some
not insubstantial number of
these politicians’ listeners take
their assertions both seriously
and literally. That so many
people in Minneapolis have en-
dangered themselves by wav-
ing phones in the faces of
armed federal officers and
shouting obscenities as if they
were psychotic is one of many
unhappy consequences.

American public figures
have a duty to think better of
their country than to believe it
capable of putting a fascist in
the White House. Some of
them might ponder the possi-
bility that he wouldn’t be there
at all were it not for excesses
they cheered at the time.

Midterms Are Dems’ to Lose—and They May

By Karl Rove

party that doesn’t hold the

White House almost al-
ways makes gains. That’s espe-
cially true when the presi-
dent’s approval rating is
underwater, which means Re-
publicans should be worried.
Donald Trump’s approval is
42.7% in the RealClearPolitics
average. Consumer confidence
is dropping. And the terrible
mistakes in Minneapolis have
hurt him and his party.

In midterm elections, the

good when they impeached
Mr. Trump twice in his first
term. Swing voters know two-
thirds of the Senate won’t
vote for impeachment today

encourage copycat primary
candidates. He and his social-
ist experiments will draw na-
tional attention this year. That
won’t be helpful in November.
His vision is lar outside

birth. These Democrats look
like kooks.

Another worrying sign for
Democrats: Voters trust con-
gressional Republlcans more
than | Democrats

So they see calls for ng
Mr. Trump as more partisan
politics.

Time spent demanding im-
peachment is time lost dis-
cussing what will move swing
voters. Ind want to

a few deep blue enclaves.
Truth be told, it isn’t all
that popular even in New York
City. Of voters there, 65% are
reg\stered Democrats and ll"/

know how Democrats would
improve the economy and why

Yet all this doesn’t guaran- Bashing Tmmp and
tee a smashing victory for .
Democrats in  November. pander ng to the
There’s time—more than nine kooky left is hardly
months—for Republican for- _ .- .
tunes to improve. More impor- awinning formula.
tant, D have their
own problems.

Many of them think that at- their paychecks haven’t caught

tacking Mr. Trump for every
action and word is sufficient.
It isn’t. The attacks must be
linked to a Democratic agenda
that addresses issues Ameri-
cans believe affect their lives.
Blindly bashing Mr. Trump ev-
ery day lets the president
choose the terrain. Democrats
must have a plan that allows
them to attack him deliber-
ately on turf more favorable to
them.

It doesn’t help that so
many Democrats are scream-
ing for Mr. Trump’s impeach-
ment. Republicans over-
reached in impeaching Bill
Clinton in 1998, and Demo-
crats didn’t do themselves any

up with prices. They're uneasy
about artificial intelligence,
tariffs and trade disputes.
They see the world as danger-
ous and unstable. And they’re
suspicious because they attri-
bute much of America’s eco-
nomic mess to Joe Biden. Ab-
sent a Democratic agenda,
many of them won’t be con-
vinced that Democrats would
be better at governing,

To maximize their victories,
the Democrats’ agenda must
move closer to the center and
away from the fever swamps
of the far left. The victory of
Zohran Mamdani as New York
mayor has grabbed the atten-
tion of party activists. It will

are
won only 50.8% nf the vote.

The more left-wing candi-
dates triumph in primaries,
the more Democrats every-
where will have to explain
where they stand on the left’s
more controversial ideas. The
outcome of the battle inside
the Democratic Party is cru-
cial. Playing defense doesn’t
win elections.

Neither does demanding the
abolition of Immigration and
Customs Enforcement. That cry
could become as damaging to
Democrats as “defund the po-
lice.” It reinforces that Demo-
crats support open borders and
protecting violent criminal ille-
gal aliens. Better to condemn
individual ICE actions and call
for dramatic reforms than to
appear soft again on crime and
illegal immigration.

Democrats have also made a
huge mistake defending men’s
participating in women’s
sports and availing themselves
of the ladies’ restroom. Many
up-for-grabs voters are unset-
tled when Democrats can’t de-
fine the word “woman” or ac-
knowledge that men can’t give

on critical issues. A Journal
poll this month found that
voters think Republican law-
makers are “best able to han-
dle” the economy by 38% to
32% for Democrats. On infla-
l'l()l'l same numbers. On immi-
gration, it's 44% Republicans,
33% Democrats. On foreign
policy, 38% Republicans, 33%
Democrats.

Finally, Democrats face a
structural problem. They have
fewer easy targets this year.
Presidents typically carry in on
their coattails a bunch of their
party’s candidates in marginal
seats. Not so Mr. Trump. Re-
publicans lost two House seats
in 2024.

Democrats must do what
they’ve never done during the
Trump era: emphasize a gov-
erning agenda rather than
fierce denunciations of the
president. Talk less about him
and more about the needs of
ordinary Americans. Stay away
from the far left. Show com-
mon sense. It shouldn’t be
hard to do, but it is. That’s why
Democrats are still in a jam.

M. Rove was senior adviser
and deputy chief of staff for
President George W. Bush and
is author of “The Triumph of
William McKinley” (Simon &
Schuster, 2015).

The Surprising Hlstory of Amerlca s Song

By Bob Greene

heard the song the other

evening as it was played

and sung at a sports event.
We'll all be hearing it a lot
during America’s 250th birth-
day this year.

1 called Victoria Traube to
ask if that often happens to
her—that out of nowhere, she
hears the opening verse of
“God Bless America.”

‘God Bless America’
was a Jewish refugee’s
love letter to America.

greatest American
songwriter. He came to
the U.S. when he was 5,
his family fleeing vio-
lent anti-Jewish po-
groms in their Russian
village. His birth name
was Israel Isidore Bei-
lin. The immigrant
child spoke not a word
of English.

He began work at
age 8, selling newspa-
pers in the streets to
support his family, who
lived in a New York ten-
ement. Despite never
having taken a music lesson or
learned to read music, his tal-

almo:

“Of course,” she said.

How does she feel when she
hears it?

“Proud.”

Ms. Traube is one of three
board members of the God
Bless America Fund, an organi-
zation most people have never
heard of. I hadn’t until about
15 years ago, when I was re-
searching the craftsmanship of
Irving Berlin (1888-1989) for a
story 1 was preparing for a
television network.

Berlin was perhaps the

ent—his g st
miraculously. During his life he
would write some 1,500 songs.

Their lyrics—lyrics from the
heart of someone who arrived
on these shores with the ac-
cent of a distant land—
warmed the hearts of Ameri-
cans, who heard Bing Crosby
sing “White Christmas” and
Judy Garland “Easter Parade,”
and who understood that Ir-
ving Berlin was, in the ways
that mattered, speaking their
language. But one of his songs
meant more to him than all the
others.

Irving Berlin at the piaﬁo.

“God Bless America,” sung
publicly for the first time on
the CBS Radio Network by Kate
Smith in 1938 as World War IT
‘was forming in Europe, sum-
marized everything that this
country meant to Berlin. He
knew he never could have lived
the life he lived had the U.S.
not welcomed his family.

As the song became a sen-
sation, Berlin made a decision:
He did not want to profit a
penny from it, ever. He wanted
it to be his gift to America.

He instructed his attorneys
to establish the God Bless
America Fund and to assure
that in perpetuity every cent

his song earned would
go to Boy Scout and
Girl Scout organiza-
tions, particularly in
poor neighborhoods.
The country had given
him a chance when he
was a boy; he wanted to
repay that debt.

When I first heard
about the fund, it had
is donated about $10 mil-
lion to Scout organiza-
tions over the decades.
In the years since, that
has grown by another
$3 million or so.

You may want to keep that
in your thoughts the next time
you hear “God Bless America,”
as you doubtless will many
times this birthday year. The
songwriter is dead, but his
love for the nation that wel-
comed him is immortal.

T asked Ms. Traube what she
makes of that gesture from the
scared little boy who arrived
here with nothing.

“I think that Irving Berlin
did a great thing,” she said.

For his home sweet home.

M. Greene’s books include
“Chevrolet Summers, Dairy
Queen Nights.”

BOOKSHELF | By Daniel Akst

Of Pages
And Pieties

That Book Is Dangerous!

By Adam Szetela
MIT, 288 pages, $29.95

his Grove Press could print unexpurgated American

editions of such forbidden works as “Lady Chatter-
ley’s Lover” in 1959 and “Tropic of Cancer” in 1961. To
publish “Ulysses” in 1934 without risking prosecution,
Random House first had to orchestrate a court case to
prove the book innocent of obscenity.

Today’s publishers aren’t much constrained by obscenity
laws. Instead, the pressure comes from staff members and
social-media mobs wielding their “militant fragility,” in the
words of Adam Szetela, to remake our book culture into an
anodyne enterprise that puts “safety” first. Mr. Szetela
lays bare this remarkable phenomenon in “That Book Is
Dangerous! How Moral Panic, Social Media, and the Cul-
ture Wars Are Remaking Publishing.”

The result is a devastating work of scholarship that com-
mits the ultimate transgression of failing to include the
trigger warnings so cherished by the targets of the author’s
indictment. Readers might well feel they deserve a warning

too, for sane lovers of liter-

ature who read this book
are likely to experience fury
and even despair by the
time they finish.

The industry transforma-
tion the author chronicles
here—much of it premised
on the need to avoid feeling
unsafe and the trauma
attendant to not being a
straight, white man—will be

familiar to anyone who has
followed the online purity
crusades of the past few
years. But even jaded readers
will be startled by the scope

@ of the self-organizing tyranny
besetting the book world. Hardly anyone has the temerity
to stand up to it.

Courage, in the author’s account, is scarce in a literary
culture circumscribed by sanctimonious bullies and in
thrall to identitarian grievance mongers. Again and again
his terrified sources, after bemoaning the Orwellian cli-
mate of the book business, beg him for reassurance that
they will not be named in print.

Mr. Szetela descnbes vicious (and semiliterate) pile-ons
in abject apologies
akin to hostage statements and gleeful attacks on the apol-
ogy until the victim has been shunned by publishers, edi-
tors and agents—and branded with a seemingly indelible
digital scarlet letter. “Years later,” the author explains,
“the first page of Google will continue to advertise their
polluted moral status to the world.”

The problem seems to begin on campus. The author
notes that when he searched the Modern Language Associa-
tion job list one day in 2022, 72 out of 74 positions in North
America sought “applicants who specialize in race, ethnicity,
sexuality, disability, indigeneity, and other identities.” The
desired identities are often part of the job: “Assistant Pro-
fessor of Latina/o/x Literatures and Cultures” or “Assistant
Professor of Race, Diaspora, and Indigeneity.”

The master-of-fine-arts programs that produce so many
of today’s writers are part of this revolutionary higher-
education landscape. Students in writing workshops are
loath to honestly criticize each other’s work, especially if
the writer belongs to a sacrosanct group. Professors are
subject to obsessive student surveillance and called out for
deviations from app! termi . As one
student tells Mr. Szetela, there are “social points awarded
for each identification of something problematic.”

Graduates who embark upon a literary life will find the
book industry policed by an army of sensitivity readers,
members of identity groups paid to make sure their group
isn’t misrepresented. As the author says of one such
reader, “his job is to make literature inoffensive.” But this
pursuit of authenticity can end up reinforcing stereotypes.

B arney Rosset risked violence and insolvency so that

hat book is

DANGERQUS!

Adam Szetela depicts a publishing world
beset by vicious pile-ons in response to
transgressions and abject apologies.

The business of sensitivity readers is booming even as
recreational reading wanes. Mr. Szetela notes that some
agents demand that authors hire them before the agency
tries to sell the manuscript. For writers, hiring such read-
ers is a badge of good “literary citizenship” and a chance
to flaunt their virtue as well as their success by boasting of
how many they can afford. “As a straight white male who’s
spent the past four years writing a queer love story,” says
one preening author, “I've used nearly a dozen sensitivity
readers so far, and I will no doubt use several more once
my agent and I go on submission.”

Obscure literary journals that might once have pub-
lished new and transgressive writing now prioritize work
that “avoids the risk of harm,” in the words of Hunger
Mountain Revmw, which has vowed to combat “the cis-

‘mative whiti ist ableist patriarchy.”
Denver Quarterly evidently bars material that lays bare
social evils, since “we do not tolerate submissions that
contain hate speech bxgotry discrimination, or racist,
sexist, h hy ic, or ableist or
violence of any lq.ud."

Mr. Szetela also reports that, starting with children’s
books but now more widely, publishers have begun includ-
ing “morality clauses” in contracts with authors, clauses
s0 vague that some of them could permit cancellation
for nearly any behavior anyone finds objectionable. The
Authors Guild, likening this trend to the McCarthyism that
destroyed the careers of writers, filmmakers and others in
the 1950s, asserted that “morals clauses chill free speech.”

Mr. Szetela is a courageous and capable chronicler of
the publishing industry’s nervous breakdown, highlighting
the new intolerance that has replaced the old and using
a class-based critique to expose the contradictions and
hypocrisy of “woke” publishing. But he fails to situate
publishing in the context of the larger network of liberal
cultural institutions that in recent years have congealed
into a single, neurotic political enterprise obsessed with
gender, race and, lately, the vilification of Israel.

The spread of this new orthodoxy shouldn’t be surpris-
ing, for as the author notes, “insatiability is a defining fea-
ture of moral crusades. As crusaders achieve victories,
they expand the scope of their crusade.”

Mr. Akst is the publisher of Tivoli Books.
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The Perils of a Falling Trump Dollar

aweaker dollar is “great,” but he should
be careful what he wishes for. Many poli-
ticians over the years have con-

P resident Trump this week said he thinks

ment into the U.S. overvalues the dollar, which
kills exporting industries and creates America’s
large trade deficit.

Here, too, evidence of actual

templated a weaker greenback He says he’s OK witha  harm is hard to spot. This so-
as an economi_c miracle cure. weaker currency. Voters called problem E)dsgs only be-
They often discover that a Y cause so many foreigners are
weak dollar is a liability. may feel differently.  investing in American eco-

Mr. Trump made his re-
mark Tuesday amid dollar
weakness that is contributing to instability in
global foreign-exchange markets. The WSJ Dol-
lar Index, which compares the greenback to a
basket of currencies, has fallen about 8% over
the past year, and gold’s steady ascent, to above
$5,300 per ounce this week, sends its own sig-
nal about dollar weakness. The dollar-euro ex-
change rate is among the most important in the
global economy, and the greenback has lost
about 14% of its value relative to the euro over
the past year.

Other currencies have fallen further. The
Japanese yen dropped to near ¥160 yen per dol-
lar last week, a level not seen (with a brief ex-
ception in 2024) since the 1980s. The Korean
won has oscillated between a sharp apprecia-
tion in the first half of last year and then a deep
depreciation in the second. But a softening dol-
lar remains the big story here, and now Mr.
Trump says that’s A-OK with him.

How retro. For decades, devaluationists held
that a weaker currency boosts exports and em-
ployment while a strong currency can throttle
an economy. It’s been decades since this view
enjoyed strong empirical support, if it ever did.
Today’s high-tech exports are less susceptible
to this form of price competition. For global
consumers choosing among a Ford, a Volks-
wagen, a Honda or a Kia, price is one of many
factors they consider alongside safety, comfort
and the size of the touch screen.

Plenty of evidence suggests that exchange-
rate swings produce at best very short-term
shifts in economic activity—before domestic in-
flation and deflation offset the effects. This
should set off alarms for Mr. Trump, since a
weak dollar risks inflation he can ill-afford be-
fore the November midterms.

Some economists in Mr. Trump’s orbit have
updated old exchange-rate theories to comport
with their protectionist instincts on trade. The
idea is that “too much” foreign financial invest-

nomic growth. Worse, the so-
called solution is to deter that
investment, such as with a withholding tax on in-
terest paid to foreign holders of Treasurys.

All of this is an argument for a strong or sta-
ble dollar policy. Especially when you consider
why other currencies may be behaving as they
are. The big risks are in Asia.

In Japan, a weaker yen appears to be a symp-
tom of a broader economic and financial rebal-
ancing underway as interest rates normalize,
inflation picks up, economic green shoots ap-
pear, and Tokyo’s fiscal policies remain profli-
gate. Japan’s transition toward a more normal
monetary policy is risky enough without politi-
cal fights over the yen-dollar rate.

Credit Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent for
understanding this and engaging in moral sua-
sion with foreign-exchange traders last week to
help Tokyo stabilize the yen. Credit to him as
well for saying Wednesday that the U.S. has al-
ways had a “strong dollar policy,” which coun-
tered Mr. Trump’s comments a day earlier. The
greenback rallied on the news.

China shows signs of the opposite risk. Bei-
jing is anxious to avert too much appreciation
of the yuan. American protectionists interpret
this as a competitive devaluation, but Beijing’s
bigger concern by far is that a rapid run-up in
the yuan might accelerate a deflationary spiral
that may already be forming in its heavily in-
debted economy.

The yuan exchange rate, which is weaker rel-
ative to the dollar than some estimates think
it should be, is a sign of Beijing’s vulnerability
rather than export savvy. No one—not even Mr.
Trump—should want to push the world’s sec-
ond-largest economy into a depression if we can
avoid it.

There are good reasons Washington tradi-
tionally reverts to a strong-dollar policy. Mr.
Trump likes being an economic iconoclast, but
he breaks this particular tradition at his—and
America’s—peril.

Guan Heng Gets U.S. Asylum

ere’s the best news of the day, and
about immigration believe it or not: On
Wednesday a judge granted asylum to
Guan Heng, the Chinese man

him by chance, and he’s been in a jail in upstate
New York since. Mr. Guan would face imprison-
ment or worse back home, where Chinese au-

thorities have harassed and

who risked his life to expose A,iudge grants r efuge threatened his family. Beijing

the Communist Party’s hu- iqai would seek to extradite or kid-

man-rights abuses. toa worthy dlSSldent’ nap him if he were deported to
We've been telling readers no thanks to DHS. a third country.

about the plight of Mr. Guan,
whose asylum claim is as strong
as it gets. The 38-year-old read about Chinese ill
treatment of the ethnic Uyghurs from foreign
sources on the internet, and he traveled to Xinjiang
province at great personal risk to see for himself.
He gathered photographic evidence of the re-edu-
cation and detention camps where the Communist
Party imprisons Uyghurs.

Mr. Guan then risked his life to make it to the
Americas. After fleeing China via Hong Kong, Ec-
uador and the Bahamas, he set sail in October
2021 for Florida on a flimsy inflatable boat,
scheduling the online release of his evidence in
case he didn’t make it to shore. Shortly after his
arrival he requested asylum, and the U.S. granted
Mr. Guan a legal work permit in 2022 while his
asylum claim was pending.

Yet Immigration and Customs Enforcement
arrested Mr. Guan in August after encountering

The Department of Home-
land Security says its immi-
gration crackdown has focused on the worst
criminal migrants, but its treatment of Mr. Guan
is one example of how its enforcement has been
far more indiscriminate. Despite the merits of
his case, DHS never supported his asylum claim.
Even after Wednesday’s ruling in his favor, Mr.
Guan still hasn’t been freed from detention as
DHS is reserving the right to appeal.

Mr. Guan could be released immediately if
DHS backs off, but he may have to wait until the
government’s 30-day appeal window is over.
The bureau’s bloody-mindedness even after Mr.
Guan’s case was widely publicized is further
proof that DHS needs new leadership.

Thanks to Judge Charles Ouslander for his
asylum ruling, which shows the U.S. can still be
abeacon for liberty and a refuge for dissidents
from the world’s cruel authoritarians.

Why the U.S. Needs Diego Garcia

ave you heard about the dispute over a

remote island vital to U.S. security? No,

not Greenland. Spin the globe to the In-
dian Ocean, where President

Diego Garcia becomes more important as
China expands its blue-water navy and estab-
lishes naval and air bases in the Indo-Pacific.

Mauritius is friendly with Bei-

Trump is suddenly worried ’n'ump can block the jing, and it’s possible China
that Britain may give up sover- could pressure the poor island
eignty over the island of Diego U.K. deal to hand the nation to alter the lease in the
Garcia. He has a good strategic Chagos Islands to a future.

point, but his late arrival to . B It’s a mystery why the
this debate is roiling British friend of China. Trump Administration wel-
politics. —— comed the deal, and the hour is

Mr. Trump posted on social
media amid his Greenland spat that the UK. “is
currently planning to give away the Island of Di-
ego Garcia, the site of a vital U.S. Military Base, to
Mauritius, and to do so FOR NO REASON WHAT-
SOEVER. There is no doubt that China and Russia
have noticed this act of total weakness.”

It’s no exaggeration to call the joint U.S.-UK.
military post on the island roughly 1,000 miles
southwest of India a vital forward military deploy-
ment. The base allows the U.S. to defend its inter-
ests quickly from the Pacific to the Middle East,
and the outpost is essential for everything fromlo-
gistics to parking U.S. B-2 bombers. The base lets
the U.S. deploy air power over a wide area.

That makes it all the more strange that the
Brits are moving forward with a deal to hand
sovereignty of the Chagos Islands, where Diego
Garcia is located, to the country of Mauritius.
The deal lets the U.S. and the Brits keep using
the military base on a 99-year lease, and the Bi-
den Administration blessed the deal.

Oh, and so did the Trump Administration. The
State Department said last May that the deal
“secures the long-term, stable and effective op-
eration” of the joint base. Where was Secretary
of State Marco Rubio on that one?

late to change course. The
handover to Mauritius was signed last year and
has been working its way through Britain’s Parlia-
ment for ratification. The ceding of sovereignty
seems to be related to the Labour Party’s guilt
that Britain once had a colonial empire.

But Mr. Trump can still scuttle the Mauritius
deal under a 1966 treaty between the UK. and
U.S. that established defense uses for the British
Indian Ocean Territory. The treaty stipulates
that “the Territory shall remain under United
Kingdom sovereignty.”

Mr. Starmer is urging the U.S. not to blow up
his Mauritius deal, but the President’s alert has
awakened the opposition in Parliament. Tory
leader Kemi Badenoch is on the case, and so is
Reform Party leader Nigel Farage. Mr. Starmer,
currently on a trip to Beijing, has said he’s stick-
ing with the Mauritius deal.

Mr. Trump didn’t help his case to persuade
Mr. Starmer with his week-long threats over
Greenland and NATO. But he’s right on the need
for Diego Garcia. As for the Brits, they no longer
have an empire, but they remain a close U.S. ally,
and the partnership has been a bulwark of global
freedom for a century. The joint base is best kept
in the free world’s hands.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

How Trump Could Really Fix Housing Market

Allysia Finley is correct, “institu-
tional investors are a distraction
from the real causes of high home
prices—government policies” (“Scott
Bessent and Gavin Newsom Feud
Over a Dumb Idea,” Life Science,
Jan. 26).

‘The market badly needs deregula-
tion to unlock capital. Tax regulations
have frozen large swaths of our exist-
ing housing stock. And state and lo-
cal land use regulations lock millions
of acres of land out of higher and
better uses by making it illegal to
build starter homes on smaller lots.

The president, Treasury Secretary
Bessent and Congress should con-
sider addressing these capital con-
straints, which are largely responsi-
ble for housing unaffordability.

To account for consumer inflation
since 1997, Washington should double
the current capital gains exclusion
caps for housing sales for home-
owners age 65 or older. Currently
these caps are $250,000 for a single
owner and $500,000 for a married
couple of any age. Raising the cap for
older owners would unlock an esti-
mated 200,000 homes per year for
buyers looking to move up in prop-
erty quality from the roughly three
million senior households above the
current exclusions.

Congress should exempt from taxa-
tion rental income from newly rented
spare rooms. This would unlock an

estimated 320,000 rooms per year
from the 32 million spare rooms in
owner-occupied single-family homes.

Exempt, too, from capital gains
taxation starter single-family rentals
sold to an occupying tenant in good
standing with at least 24 months on-
time rental history. This would open
the door to homeownership for an es-
timated 90,000 families per year
from the six million tenants living in
starter single-family rentals.

Congress should incentivize the
building of more starter homes by of-
fering states a small lot bounty pro-
gram. This would create 200,000
more starter homes per year.

The government should tax profits
from newly built, for-sale develop-
ments as a long-term capital gain,
not income. This would change the
tax code from favoring rentals to
neutral relative to for-sale homes.

Legalize mortgage prepayment
penalties. This is a straightforward
way to lower upfront rates by 0.40%
to 0.50%—raising home ownership.

‘What housing markets need is for
Washington to unlock capital through
deregulation, thereby allowing mar-
kets to do what they do best—create
and support economic expansion and
prosperity.

Ep Pmro

Senior fellow and co-director
AEI Housing Center
Washington

In Money or Health, Measles’s Cost Is Too High

Your editorial (“Measles as a ‘Cost
of Doing Business™ Jan. 22) rightly re-
jects Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention principal deputy director
Ralph Abraham’s dismissive framing of
the current measles resurgence as the
“cost of doing business.” However, as a
professor of health policy, I'd argue his
response isn’t only a failure of ethics—
it’s also economically illiterate.

In any successful enterprise, pre-
ventable losses are identified and

imi ey aren’t

very infants too young to be vacci-
nated. If this is the new business
model of the CDC, American parents
should prepare for a bankruptey of
public trust.
PRoF. Y. ToNY YANG
George Washington University
Washington

Although I am in my eighth decade,
I remember with searing clarity hav-
ing measles at age 7 prior to vaccine

ilability. I recall raging fevers; my

“overhead.” The math here is devas-
tating: a single measles case costs tax-
payers an estimated $30,000 to
$50,000 in public health response, in-
cluding contact tracing and emer-
gency vaccinations. With over 2,200
cases last year, the public had to pay
roughly $70 million to $110 million to
curb a disease we successfully elimi-
nated in 2000.

Furthermore, blaming “porous bor-
ders” is a distraction when fewer than
2% of cases are imported.

The real “cost” includes subacute
sclerosing panencephalitis, a delayed
and fatal brain disease that strikes the

mother sitting bedside all night put-
ting ice packs on my forehead and
rubbing me down with isopropyl alco-
hol to try to reduce my fever. I re-
member fever-induced hallucina-
tions—one included a swarm of bees
buzzing up from the foot of the bed
toward my face. I remember body
aches and itching scabs.

1 was incredibly lucky to suffer no
permanent damage from this two-week
ordeal. Dr. Abraham’s nonchalance in-
dicates he is considerably out of his
depth and a peril to public health.

JANICE YAGER
Oakland, Calif.

You Can’t Beat Midwest Prices Or Friendliness

As a resident of a Cleveland suburb,
1 disagree with Kelly Dirkman’s letter
(“A Cheap Midwest Is a Homeowner-
ship Myth,” Jan. 21) on the affordabil-
ity advantages of living in the Mid-
west. I previously lived in the D.C.
area and the East Bay of San Fran-
cisco. The cost of living in the Mid-
west is significantly lower in all re-
spects. Whether you rent or own, the
cost of housing is much lower. Just as
important, taxes, energy, groceries
and retail costs in general are lower,

Trump’s Greenland Gambit:
A Once-in-70-Years Moment

I am 70 years old, and I never
thought I would read the Jan. 16
headline, “Europe Reinforces Green-
land to Deter U.S.,” accompanied by a
photo of a Royal Danish navy vessel
and the description that North Atlan-
tic Treaty Organization allies are as-
sisting Denmark in building up mili-
tary and diplomatic assets on
Greenland.

President Trump overplayed his
hand. Worse, the folks in Moscow and
Beijing were smiling as his threats
did their work for them: weaken the
Western alliance. It is past time to re-
set and to pursue with our allies what
are surely mutually beneficial goals.

JONATHAN M. SCHMERLING
Mt. Lebanon, Pa.

meaning your money goes further.
Real estate here has experienced
steady growth over the years while
avoiding the wild swings you see in
other parts of the country. If you were
fortunate enough to have pre-pan-
demic ownership, you have seen an in-
crease in equity. Even so, home own-
ership is still possible for first time
buyers, where in other parts of the
country it would be impossible.

On top of that, you can’t beat the
open, friendly and helpful people here. I
lived in California for six years and
never met my next-door neighbor whose
house was 10 feet away from mine.

JM LESHER
Broadview Heights, Ohio

American Studies’ Follies?
W.F. Buckley Is Right Again

I found some very sobering paral-
lels when reading Richard Kahlen-
berg and Lief Lin’s very interesting
op-ed “American Studies Can’t Stand
Its Subject” (Jan. 23). Having just
finished reading some of William F.
Buckley Jr.’s writings, especially,
“God and Man at Yale,” I found it
striking that book was written in
the 1950s and here we are today
with such similar issues. I guess
progressivism will continue on.

FRrED Kappus
Rocky River, Ohio
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We’re Planning for the Wrong Al Job Disruption

By Stephen Lewarne

ashington is bracing
for an artificial-intel-
ligence

But the distinction between task
repricing—when technology can
take over all or part of a task—and
job destruction isn’t semantic, it is

ic. When technology lowers

shock that is unlikely

to arrive—and so the
government risks spending billions
of dollars preparing for the wrong
problem. Panicked politicians are
making the error of treating task-
based occupational rankings—which
estimate what share of various
jobs’ tasks AI could perform—as
unemployment forecasts. History
suggests the opposite approach: Al
is likely to increase the productiv-
ity and wages of many of these
roles long before it eliminates
them. Task automation typically re-
organizes work well before it de-
stroys jobs, if it does the latter at
all. This misunderstanding is push-
ing policy in the wrong direction.

If artificial intelligence
takes over some of your
tasks, that doesn’t render
you unemployable.

Headlines, policy briefs, and con-
gressional hearings treat Goldman
Sachs’ widely cited 2023 estimate
that roughly 300 million jobs world-
wide are “exposed” to generative Al
as a prediction that AI will elimi-
nate many of those jobs. The Gold-
man Sachs figure is derived from
occupational-task lists and asks
whether an Al system could per-
form some portion of employees’
current tasks—summarizing docu-
ments, drafting routine text, coding
standard functions or analyzing fa-
miliar datasets. Many politicians
and commentators assume that if Al
can perform some of a job’s tasks,
the role will disappear.

the cost of performing specific tasks
by lifting some of the load, firms re-
organize production. Workers spe-
cialize differently. Demand expands
in ways that task-based rankings
don’t capture.

Consider how this plays out in
practice. A paralegal whose job in-
cludes summarizing depositions, re-
viewing contracts, and organizing
discovery may score as highly “ex-
posed” in a task-based ranking. But
automating first-pass document re-
view doesn’t eliminate the parale-

gal’s job. It r it. Work
shifts from routine document-scan-
ning to higher-value work such as
flagging anomalies and managing
client interactions.

The same pattern appears across
professions. In accounting, software
has automated large portions of
bookkeeping and tax preparation
without eliminating accountants, who
have moved up the value chain to-
ward advisory, forensic and judg-
ment-intensive work. In nursing, Al
tools increasingly handle documenta-
tion and monitoring alerts, freeing
clinicians to spend more time on pa-
tient care rather than replacing them.

The logic of the Goldman Sachs es-
timate is similar to that underlying
academic studies tracing back to the
Frey-Osborne framework, which clas-
sifies occupations by susceptibility to
computerization. It's the same
method behind the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment’s 2023 Employment Outlook,
‘which reports that roughly one-quar-
ter of jobs across advanced econo-
mies are highly exposed to Al-driven
automation—another report that has
raised political alarm. These studies’
approaches have a common structure:
They map technologies onto tasks

rather than onto labor-market out-
comes. When repurposed as forecasts
of displacement, they are asked to do
something for which they were never
designed. That is why both the OECD
and Goldman Sachs explicitly caution
in their reports that measures of Al
“exposure” describe task susceptibil-
ity, not forecasts of job loss.

A job that scores as 40% “ex-
posed” to Al in these rankings
doesn’t have a 40% chance of vanish-
ing. It is more likely to be reorga-
nized. Technology automates, accel-
erates or reduces the cost of specific
tasks within a job, allowing employ-
ees to spend more time on higher-
value activities. As a result, output
expands and wages often rise. Soft-
ware developers, for instance, rou-
tinely use Al tools to generate boiler-
plate code, test functions and debug
routines—tasks that once d

DAN PAGE

like those from Goldman Sachs and
the OECD cannot see. Law firms in-
creasingly rely on litigation-support
managers and Al-review specialists
who oversee automated document
analysis rather than review the pa-
pers manually. Accounting firms
have expanded their roles in data as-
surance, model oversight, and advi-
sory services, which sit alongside
automated reporting. In software
teams, engineers now specialize in
system architecture, model integra-
tion, and quality control—roles that
expand as routine coding becomes
automated. In healthcare, Al-as-
sisted documentation has increased
demand for employees who can lead
clinical operations by managing data
flows, compliance, and workflow de-
sign. These jobs exist because of
how AI reorganizes work.
Poli Kers’ misund

hours. The result isn’t fewer develop-
ers, but developers producing more-
complex systems faster, with demand
for experienced talent rising rather
than falling.

As technology accelerates tasks
and reduces costs, companies also
create roles that task-based rankings

jeopardizes those gains. Washington
is racing to fund broad Al retraining
initiatives on the premise that mass
white-collar layoffs are imminent.
Federal workforce initiatives, includ-
ing Al-focused retraining grants lay-
ered onto existing programs such as
the Workforce Innovation and Op-

portunity Act, increasingly assume
occupational collapse rather than
within-job adaptation. But if AI pri-
marily augments tasks rather than
replaces jobs, this approach misses
the mark. Workers don’t need to be
rescued from their professions; they
need room to adapt within them.

This is where retraining could
help—but only if it is targeted. While
Al won'’t destroy occupations in the
manner politicians imagine, some
workers will adapt more easily than
others. Al rewards those with judg-
ment, domain knowledge and ma-
chine output; it penalizes those in
rigidly designed jobs, such as nar-
rowly scripted clerical or call-center
work. Blanket retraining schemes
don’t account for these nuances.

Large-scale retraining programs
have a mixed record, even when dis-
placement is real. When displace-
ment is overstated, such programs
risk doing harm. They pull workers
out of productive roles, subsidize
credentials with little demonstrated
labor-market value, and signal panic
to firms and households alike. That
panic can become self-reinforcing:
companies delay hiring, workers de-
lay investment in firm-specific
skills, and productivity-enhancing
reorganization slows. The result is
a policy-induced drag on growth
and adaptation.

AT will disrupt labor markets, but
disruption isn’t synonymous with de-
struction. The danger isn’t that AL
will eliminate work faster than soci-
ety can adapt. It is that governments
will intervene where they shouldn’t
and neglect where they should help.
In preparing for an employment
shock that won’t come, Washington
risks wasting billions of dollars only
to slow the adaptation that makes
technological change a boon for jobs.

Mr. Lewarne is a professor of
economics and finance at Franciscan
University of Steubenville, Ohio.

Does Qatar Fund Antisemitism at American Campuses?

By Kenneth L. Marcus

he Education Department’s

recent launch of a portal for

universities’ foreign-funding
disclosures was even timelier than
officials likely realized. Newly dis-
closed evidence, unsealed earlier
this month in federal court, demon-
strates that foreign funders may be
exerting the kind of outsize, hidden
and nefarious influence on univer-
sity programs that critics have long
feared. The details demand congres-
sional action to protect Americans’
rights.

On Jan. 6, a federal district court
in Pennsylvania unsealed a court
order in Yael Canaan’s suit against
Pittsburgh’s Carnegie Mellon Uni-
versity. Ms. Canaan alleges that the
university harbors a culture of anti-
semitism and discrimination—in
part due to the influence of more
than $1 billion from Qatar and its
affiliates. Carnegie Mellon denies
Ms. Canaan’s allegations, including
that it is influenced by Qatar, which
hosts its Doha campus. But based
on eye-opening university docu-
ments, the court on Dec. 5 rejected
the school’s argument and ordered
CMU to produce many of the docu-
ments Ms. Canaan requested.

The revelations contained in the
court’s order match what the Edu-
cation Department has warned for
years. As a 2020 department report
put it: “There is very real reason

Tough

By David McCormick

y first year in the U.S. Sen-

ate gave me a crash course

on how Washington works.
1t isn’t pretty.

I arrived last year worried about
the amount of money Congress
spends. Our country was more than
$35 trillion in debt in 2025 and set
to spend another $89 trillion over
the next 10 years. Republican con-
trol of the White House and Con-
gress this past year presented a
rare opportunity to get the country
back on track. Tax cuts for working
families were a priority. So were

for concern that foreign money
buys influence or control over
teaching and research.” Ms. Ca-
naan’s case reveals how foreign
contributions may be undermining
compliance with federal antidis-
crimination laws, sacrificing the
rights of U.S. citizens in favor of
the sensitivities of foreign auto-
crats. The further documentation
the court ordered Carnegie Mellon
to present includes some specifi-
cally relating to administrators
charged with enforcing the school’s
antidiscrimination policy.

“Qatar and its affiliates could be
a source of antisemitic influence
upon CMU,” the court wrote in its
order. A reasonable juror may infer
that the significant “largesse of Qa-
tari funds supplied to CMU” and the
university’s “reliance on such funds
serves to motivate CMU to abide by
expectations and wishes of its gen-
erous donors.”

Qatari interests in particular
contributed to the salary of Eliza-
beth Rosemeyer, the university’s as-
sistant vice provost for DEI and Ti-
tle IX coordinator. In light of Qatari
investments, Carnegie Mellon was
required to “consult” with the Qatar
Foundation before hiring her.

Ms. Canaan alleges that the DEI
office did nothing when she re-
ported antisemitic harassment by
Mary-Lou Arscott, a Carnegie Mel-
lon professor. (The school denies
both the harassment and its failure

to respond.) The alleged lack of re-
sponse would fall directly on Ms.
Rosemeyer’s shoulders as her depo-
sition testimony indicates that she
personally decides whether to dis-
miss or investigate formal com-
plaints of unlawful discrimination.
Ms. Canaan further alleges that Ms.

V
her from filing a formal complaint.
Carnegie Mellon denies this.

At least three other DEI-related
officials at Carnegie Mellon in-
volved in Ms. Canaan’s complaints
of antisemitism had work-related

A court order in a case
against Carnegie Mellon
illustrates the danger

of foreign influence.

visits to Qatar, according to the De-
cember court order. These included
Wanda Heading-Grant, the chief di-
versity officer, who invoked her
Fifth Amendment right against
self-incrimination when she was
asked about Ms. Canaan’s com-
plaint. Ms. Arscott also worked in
Qatar for a time and received fund-
ing from Qatar.

The court correctly observed
that these university staff members’
work with the Doha campus as well
as the contracts Carnegie Mellon

has with Qataris “make it more
probable that the university’s rela-
tionship with Qatar” may have in-
fluenced the school’s policies and
actions in Ms. Canaan’s case. This
includes the school’s “motivations
and intentions for how it handles”
student complaints of “antisemitism
by faculty and staff.”

The disclosure in Ms. Canaan’s
case fits a larger pattern: The Edu-
cation Department’s new transpar-
ency dashboard shows Qatar has
been, by far, the largest source of
foreign funding for U.S. institutions.
Its $6.6 billion in payments were a
full 50% higher than contributions
from the second-place foreign
funder, Germany. China and Saudi
Arabia are also among the greatest
sources of foreign cash, but Qatar
has leapfrogged over both.

‘While Qatari entities have said
their motivations include building
local human capital and supporting
research, the money seems to come
with strings attached. In September
the House Committee on Education
and the Workforce revealed an
agreement that binds Northwestern
University students and faculty to
“respect the cultural, religious and
social customs of the State of Qa-
tar” and follow Qatari law, which
criminalizes criticism of the Doha
government. The recent order in
Ms. Canaan’s case revealed that a
Carnegie Mellon agreement with
Qatar contains the same language.

The full extent of malign for-
eign influence on higher education
may be still worse than even these
revelations indicate. During the
first Trump administration, the
Education Department warned
that—though schools have a legal
obligation to disclose such
things—foreign-funds reporting
was “systemically underinclusive
and inaccurate,” despite the uni-
versities that receive most foreign
funds having “highly credentialed
administrators and ready access
to the very best accountants and
attorneys.”

Congress must step in. The same
day the district court’s order was
unsealed, a Qatari outlet reported
that Carnegie Mellon is entering
into a new agreement that extends
its relationship with Qatar. Law-
makers need to make sure universi-
ties think twice before engaging in
relationships with autocratic re-
gimes. Washington should require
more-detailed financial disclosure,
and schools’ federal funds should be
at risk if those relationships lead to
unlawful behavior.

Academic freedom and students’
civil rights shouldn’t be beholden to
foreign purse strings.

Mr. Marcus is chairman and CEO
of the Louis D. Brandeis Center for
Human Rights Under Law. He
served as assistant education secre-
tary for civil rights, 2018-20.

Fiscal Lessons From My First Year in the Senate

spending cuts, including reforms to
Medicaid.

I went to the numbers: From 2019
to 2024, icaid ding jumped

around three million. More than
$30 billion is wasted nationwide on
improper payments annually, and
i $9 billion Medicaid

51%, from $409.4 billion to $617.5
billion, now making up 9% of the
federal budget. You might assume
that increase covered new people
getting Medicaid. It didn’t. Enroll-
ment grew by roughly 13%—one-
fourth as quickly as spending. Wel-
come to Washington.

In Pennsylvania, spending on
Medicaid has soared 80% since 2019
($30 billion to $54 billion), while
the number of Pennsylvanians en-
rolled in the program plateaued
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scandal reminds us we have a fraud
crisis too.

Confronted with these unpleasant
truths, my Republican colleagues
and I enacted targeted reforms in
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act
to slow runaway spending while
protecting the integrity of Medicaid.
To be eligible, able-bodied adults
without young kids at home must go
to school or job-training classes,
work or volunteer 80 hours a
month—with clear exemptions for
those who can’t work. Spending will
grow at the rate of inflation.

But as often happens, the most
modest of reforms were met with
rage and resistance. My Democratic
colleagues called them an “unprece-
dented attack” on healthcare.

Think about what’s going on here.
We shaved $1 trillion from more
than $8 trillion of future Medicaid
spending, bringing projected annual
growth from about 4.5% to 2.5%. We
will still spend nearly $800 billion
additional dollars on Medicaid above
the current level.

We have another overreaction
brewing over Affordable Care Act

bsidies. Created in 2021, at the
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height of the pandemic, these tem-
porary expenditures expired last
year, but big insurance companies
decided to hold working people hos-

tage to try to keep the money flow-
ing. Families in Pennsylvania now
face premium increases averaging
more than 20%.

Some of my colleagues and I are
seeking a bipartisan solution to
lower premiums for those who
need government support, cap pay-
ments for high-income recipients,
and eliminate fraud and waste. But
these common-sense proposals
have been met with outright lies
and vitriol from Democrats.

The spending crisis in
Washington is dire, and
elected officials aren’t
doing enough about it.

1 want to protect the needy. My
paternal grandfather, Pop Pop, was
a New Deal Democrat and a county
commissioner in Indiana, Pa. Like
him, I believe we have a nonnegotia-
ble duty to help the most vulnerable
among us. We also have a duty to
ensure that our country can meet
the commitments that it has prom-
ised every American since Pop Pop’s
generation.

If we don’t do something about
runaway spending, Congress will fail
the American people. Medicare will
start dipping into its reserve money
next year. Social Security’s retire-

ment fund will go insolvent in six
years, triggering huge and automatic
cuts to retirees’ checks. And while
the Medicaid reforms reduced the
rate of growth, the program contin-
ues to grow. On its current course
spending will crowd out other prior-
ities, like national security, as these
three programs account for almost
half of the federal budget.

Against the scale of our fiscal cri-
sis, the fights over Medicaid and
ACA reforms look less like decisive
battles than skirmishes. But keeping
that crisis from spiraling out of con-
trol will require incredibly difficult
choices: careful spending cuts cou-
pled with revenue-boosting, pro-
growth policies.

Until 1 arrived in the Senate, 1
didn’t appreciate how challenging it
would be to get elected leaders to
face reality. I am ready to roll up my
sleeves to build consensus before we
go over the cliff, but the hysteria
over modest fiscal changes must
stop.

When I was a CEQ, if I was faced
with the prospect of bankruptcy
and told my board that I had no
plan to scale back spending or
change strategy, I would have been
fired on the spot. One year into the
job as a senator, I'm starting to
think that same principle should
apply to elected officials.

Mr. McCormick, a Republican, is
a U.S. senator from Pennsylvania.
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“Without fear and without favour®

America’s shift to an insider economy

idential

Access to pr

towards well-connected elites. But this
SRR Tised b

has

boosted an existing pledge to invest in

favour has become a
key to business success

Marking the first anniversary of his
return to the White House last week,
Donald Trump boasted that his agenda
was delivering for ordinary Americans.
The US economy has grown rapidly,
though the president’s falling approval
ratings suggest many voters, grappling
with affordability problems, feel other-
wise. Workers' share of GDP dropped to
its lowest on record in the third quarter
of 2025, indicating many of the eco-
nomic gains are going into profits.
Indeed, the clearest winners from
‘Trump’s second administration appear
to be those close to the president — in
what increasingly resembles an
“insider” economy.

Closeties between business and previ-
ousadministrations have long fuelled a

ft.com/opinion

sense that America’s free market tilts

Y
case dealmaking asa basis for policyand
regulation. Under Trump’s transac-
tional leadership, the returns to presi-
dential access have rarely been higher.
This insider economy takes several
forms. Those on good terms with the
president over time tend to be first in
line for deals. A high-profile example is
the agreement Trump helped to broker
last week to split out the US operations
of the short-video app, TikTok. Oracle —
whose chair Larry Ellison has hosted
Republican fundraisers and provided
advice to Trump — garnered a key stake
in the new US entity. The technology
firm Palantir, whose co-founder Peter
Thiel was an early Trump backer, has
wona series of state contracts; its third-
quarter US government revenues
jumped 52 per cent year on year.
Others have found they need to
scurry to placate the president 1o secure
favourable treatment, or avoid his ire.
Last August, the Apple boss Tim Cook

us f: by $100bn, helping
the iPhone producer to secure a carve-
out from new tariffs. The Nvidia chief
Jensen Huangin late 2025 finalised what
is widely seen as a “pay-to-play” agree-
ment, allowing his chipmaker to export
its advanced H200 chips to China in
return for a 25 per cent fee. Months ear-
lier, Nvidia's struggling rival Intel
allowed the US government to take a
10 per cent stake — shortly after Trump
demanded the resignation of its CEO,
Lip-Bu Tan, who remainsin the post.

A third group to have benefited is the
Trump clan itself. The president and his
relatives have received more than
$1.8bn in crypto gains and gifts since the
2024 election, according to estimates
from the Center for American Progress.
Alight-touch approach to regulation has
boosted the value of the Trumps' digital
asset holdings.

The president appears to envy Chi-
nese economic interventionism — but in
China, the authorities tend to set the

When capital
flows primarily
o those with
connections,
competition
becomes
distorteed,
inequality
decpens and
policymaking
weakens

parameters and allow companies to
compete vigorously. The overt US turn
towards favouritism and quid pro quo
governance risks undermining US eco-
nomic foundations by reshaping incen-
tives across markets and regulation.
When capital flows primarily to those
with access and connections, competi-
tion becomes distorted, inequality
deepens and policymaking weakens.
The most productive or innovative busi-
nesses could get sidelined.

Trump has turned his attention to
affordability ahead of the midterm elec-
tions, with measures intended to reduce
housing costs and credit card interest
rates, Here, too, however, the instinct is
one of direct intervention. It is too early
to know if this shift will become perma-
nent. In the near term, those best posi-
tioned to ingratiate themselves with
Trump will benefit handsomely. But,
the longer the insider economy endures,
the more it will sap the competitive
motor and openness on which US eco-
nomicsuccess has been built.

Opinion Japan

Takaichi’s great
election gamble

Maris Hegueta

Leo
Lewis
Pt
oments into the first
stump speech of her
election campaign,
Sanae Takaichi asked
voters to imagine her
dyeing her hair — a procedure that
Japan’s 104th prime minister said she
performed herself.

Mid-application, in her scenario,
disaster strikes. It's the Big One: the
cataclysmic earthquake that Tokyo
has long dreaded. Basic services,
including water, are severed.

“The hair dye would be applied, but
1wouldn’t be able to wash it off," said
Takaichi, who has staked three dec-
ades in politics, a breakthrough for
women and arguably Japan’s hardest-
won premiership on the shortest gen-
eral election campaign in the coun-
try’s postwar history. The reference to
quake-interrupted hair dyeing led
smoothly into an impassioned pledge

The PM pitch is about
how different she is from
the opposition and her
male predecessors

for greater earthquake readiness.

‘The election is a gamble on Takai-
chi’s personal popularity, her ability
to present herself as a force for real
change and capacity to win the nation
over quickly. The ballot is likely to be
close. She hasalot of Japan to convince
that a vote for the umnspmng lm:al
Liberal D icP:

large parts of the archipelago.
University entrance exams are on.
‘The impending end of the fiscal year
creates an up-all-hours distraction for
millions of workers.

On top of that, Takaichi has chosen
to seek this mandate in a phase of true
turmoil, only a fraction of which is
within her powers to relieve. Japanese
households and businesses are wres-
tling with the country's exit from dec-
ades of abnormally low inflation, wage
growth and interest rates.

The so-called “Takaichi trade” con-
tinues to push Japanese equities
higher on the promise of free-spend-
ing stimulus, but the yen has swung
alarmingly during the prime minis-
ter’s three months in power, and the
threat of intervention from US and
Japanese authorities now looms. The
Japanese government bond market
looks both historically fragile and ever
more capable of producing contagious
financial rupture.

Japan meanwhile remains locked in
adispute with its biggest trading part-
ner, China. On Saturday, Takaichi will
break from campaigning for three pre-
cious hours to sit down with British
Prime Minister Sir Keir Starmer —a
meeting that will serve to highlight the
shared plight of exasperated US allies
with everything to lose from a global
order collapse.

With such a daunting list of chal-
lenges, and so few clear-cut answers,
‘Takaichi’s campaign is about how dif-
ferent she is both from the opposition
and from her many LDP predecessors.
In her speeches, she has set out the
risks to Japan — from its lack of food
self-sufficiency to cyber-attack vul-
nerability — in refreshingly blunt
terms. She is brutal on the LDP’s his-
toric failure to invest in Japan's future
and enthuses over the nation’s
slrenglhs — from nuclear fusion to

— like she is pitching to a

their mnsutuencylsrehablyavole for

herd; ic premiership.

Unusually for Japan, the promise of

change is as electorally critical for the
as for the

Every dog whistle counts, and the

nation’s hair-dyers may yet swing this.

Takm:hx has broken ]apanese pnme

by

thesubjectin pubhc

Surveys suggest that about 70 per
cent of the 33mn Japanese women
aged between 40 and 79 dye their hair
to cover greying. Half, like Takaichi,
do it themselves rather than spend
money on a salon. In a white-knuckle
election race, Japan's over-40 female
hair dyers represent a very useful
22 percent of the total electorate.

The February 8 election, aimed at
providing Takaichi and the LDP witha
clear parliamentary mandate, has a
rushed, chaotic feel to it. There is a
reason Japan has only ever held a cou-
ple of elections in February. It’s a time
of year when snow often blankets

late-stage venture capitalist.

The signalling looks shrewd.
‘Takaichi, who rose from a middle class
background, has broad appeal. But
she has been polling consistently well
with women, young and old, who
know what she has been through toget
here. She presents as an agent of
change, but with a reassuring adher-
ence to core Japanese values. She must
make herself and LDP candidates look
both safe to vote for and dangerous to
the party’s crusty old perspectives.

Takaichi has never been a cam-
paigning feminist. But she has now
invited the huge base of older voters
intoastrain of camaraderie that none
of her male predecessors could have
offered. To younger Japanese, the very
fact that she has attempted that gam-
bit could cryslal.hse hcr cndenua!s as

ently. This does not guarantee vlclory;
it does guarantee spectacle.

leolewis@fi.com
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How to stop battlefield drone innovation leaking to the enemy

A recent Big Read, which online was
entitled “Russia, Ukraine and l]w race

quite successfully competing with
Chinese companies in the hobby

for Chinese d space before Russia’s

(January 21), is truly a remarkable invasion of Ukraine.

piece of journalism. However it makes Although there indeed is a certain

a claim that Chinese costa | price dif between our western-

third of their western equivalents, made drcne components and the

which is simply not correct. Chinese equivalents (primarily due toa
Our company has been in the much smaller volume, and the fact that

business of serving FPV (first person
view) enthusiasts for almost 10 years,

we use western made chips and critical
electronics), it is nowhere near the

pointed out and go for Chinese
components, because there are no
incentives for them to do otherwise.
This results not only in a massive
supply chain risks for Ukraine, but also
in something much more serious,
which I have had pointed out on many
oceasions, and which your article now
painted quite vividly. That is that all
the fundamental innovation in this
space is actually driven by the Chinese

> Ukrainian government would work
together with its EU counterparts, and
create a framework which would
incentivise Ukrainian drone makers to
opt for western suppliers of critical
components. This would de-risk
Ukrainian drone manufacturing
capabilities, direct the western aid back
to our economies, strengthen the
European drone industry, and prevent
the battlefield innovation from leaking

back when it was a niche hobby market | difference your article suggests, The component suppliers, and many of the | to the enemy.
unknown to most. price differential however is still improvements are often leaked to the Srdjan Kovacevic
All of our products were (and still sufficient to drive Ukrainian drone other side. Co-founder and CEO of Orqa
are) produced in Europe, and we were manufacturers to take all the risks you All this can be avoided if the Osijek, Croatia
A scandal that ruined the In age of AL, what shoulda | “The Star-Spangled Banner’
Ulysses S Grant presidency university course give you? | now just makes me tear up

Looming over the photo of the dozen or
so tech tycoons preening at President
Donald Trump’s second inauguration
(“Tech titans with a ringside seat at
‘Trump’s second inauguration are now
even richer”, Report, January 21) is the
statue of a ghost-like Ulysses S Grant.
No doubt a bizarre coincidence.

It was during Grant’s administration
that a railroad baron set up a dummy
corporation called Crédit Mobilier — its
stock a gift to legislators in return for
their silence while the businessman
bilked the government with inflated
costs for constructing the
transcontinental railroad.

Many politicians were driven from
office, their reputations ruined,
tarnished by the resulting scandal that
defined the Gilded Age and its
penchant for corruption.

1t’s doubtful the bled CEOs

same behaviour is the point of
Gilded Age excesses have

noted Grant’s statue, much less the

scandal that marred his presidency.

Who can blame them? Back then,
haviour meant

become the new normal, just in time
for our Republic’s 250th anniversary
celebration.

public office for private gain. loday the

Luke Pop
Washingten, DC, US

Brendan McCord’s essay on what you
get from a university education (“The
answer machines”, Spectrum, Life &
Arts, January 24) struck a chord. He
stresses the importance of students
learning to ask themselves difficult
questions rather than providing
polished answers on specific topics.
The Oxford course 1 followed over 50
years ago is often thought of as the
epitome of a humanities degree —
indeed its Latin title was Literae
Humaniores, or Classics, nicknamed
“Greats™. Yet I can hardly recall any
instance where issues of personal value
were regarded as relevant, or
discussion of them encouraged. | have
come to think of the course as a form of
quite narrow training (suitable for the
civil service). The production of more
or less polished essays overshadowed
anything else. I would like to think
things have changed but McCord’s
emphasis on process not product is
timely, especially in the face of AL
Tom Schuller

London N19, UK

Recently [ was at MacDill Air Force
Base in Tampa, Florida. When evening
came the overhead speakers played our
national anthem, “The Star-Spangled
Banner”, I used to feel proud and
humble at the same time whenever |
heard this piece. Now I just tear up
thinking about what is happening in
our country: division, violence, and
unnecessary deaths. As the anthem
came to an end, 1 felt as if the America |
knew was going too, quickly fading
away. | hope 1 am wrong and that we
Americans will be able to come
together, help each other, and rebuild a
better America for the future.

Jade Wu

Naples, FL, US

OPINION ON FT.COM

Trump and Rutte cannot make a deal
without Greenland at the table

We are not rejecting co-operation — we are
rejecting being spoken for, writes Julie
Rademacher, president of Uagut. the national
organisation for Greenlanders in Denmark

yww.ft.com/opinion
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Grindcore
is the new
hustle culture

by Hannah Murphy

n November 28 last year, | Metaset up a “war room” to assess professor of health law and science
just a day after how to catch up when Chinese start- policy at the University of Alberta,
Thanksgiving, an up DeepSeek dropped a model on a tells me. “It’s seen as noble, and how
engineer at xAl earned shoestring budget last year. you're supposed to live as a manly
gushing praise from his It is not just tech bosses pushing man.”
colleagues online after posting a the trend. Founders and engineers How much work is actually getting
photograph of his Tesla are jumping at the chance to done is hard to ascertain, given the
with the caption: "Last night 1left the | broadcast how hard they are toiling. surge in performative graft signalling.
(@xai office after ~36 hours of working | In September, dozens took to social But another big question remains — is
with no sleep. Although I was dead, | media to announce their participation | this glorification of the grind even
was also super energized . . . Happy in what was dubbed the “great lock- healthy or productive?
‘Thanksgiving!” in" of 2025 — in other words, spending Cal Newport, computer science

Silicon Valley has for years the final three months of the year professor at Georgetown University
embraced hustle culture, initially rejecting work-life balance to produce | and author of Deep Work: Rules for
spoiling employees with free meals, their most valuable labour yet. Focused Success in a Distracted World,
laundry services and playful office Intriguingly for a world known for says Silicon Valley inadvisably takes
spaces in order to cheerfully smooth its badly dressed nerds, this narrative | its cues from the machines it builds.
the way for long office hours. has been fused with a monastic male “The problem is, it treats human

Billionaire Elon Musk, who wellness aesthetic. brains like computer processors.
currently runs five companies Instead of downtime enjoying the tire, they dlessh
including XAl often sets the tone. In Californian sun and surf, grindcore and mechanically execute any
2022, he demanded those who wished dh hould fill the der of d you feed them, never have
to remain at Twitter after he acquired | their day with workouts, Paleo diets any down time,” he says. By contrast,
the company, now renamed X signan | and Chinese peptids. Mzny are “the brain — it fatigues. It’s slow to

to work t = " culture context shift.”
hardcore”. He has installed sleeper propagated by Maga-adjacent Newport points to research that
pods in the office. influencers that preaches finds that two people coding together

But the “grindcore” lifestyle has antifeminism ideals and on one screen — so that one can
taken on fresh intensity against the physiognomy. drive the development of the code
backdrop of a frantic San Francisco Al “The current vibe is no drinking, while the other reviews it — is one of
arms race, and growing anxiety no drugs, 9-9-6 [working from 9am the most effective ways of
among Al labs that a rival — or worse, | to9pm, six days a week], lift heavy, programming. Shorter bursts of
China — might be the first to achieve run far, marry early, track sleep, eat deeper focus need to be interspersed
Al supremacy. steak and eggs,” Daksh Gupta, the 23- | with rest, he argues,

Al companies increasingly invoke year-old co-founder of an Al start-up, “There’s no evidence to support this
bellicose language to urge staffers to told the San Francisco Standard approach to achievement,” agrees
work, while a shaky tech jobs market recently. Caulfield. “As opposed to improving
adds to the pressure. “It’s all about ‘optimisation’, isn'tit? | outputs, it's more of a statement of

OpenAlf recently issued a “code red” Everyscmndn{yourh(eywu're your commitment to the cause.”
‘when rival Google released an Al s\lpposed tobe i
model with enviable performance. you're lesser,” Timothy Caulﬁeld, a hans com
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ritons, we are frequently told,

just don't have it in us to risk

our hard-earned cash on

spicy endeavours such as

speculating on stock markets.
Unlike our American cousins, we are
supposedly too timid, too risk averse,
much happier parking our funds in safe,
boring bank deposits for a measly
return.

There is a grain of truth here. But try
telling it to the Royal Mint, which sells
gold and silver coins and bars to the
nation. Earlier this week, it broke its
daily record for online bullion sales.
Demand for plastic tubes filled with sil-
ver Britannia coins is, it tells me, “huge”.
Unprecedented numbers of people are
seeking out its guidance, and the web-
site has had to post 1 for any

The precious metal feeding frenzy

delays in service as the system creaks
under the weight. So much for leaving
money festering in the bank.

Once again, the UK is in the grip of a
global feeding frenzy in precious metals.
Itiseasy tosee why.

Silver, gold’s scrappier little cousin,
which rarely enjoys any time in the pub-
lic eye, has been the breakout star of glo-
bal markets in 2026. It blasted 150 per
cent higher last year, taking out the pre-
vious record of $50 an ounce with ease.
This January, though, it has gone truly
bonkers, adding a further 50 per cent in
price to well above $100. No wonder
Britons have Fomo.

To a large extent, the silver price is
playing catch-up with gold, which has
been on its own spectacular tear, taking
its price to above $5,300 zn ounce,

The power behind these extraordi-
nary market moves comes from a heady
combination of both fearand greed.

The fear is that other more main-
stream assets are losing their reliability.
The US dollar, of course, is under heavy
pressure almost across the board, hit-
ting its Ioucsl point against sterling —

ly a crisis didate itself —

since 2021 and crumbling against the
Swiss franc, one of the last refuges in the
system for many. With Japan's yen
vacating its usual haven role due to the
perception that the central bank there s
astep behind inflation, gold is taking an
unusual amount of the strain, and pull-
ingsilveralong for the ride.

This is drawing in investors of all
stripes, including central banks. Last

Silver’s price is playing
catch-up with gold,
which has beenon

its own spectacular tear

month, Poland’s central bank trum-
peted its role as a leading buyer of gold,
describing it as “the only reliable
national reserve asset” in “the search for
anew financial order”.

The beauty of precious metals, unen-
cumbered by the usual valuation met-
rics like cash flow, dividends or interest
payments, is that you can paint your
own adventure on to them and con-

struct a kaleidoscope of reasons to buy.
For some, it is an alternative to bonds,
which are compromised by waves of
new government borrowing and the
still-present risk that the US central
bank will, under Donald Trump, allow
inflation to run hot.

For others, it is an escape from overly
large allocations to US stocks. Many
wealthy investors, especially in the Mid-
dle East and Asia, find it a huge psycho-
logical hurdle to lean out of the US and
into Europe. “It’s like climbing Everest,”
said Geraldine Sundstrom at Pictet
Wealth Management. Precious metals
present less of a mental leap.

Butit’s not just seeking diversity from
core US assets at play here. As the ram-
pant trafic at the Royal Mint suggests,
swiftly rising prices have generated their
own momentum, similar to the meme
stock craze in the US in 2021. Curiously,
bitcoin is not invited along to this partic-
ular dollar debasement party, with that
speculation seemingly ending up here
instead. Alot of this appears tobe under-
pinned by borrowed money, or leverage.

“You don’t see price action like this
unless there’s leverage involved,” said

Fredrik Repton at investment house
Neuberger Berman. The amount of gold
and even more so, silver, that is availa-
ble to trade, is actually pretty small,

especially with unusually high levelsof :

stockpiling ahead of US potential tariffs.
Debt-fuelled, retail-heavy, Fomo-driven
moves into illiquid assets do have a
habit of creating parabolic market
ascents (and, buyer beware, some pain-
ful pullbacks).

What can break the spell? One thing
would be a return to normal US finan-
cial policy — a belief in currency stabil-
ity, a robust Federal Reserve, predicia-
ble regimes and prudent borrowing. An
outbreak of common sense. So let’s
safely assume that’s not going to happen
any time soon. A more plaosible test
would come from a drop in stocks, lor
any reason, that prompted marginal
gold and silver buyers to close out debt-
funded bets.

Until then, fortune favours both those
thinking big thoughts about US institu-
tional resiliency, and punters snapping
up tubes of silver coins on their phones.
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Why Taco
is a problem
for Europe

POLITICS

Janan
Ganesh

ast week, when the US

president stopped waving a

stick at Greenland, it was

claimed once again that

Trump Always Chickens Out.
And perhaps he does. But who suffers
intheend?

For the US, Taco is no more than aloss
of face. For the rest of the world, it poses
a strategic dilemma. After all, if the
president can be counted on to renege
on his threats at the eleventh hour, the
incentive to hedge against America—an
expensive business, that — is corre-
spondingly weaker. Why not just wait
him out?

In other words, itis the hope that gets
you. It saps the motivation to become
self-sufficient. This threatens to be the
tragedy of Europe. Trump offers the
continent just enough support 1o induce
a level of complacency but not enough
to make the place safe against its ene-
‘mies. For all his spite, he has still not
done what Europe fears most, which is
permanently withhold military intelli-
gence from Ukraine or quit Nato or
confirm that he would not observe
Article 5 if Europe were ever attacked.
America’s forward air force base in
Ramstein is still there after years of

speculation about its future. These
twinkles of hope are precious, but also
an excuse for Europe to soft-pedal its
transition towards being able to look
afteritself.

Take a moment to consider what
Europe must do to become militarily
independent. Huge sums must be
raised, either from electorates that are
mutinous enough as it is or from debt
markets that European countries have
already tapped to an alarming extent.
Even ifthe cash comes, separate govern-
ments then have to join up their defence
procurement to avoid the curse of dupli-
cation (or worse, incompatible kit) and
to achieve the economies of scale
enjoyed by a large single buyer such as
the Pentagon. This might require some
very proud countries to stiff their own
contractors and buy from outside.
Then, if the military power is finally on
hand, Europe would have to agree about
when and how touseit.

That isan almost implausible number
of needles to thread. Although it is
just about doable, it would take an
acute sense of emergency among
European leaders and voters. The trou-
ble is that Trump tends to keep Europe
and much of the world ina mental state
just short of that — whether through
deliberate calibration or impulsive
flip-flopping would need another
columnto examine.

“Things are not quite bad enough” is
an awkward argument to put forward,
Igrant. But the evidenceof recent years
is that rich and mature democracies
struggle to make painful reforms unless

under extreme duress. The Ukraine war
had to break out before Germany
decided to re-arm and Sweden joined
Nato. Thisis the Catch-22 of politics, and
perhaps of life: people don’t change
until a crisis obliges them, and by defini-
tion a crisis is never to be wished for.

If hope is the problem, then it doesn’t
stop with Trump. Pax Ameri is “not

welfare to fund defence. (A German
chancellcr can at least borrow.) Imagine
trying it when the threat of military
abandonment by the US has eased justa
little. One claim of “America is back”
from President Gavin Newsom in that
lovely rasp of his, and the temptation to
postpone hard dec:smns would surge
through it

coming back”, said the Canadian prime
minister, Mark Carney, last week. It is
prudent to act as though he is right, but
there is just enough doubt to create
moral hazard in Europe. If a Democrat
were to become US president in 2028,
Europe might be able to kick the can of
rearmament down the road for another
few years. It is hard enough as it is for
a British prime minister or French
president to raise taxes or squeeze

I'rump offers the continent
enough support to induce
complacency but too
little to deter its enemies

Even now, the idea that America has
switched from total protection of
allies to total desertion is something
of a cartoon. The messier truth is that
America’s commitment to Europe is
hard to gauge under Trump, and there-
fore hard to plan around. Prepare for the
worst, will be the advice to Europe. Tool
up. Well, doing so depends on the
consent of European voters, which
itself depends on their seeing American
protection as definitively a thing of the
past. If there is the slightest doubt —
each case of Taco encourages it —
their preference might be to take their
chances rather than suffer the upfront
hit of guns-or-butter policies to fortify

Europe.
In !act all the desirable geopolitical

events in the coming years, suchas a
peace in Ukraine and a friendlier US,
will make it harder to persuade Europe-
ans that forgoing other things for
defence is still an existential must.
Some of the righteous momentum that
got going when the war began almost
four years ago could fizzle out. Such is
the curse of good news.

The idea that hope is a kind of tor-
‘ment, that outright crisis is at least men-
tally clarifying, is such an eternal truth
about life that you think it must have
come from Shakespeare or Aeschylus.
How odd that we owe the most famous
expression of it to John Cleese and his
1986 road caper Clockwise. (“It’s not the
despair, Laura. I can take the despair.
It’sthe hope.”)

That does not make it less true,
however. In the absence of the most
extreme pressure, Europe's rich old
democracies are inert things. The
wolf has to be at the door. It is not
enough to hear the occasional growl
fromafar.

Ianan.ganesh@ft.com

Justine
Roberts

or millions of families, bed-

time is no longer an hour of

reading or stories. It’s anxiety,

tears and arguments over

phones and apps designed to
hook a child’s brain. This isn't an exag-
geration. It’s the lived reality of parents
around the world every day.

Renewed political focus on social
media and children reflects a growing
recognition that the status quo has
failed. For years, unrestricted access to
the internet has been treated as a nor-
mal part of childhood. But now that
assumption is being challenged. This
week the EU opened a formal investiga-
tion into xAl over the sexualised images
of women and children made by its
Grok chatbot and posted on X, while in
the US a landmark trial alleging child-
hood harm from social media addiction
has begun.

Protecting children from social media is not moral panic

In the UK, politiciansare debating a
social media ban for under-16s. This
would not be a panacea, but it would
mark an overdue shift in where respon-
sibility lies. The majority of Mumsnet
users support the idea of a ban and are
concerned about the effect of social
media on their children’s mental health.
In our research, more than half of par-
ents said their child was addicted to
their smartphone or social media and
that this had a negative effect on their
self-esteem. Many also said that it dis-
rupted sleep and schoolwork. As one
user put it: “Sometimes 1 feel like I'mlet-
ting a child crack addict take crack in
theirroom.”

Until now the UK government’s
approach has felt stuck in the “educate
now, regulate later” category, leaving
parents to battle addictive technology
alone. History shows that public health
policy often moves slowly until the

dren will find ways around it and that
the focus should be on making plat-
forms safer rather than restricting
access.

A legal age limit on social media might
not be perfectly enforced but it would
change ideas about what is *normal” for
children. As things stand, parents who
resist social media are cast as unreason-

Chese platforms aren't
support services, they are
profit-driven and designed
to maximise engagement

ableand in danger ofisolating their chil-
dren. A ban would make it far easier to
say no. And age restrictions are a famil-
iar public policy tool — we don’t remove
them on alcohol just because some teen-

harm becomes impossible to ignore.
Tobacco control and seatbelt laws were
not perfect fixes, but they reduced risk
atscale.

The case against a social media ban
seems to rest on two claims: that chil-

ager bl hold of drinks.
Some opponents to the ban also sug-
gest that by excluding children from
mainstream platforms we will drive
them into the darker corners of the web,
where they are even less protected. But

this line of argument misunderstands
why children use social media in the
first place. They join because they want.
to be where their friends are. If we col-
lectively limit access, that incentive will
disappear.

Social media platforms are not
support services, they are profit-driven
systems designed to maximise
engagement.

Crucially, this is not, as one commen-
tator suggested, comparable to his
mum’s concerns about rock music when
he was growing up. It is not a moral
panic. Young people share their parents’
anxiety about social media. A UK poll of
1,600 16 10 24-year-olds found that half
regretted the amount of time they spent
on their phones while growing up, with
many saying they would try to keep
their own children off social media for
as long as possible and wishing they had
waited longer toaccessit.

In decisions about health and long-
term harm, society routinely decides
that it's more important to keep chil-
dren safe evenif it comes at the expense
of their freedom. We recognise that
some things are so damaging that

we need to act collectively to protect
children, no matter how much they

might object. The addictive algorithms

of social media fall firmly into this
cgory.

None of the arguments in favour of a
ban are arguments against better
regulation, safer design or platform
accountability. In an ideal world, those
things would already exist. But asking
Big Tech to develop non-addictive,
child-safe social media is like askinga
tobacco company to design a non-
addictive cigarette that is suitable for
children — it goes against the design of
the product.

Regardless of what happens in the
future, parents need support to protect
their children right now. If social media
companies want to come back in a few
years’ time and prove that they have
made their platforms safe, then maybe
it will be time for a rethink. Until then,
we need to take decisive, legal action
that will protect those who are too
young to protect themselves.

The writer is co-founder and chief executive
of Mumsnet, the networking site

Criminal justice
reforms will
undermine trust
in the system

Mark
Evans

he shocking backlogs in the

criminal justice system in

England and Wales serve no

one, The Crown Court,

which deals with the most
serious offences, has a pile-up of almost
80,000 cases and rising. Cases are com-
ing in faster than they go out. The mag-
istrates’ courts have nearly 400,000
outstanding cases, according to the
latest figures.

Victims are left in limbo, waiting for
justice — some are told that their case
will not be tried before 2030. Defend-
ants live with uncertainty. Confidence in
the legal system has been stretched thin.

What is the cause of these delays? Itis
not juries, but a crisis of demand out-
stripping supply and chronic under-
investment. Courtrooms lie unused or
dilapidated. Cases collapse and guilty
pleas are entered later because over-
stretched prosecutors cannot disclose

[> evidence in time. Defendants appear

without representation because legal
aid has been hollowed out.

There is a practical and achievable
way for the government to tackle the sit-
uation: reduce demand on the system
and invest in our criminal courts and
the people who make them function.

Many individuals are going through
the court system who should not. In
some instances, we need tolet the police
decide whether it is best to simply issue
acaution. This option is more appropri-
ate for first-time offenders or for those
who could be diverted to drug or alcohol
services.

More cases could also be moved to the
magistrates’ courts if they were properly

There is scant evidence
that scrapping jury
trials would fix the

backlog of court cases

resourced. But the UK government must
do more than announce a one-off boost
to court infrastructure funding to clear
the £1.3bn maintenance backlog. Legal
aid rates need to be made sustainable to
stem the decline in defence lawyers.

Instead of actually addressing these
issues, however, the government’s head-
Ime proposal is to limit trial by jury for

d facing possible s of
threeyearsor less.

This is troubling. Trial by jury is not
an administrative inconvenience. It isa
democratic safeguard. It ensures that
justice isnot enly done but isalso widely
seen as done — the criminal justice sys-

e the public.
Jiiries from serious criminal cases would
weaken that connection and decrease
trustin the outcomes.

Sir Brian Leveson’s criminal courts
review last year explicitly recognised
this. He proposed retaining an element
of lay representation, recognising the
importance of legitimacy and public

fid ile the is
now weighing up whether two magis-
trates should sit alongside a judge to

| provide more oversight, it has largely

ignored a number of Leveson’s other
recommendations.

There is also little evidence that
scrapping jury trials would fix the back-
logs — certainly not on its own, and cer-
tainly not any time soon. Research by
the Institute for Government shows that
the reforms could save less than 10 per
cent of court time. Moreover, it would
take some time to implement. Accord-
ing to data published by the Ministry of
Justice, the Crown Court backlog could
already be 36 per cent higher in 2029
thanitisnow.

Leveson's review was careful to con-

; sider efficiency against fairness and to

ground recommendations in data. By
contrast, we are being asked to accepta
crucial change in the criminal justice
system based on assumption. The gov-
ernment’s lack of clarity on the subject
suggests that decisions have been made
before the ministry even has the neces-
sary analysis.

The Law Society has consistently sup-
ported evidence-based change that
improves efficiency without sacrificing
justice. If the government is serious
about reducing the backlog, it has to
work with the legal profession to create,
fund and implement reforms right
across the criminal justice system. We
must address the real issues and we
must doso fast.

The writer is the president of the Law Soci-
ety of England and Wales



