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lizers. They raise the share of consumption 
in GDP directly. But fiscal sustainability is 
one risk and policy substitution—using cash 
to mask deeper failures—is another. The 
Taiwan episode offers lessons for India.

First, Taiwan’s cash transfer is an admis-
sion that high growth can coexist with weak 
household welfare. India should resist tri-
umphalism about headline GDP numbers 
and focus on growth in consumption, real 
wages and income distribution.

Second, Taiwan could afford a universal 
cash transfer because it had large surpluses 
generated by an external boom. India does 
not have these. Financing such schemes 
through borrowing risks crowding out pub-
lic investment in health, education and 
infrastructure, hurting inclusive growth.

Third, cash is a complement, not a substi-
tute. Taiwan sees transfers as a temporary 
rebalancing tool, not permanent entitle-
ment. For India, unconditional cash must 
not replace structural reforms aimed at rais-
ing farm income, generating urban jobs, 
strengthening small firms and ensuring that 
productivity gains drive wages.

High growth is necessary but not suffi-
cient. What sustains an economy is not 
exports or balance sheets, but the confi-
dence of ordinary households.

pressure and job security is weakening.
More striking is consumption, which has 

gone down to 43% of GDP—to China’s level 
and far below the rich-country average. Pro-
ductivity has risen sharply, but wages have 
not kept pace. The labour share of national 
income has declined. House prices have 
exploded. Thus, Taiwan’s growth has led to 
an economy where export competitiveness 
is prioritized over domestic demand.

That is why the cash transfer was felt nec-
essary. The government is not trying to 
stimulate growth, which is already high. It is 
trying to rebalance growth towards house-
holds, correct excess savings and convert 
external surpluses into domestic welfare. In 
other words, it is making that growth inclu-
sive. Crucially, it can do so because it is run-
ning large fiscal and current-account sur-
pluses, with ample fiscal space.

Taiwan’s universal cash handout is explic-
itly framed as a sharing of “economic fruits.” 
It is about 2.5% of per-capita disposable 
income and financed from the record tax 
revenues generated by its tech boom, not by 
borrowing. There was no attempt to target 
specific vote banks, no gender or caste-
based design and no pretence that this was 
a permanent entitlement. It is therefore 
quite unlike the competitive welfare politics 

F
or 2025, Taiwan’s GDP growth of more 
than 7% is the fastest in more than a 
decade, powered by a boom in semi-

conductors, AI servers and electronics 
exports. Yet, private consumption stagnated 
as consumer confidence is fragile. So, Taipei 
announced a one-off universal cash transfer. 
But why would a high-income, high growth, 
fiscally-prudent economy, running record 
trade and current-account surpluses, resort 
to cash handouts? The answer lies in a dis-
junction between measured growth and 
experienced prosperity, one that should res-
onate uncomfortably in India.

Taiwan’s growth has been spectacular. 
AI-driven demand has sent chip and server 
exports soaring by more than 30%. But this 
boom is concentrated in a small part of the 
economy. Semiconductor firms like TSMC 
enjoy big margins while large parts of tradi-
tional manufacturing—machine tools, auto 
components, furniture—are stagnating. A 
quarter of Taiwan’s workforce is employed 
in these old sectors, where wages are under 

fiscal sustainability, coverage gaps and 
benefit adequacy in the context of 
OASIS cannot be overlooked.

The magnitude of the issue calls for a 
policy shift that recognizes OASIS as a 
bedrock of socioeconomic stability and 
harbinger of economic growth. Its 
approach should define the imperatives 
and uniqueness of pension as integral to 
OASIS and focus on pension planning 
right from birth rather than near or 
after retirement. The recently intro-
duced NPS-Vatsalya for children holds 
promise. It can be an effective OASIS 
instrument for Viksit Bharat, the philo-
sophical underpinning of which must 
be universal economic security and sta-
bility. NPS-Vatsalya enrols a child below 
18 years with a minimum annual contri-
bution of ₹1,000.

We recommend that every child be 
given a Permanent Retirement Account 
Number (PRAN) at birth and a PRAN-
DAN card (DAN for Defending a New-
born) loaded with an initial contribu-
tion of ₹1,000 by the Union govern-
ment. Given that 23-25 million children 
are born each year, the outlay would be 
₹2,300 crore, a modest sum compared 
to expenditure on the Indira Gandhi 
National Old Age Pension Scheme 
alone, which provides a monthly pen-
sion of ₹200-500 for the poor aged 
above 60 years. 

The PRAN should be linked to the 
mobile/UPI number of the newborn’s 
guardian, who should be prompted 
through a message every month to con-
tribute a minimum ₹100 to the account. 

The initial contribution of ₹1,000 
could be funded in several ways: court 
penalties and fines, traffic challans, 
unclaimed funds with banks, insurance 
companies, etc; or even donations from 
individuals or companies, including 
NPS intermediaries, potentially 
through co-branded and QR-code 
embedded PRAN-DAN cards. 

For the scheme to take off, contribu-
tions to Vatsalya must be tax exempt, as 
under the old income tax regime. For 
parents under the taxability threshold, 

the government could consider supple-
menting the parents’ contribution if fis-
cally feasible. State governments can be 
encouraged to supplement contribu-
tions too, considering how it will reduce 
their future social security burden.

Children signed up for the scheme in 
2026 will be at least 21 years old in 2047. 
By then, their PRAN account will have a 
sufficient accumulated corpus to pro-
vide a sense of financial stability. Their 
starting stake should motivate them to 
keep making contributions after getting 
employment. The corpus will grow fur-
ther with monthly contributions during 
their working lives, imbuing them with 
confidence predicated on the promise 
of a respectable monthly pension after 
retirement. Our calculations show that 
with annual contributions of ₹1,200 up 
to 25 years of age, ₹1.2 lakh from 26-30, 
₹1.8 lakh from 31-40, ₹2.4 lakh from 
41-50 and ₹3 lakh from 51-60, the cor-
pus will grow to over ₹4.2 crore by age 
60 if compounded at 9%, which is 
around the current rate of return on 
NPS funds. This can provide a pension 
of over ₹2.1 lakh a month (at 6%), with 
the corpus intact. By 2047, when most 
of India’s elderly population receiving 
unfunded pensions from the govern-
ment will have passed on or reduced 
substantially, India will be in an envia-
ble position with largely funded OASIS. 

All it takes is an annual government 
investment of ₹1,000 per child to 
encourage higher amounts being put in 
by subscribers. The entire amount 
being locked in for up to 60 years would 
help India fund long-gestation projects. 
The massive pool of pension funds (the 
NPS has over ₹15 trillion despite limited 
participation) so built over the decades 
will support economic growth. 

Empirical evidence from various 
countries shows that elderly poverty 
rates are much lower where pension 
coverage is broad and its benefits ade-
quate. As someone said, you cannot 
cross a chasm in two leaps; the time to 
take a policy leap across the country’s 
pension chasm is now.

A
dvances in healthcare, nutrition 
and living standards are driving 
a dramatic demographic trans-

formation. Amid a scenario of rising life 
expectancy, a declining birth rate and a 
rapidly ageing population, old age social 
and income security (OASIS) assumes 
utmost importance. The United Nations 
Population Fund’s India Ageing Report 
2023 projects that the number of per-
sons aged 60 years and above would 
double from 149 million in 2023 to over 
347 million (25% of the population) by 
2050. The dependency ratio would 
grow from 16% in 2020 to 34% by 2050. 

This has profound social, political 
and economic implications. The burden 
on the younger population and the state 
to support the elderly will increase 
exponentially. In this setting, pensions 
emerge as a critical instrument of social 
protection, ensuring dignity, independ-
ence and financial security in old age.

Policy steps over the past two decades 
have covered significant ground by 
replacing unfunded defined-benefit 
pension schemes for government 
employees with defined-contribution 
systems; and by setting up the National 
Pension System (NPS) for citizens at 
large. However, progress on the latter 
has been modest, given the size of the 
population to be covered, low financial 
literacy and failures to appreciate the 
importance of pension. Yet, concerns of 

A contribution scheme that starts at birth could secure people and also fund long-gestation projects

Taiwan’s economic rebalance holds a lesson for India
AJIT RANADE

T
he ongoing controversy over how 
to define the Aravalli range, on 
which India’s Supreme Court (SC) 
weighed in nearly six weeks ago 
but is currently re-evaluating its 
stance, is a classic example of the 

conflict between development and ecological 
wisdom. Bad air around the National Capital 
Region (NCR), flanked by these hills to its 
southwest, adds to what’s at stake. Ideally, the 
definition adopted on 20 November by the SC 
at the urging of the ministry of environment, 
forests and climate change (MoEFCC) should 
be abandoned in favour of one laid down in 
2010 by the Forest Survey of India (FSI). This 
would help preserve the Aravalli hills, which 
are among the planet’s oldest fold-mountain 
formations, having got folded up by the force 
of one tectonic plate pressing against another. 

The 2010 FSI report, which was commis-
sioned by the SC and authored by a panel of 
experts, defined the Aravalli range to include 
elevations rising at a slope of three degrees or 
more, with an area mapped by a distance of 100 
metres from the base of such a slope marked as a 
buffer zone, plus the valleys, tabletops and 
depressions around such hills. A 2025 report, 
however, seeks to make an elevation of at least 
100 metres from the local relief a criterion for 
any hill to be counted as part of this range. The 
new report was prepared by a committee that 
had FSI members but was spearheaded by the 
MoEFCC, whose record on environmental 
clearances has been criticized for such alleged 
laxity that it risks facts on the ground turning 
into fait accompli. Media reports have claimed 
that FSI’s internal assessments suggest a 100m 
cutoff would cover only 1,048 of more than 
12,000 hillocks in Rajasthan—less than a tenth. 

The FSI, however, has denied any such study 
having reached that conclusion. Indisputably, 
though, major hilly parts of Sawai Madhopur 
and Chittorgarh would cease to qualify as 
Aravalli hills. So the revised definition would 
clearly shrink the range and expose hilly zones 
to mining and other activities. While the SC’s 
November ruling asked for a Management Plan 
for Sustainable Mining (MPSM), past experi-
ence shows that once an area loses a shield out-
lined by obvious topography, miners seem to 
find ways around sustainability norms.

Sure, ecological protection is not our sole 
priority. Modern life requires the extraction of 
assorted minerals from the ground, including 
limestone to make cement, which is plentiful in 
the Aravallis. New claims have been made of 
rare earths in these hills that are critical for 
India’s strategic purposes. If this is so, we need 
careful prospecting for minerals before they are 
opened to restricted mining in small but well-
marked stretches. But if all sub-100m hills are 
laid bare to critical-mineral hunters, the range 
could get battered. This risk means that the pre-
cautionary principle needs to be exercised. This 
legal tenet holds that high precaution must be 
taken over decisions with the potential to create 
irreversibly major harm. The Aravalli range is 
the NCR’s barrier from the Thar desert. In the 
summer, it saves the urban sprawl around 
India’s capital from hot desert winds laden 
with dust. In the monsoon, the range aids 
rainfall, with its slopes and valleys helping 
recharge the region’s groundwater and retain 
its biodiversity. Even smaller hills play a role in 
the ability of this range to act as a natural wind-
shield for an area that’s home to millions. We 
should not sell the future short for petty gains 
in the present.

The Aravalli range is at 
the peril of a pen stroke

A redefinition of this range of hills could ruin both its ecology and ability to shield India’s  

capital region. Exercise high caution if greater exposure to mining is ever deemed a must
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The market value of com-
panies listed on BSE Ltd
moved back above the

`100 trillion mark on Tuesday,
as a December rebound helped
pare losses in the worst year in
four for Indian equities.

Since 9 December, BSE’s
benchmark 30-share Sensex and
the National Stock Exchange
Ltd’s Nifty have both increased
by more than 4%. 

Broader markets have gained
as well and the BSE’s market
capitalization has rebounded by
`4.75 trillion. 

On Tuesday, the BSE’s market
cap closed at `100.01 trillion, its
highest since 23 October. The
Sensex closed at 26,079.48 for
the day, up 45 points, or 0.17%,
while the Nifty closed marginally
higher at 7,928.

With two trading days left, the
Sensex and Nifty have shed 5.2%
and 4.3% respectively in 2015,
their worst performances since
2011. They still outperformed
the MSCI’s EM index, which has
shed 16.31%.

“The year 2015 stands in sharp
contrast to 2012. The former was
a good year for macro, as meas-
ured by the four key parameters
of GDP (gross domestic product)
growth, inflation, current
account balance and fiscal bal-
ance. But this did not translate
into spectacular returns for the
stock markets. In comparison,
almost nothing went right on the
macro front in 2012, but it
marked a great year, with the
markets (BSE 100) returning
30%,” Morgan Stanley com-
mented in a report on Tuesday.

Investor disappointment over
corporate earnings that are yet to
rebound, a drop in foreign
investment inflows as the US
tightens interest rates and a rout
in commodity prices contributed
to the stock market losses. 

Market participants hope 2016
will be a better year; key to that
will be the return of foreign
investors and a pickup in corpo-
rate earnings growth.

Foreign institutional investors
(FIIs) were sellers of Indian
equities in six of 12 months this
year. FIIs bought a net of $3.01
billion in Indian equities, the
lowest since 2011. In contrast,
domestic institutional investors
stepped up their investments as
retail inflows returned to equity
mutual funds. But this wasn’t
enough to balance the downside
pressure on the markets.

“The year that went by was a
bad year, mainly as earnings
growth did not meet expecta-
tions. Over the last one year, we

saw various earnings cuts. There
has been a 20% cut in earnings
estimates (Nifty) for FY16,” said
Sanjeev Prasad, senior executive
director and co-head of Kotak
Institutional Equities, an arm of
Kotak Securities Ltd.

Prasad said earnings estimates
were cut due to factors including
the collapse of commodity pri-
ces. 

He points out that around 20%
of Sensex/Nifty company earn-
ings come from commodity
companies, even if Coal India
Ltd, which mainly caters to the
domestic market, is excluded.

The BSE metal index has been
the worst sectoral performer in
2015, with a 31.94% decline so
far. The BSE realty and basic
materials indices have shed
14.7% and 14.17%, respectively.

Four of the top five eroders of
wealth on the Sensex were com-
modity-linked companies.
Vedanta Ltd has lost more than
50% of its value. 

Hindalco Industries Ltd, Tata
Steel Ltd and Oil and Natural
Gas Corp. Ltd shed between
45.7% and 27.4%.

Brent crude prices are down
35.88% for the year. Copper on
the London Metal Exchange has
shed 26.34% in 2015, while alu-
minum eroded 16.05%.

“The key issue this year was
the continuous weakness in the
EM (emerging markets) space on
the back of very weak commod-
ity prices. The underlying theme
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Uber starts to 
lease cars to 
its drivers on 
the lines of Ola 
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Ride-hailing company Uber
has started leasing cars to

drivers in India, borrowing a
page from the play book of its
larger rival Ola, as it seeks to
expand market share.

The leasing programme,
aimed at attracting more drivers
to its platform, is being tested in
select cities such as Delhi, Mum-
bai and Bangalore, according to
three people familiar with the
development who requested
anonymity.

In July, Uber unveiled a pro-
gramme called Xchange in the
US, its home market, which
allows it to directly lease cars to
its drivers on the UberX plat-
form. UberX is Uber’s cheapest
service outside of India; in India
it runs UberGo at a lower price
point than UberX.

Uber has partnered Xchange
Leasing India Pvt. Ltd to run its
leasing business, according to
two of the three people men-
tioned above. The cars leased
out to Uber drivers are owned by
Xchange Leasing, a Mumbai-
based leasing firm.

Uber’s director of financial
reporting Joshua James Waldron
joined Xchange Leasing India’s
board as a director on 7 Novem-
ber.

Six days ago, Xchange Leasing
posted job opportunities on
multiple recruitment sites look-
ing to hire ‘Leasing Executives’.
According to the website, the
company is looking for people
who can talk to partners and
drivers and explain to them the
process of obtaining leased vehi-
cles, manage the fleet and follow
up on leads. The job posting
read: 

“About The Company: Uber is
evolving the way the world
moves. By seamlessly connect-
ing riders to drivers through
their apps, they make cities more
accessible, opening up more
possibilities for riders and more
business for drivers. From their
founding in 2009 to their
launches in hundreds of cities
today, Uber’s rapidly expanding
global presence continues to
bring people and their cities
closer. Job Description: - Talking
to partners on contractual terms.
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The Supreme Court on Tues-
day upheld a ban imposed

by the Kerala government last
year on bars that are not
attached to five-star hotels serv-
ing or selling liquor, and ruled
that the state’s policy was not
arbitrary or discriminatory.

The state government, in an
order issued on 22 August 2014,
declared that bar licences would
be granted to only five-star
hotels. The order said Kerala
State Beverages Corporation
outlets would be phased out and
Sundays would be made dry
days, meaning alcohol would
not be sold.

The Oommen Chandy-led
Congress government aims to
usher in complete prohibition in
Kerala in the next 10 years. 

Dismissing appeals filed by
bar owners’ associations and
four-star hotels, a bench com-
prising justices Vikramajit Sen
and Shiva Kirti Singh upheld a
31 March verdict of the Kerala
high court. 

The court ruled that it was not
arbitrary or discriminatory to
restrict bar licences only to five-
star hotels. It said that it was in
public interest, given the extent
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2015 PERFORMANCE

Dec gains bring some 
relief to weak markets
BSE market cap crosses 
`1 trillion; investors 
hope for return of FIIs, 
pickup in earnings 
growth next year

A YEAR ON THE EDGE
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With two trading days left, the Sensex and Nifty have shed 5.2% and 
4.3% respectively in 2015, their worst performances since 2011. They 
still outperformed the MSCI’s EM index, which has shed 16.31%.

8.78%

-1.65%

10.17% 9.65%

Nikkei Shanghai
Composite Index

Tokyo Stock
Exchange

Dow Jones
MSCI Emerging

Market Index

-16.31%

PARAS JAIN/MINT

>Mark To Market: India’s share of world 
market cap lower than GDP share  >P14

ALSO SEE

SENSEX 26,079.48 Æ 45.35 NIFTY 7,928.95 Æ 3.80 DOLLAR `66.40 Æ `0.20 EURO `72.76 Æ 0.26 GOLD `25,210 Æ `40 OIL $37.64 Æ $1.02

India now has a sovereign
wealth fund. The 

National Investment and 
Infrastructure Fund (NIIF) 
will soon get a chief execu-
tive even as negotiations 
are on with strategic inves-
tors to put in capital above 
the `20,000 crore a year 
that the government has 
promised. This money will 
be leveraged through debt.

Governments are gener-
ally bad at picking invest-
ment opportunities. The 
key to the success of NIIF 
will be governance. Money 
is to be put not just into 
asset management compa-
nies that buy infrastructure 
assets but also private pro-
jects, both new and stalled. 
It is thus important that the 
fund managers are given 
operational freedom to 
invest in the most attractive
opportunities. 

The traditional phone 
calls from New Delhi that 
have led to so much 
trouble for Indian banks 
should have no scope to 
succeed in the case of NIIF. 
That also means that the 
governing council should 
not be dominated by politi-
cal appointees. NIIF will 
succeed only if crony capi-
talism is kept at bay.
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such schemes now operate in 15, at a cost 
approaching ₹2.5 trillion—about 0.7% of 
GDP. Unlike Taiwan, many of these pro-
grammes are explicitly electorally motivated 
and permanent, causing huge fiscal strain.

Both Taiwan and India illustrate a classic 
Keynesian-structural insight: GDP and over-

all income growth do not 
automatically translate to 
consumption growth when 
income distribution shifts 
against labour or to high-
saving households and 
firms. Export booms, capi-
tal-intensive technologies 
and financial repression 
can all raise aggregate out-
put but suppress mass pur-
chasing power.

In Taiwan, suppressed 
wages, an undervalued cur-
rency and inflated asset pri-
ces have produced excess 

savings and weak consumption. In India, low 
farm prices, informalization of labour and 
high household debt have worked similarly. 
In both, the marginal propensity to consume 
out of national income has declined.

Cash transfers, therefore, are not merely 
welfare instruments; they are macro-stabi-

now visible across Indian states.
In Taiwan, policymakers recognize that 

when growth is excessively export-led, cur-
rency management, corporate profits and 
balance-sheet strength can grow even as 
household incomes stagnate. Cash transfers 
are a direct way to address this.

The parallels with India 
are striking. India is among 
the fastest-growing large 
economies in the world, 
but consumption growth, 
especially rural, is lagging. 
Real rural wages have been 
flat and private investment 
uneven. Household debt 
has risen sharply.

Recognizing these 
stresses, policymakers 
have delivered multiple 
stimuli: sharp personal 
income-tax cuts, reduc-
tions in GST rates and mul-
tiple interest-rate cuts, accompanied by sub-
stantial liquidity injections by the central 
bank. This is indicative of growth not 
‘spreading’ fast enough.

Meanwhile, India has become the world’s 
largest laboratory for unconditional cash 
transfers to women. From one state in 2020, 

Its cash transfer  

underscores 

how high GDP 

growth can go 

with uneven 

earnings and 

consumption
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A
s 2025 draws to a close, India finds 
itself in a position that few large 
economies can credibly claim. 
Among major economies, it remains 
the fastest growing, underpinned by 
stronger institutions, improving 

credibility and a clear national direction.
Economic performance exceeded expectations 

across fronts. Domestic demand was resilient, 
supported by steady income growth and improved 
consumer sentiment. Service exports expanded 
strongly, reinforcing India’s role in global value 
chains linked to technology and knowledge servi-
ces. Manufacturing activity showed a gradual but 
unmistakable revival, aided by better capacity 
utilization, improved logistics and rising invest-
ment intent. Private investment gathered momen-
tum. Reflecting this broad-based strength, CII 
has raised its growth projection for 2025-26 to 
7.3–7.5% from 6.8–7.0%. This reflects not just 
cyclical strength, but rising confidence in India’s 
medium-term growth trajectory.

Macroeconomic stability provided a crucial 
anchor. Inflation was comfortably below target for 
much of the year, supported by improved food 
supply management, better logistics and tax 
rationalization. Monetary policy responded in a 
calibrated manner, balancing growth with finan-
cial stability. As India enters 2026, its macroeco-
nomic position is one of the strongest in recent 
years, even as we adjust to a phase where real and 
nominal growth rates converge.

Beyond the numbers, 2025 will be remembered 
as a year of decisive reform delivery. The rollout of 
GST 2.0 stands out. Simplified rate structures, 
reduced litigation, faster refunds and stronger 
compliance systems have lowered transaction 
costs for businesses. Predictability has improved 
and working capital stress has eased; and for con-
sumers, rationalized taxes raised affordability.

India’s income tax reforms also merit a special 
mention. Steps aimed at simplifying compliance, 
improving certainty, reducing litigation and rais-
ing disposable incomes helped reinforce con-
sumption and taxpayer confidence. Greater use of 
faceless assessments, faster grievance redressal 
and improved data analytics enhanced transpar-
ency and trust in the tax system.

The implementation of India’s four labour codes 
marked another transformational step. By consoli-
dating 29 central labour laws into a modern frame-
work, these strengthened worker protection while 
providing enterprises with clarity and flexibility. 
Over time, this will support formalization, raise 
productivity and enable sustained job creation.

Trade policy also saw renewed momentum. 
India concluded trade agreements with the UK, 
Oman and New Zealand, while negotiations pro-
gressed with the EU and others. Taken together, 

these efforts reflect a strategic shift to outward ori-
entation and trade-led growth, which is essential 
for India’s long-term competitiveness.

Looking ahead, 2026 must be a year of consoli-
dation and ambition. The next phase of India’s 
growth will depend on how effectively the govern-
ment and industry act on a medium-term agenda.

First, sustaining high-quality public capital 
expenditure must be central to India’s strategy. A 
renewed National Infrastructure Pipeline focused 
on outcomes, efficiency and speed is essential, 
with an emphasis on logistics, renewable energy, 
urban infrastructure, industrial corridors and 
digital connectivity. We need an enhanced shelf of 
bankable projects.

Second, India must mobilize patient, long-term 
capital. The creation of an India Development and 
Strategic Fund could play a catalytic role by sup-
porting infrastructure, our energy transition, tech-
nology upgrades by small businesses and human 
capital investments, while strengthening India’s 
strategic economic presence overseas.

Third, regulatory modernization must move 
decisively towards a digitization-first architecture. 
A Unified Enterprise Identity, an Entity Locker for 
enterprises, API-based compliance, a national 
compliance grid and digital legal repositories can 
dramatically reduce compliance costs and elimi-
nate duplication. This will improve the ease of 
doing business at scale.

Fourth, focus on innovation and research. Gov-
ernment support through the RDI Fund matters, 
but industry must lead. Private sector research and 
development spending is far below global norms. 

Companies should invest aggressively in applied 
research, artificial intelligence, clean energy, 
advanced materials and next-gen manufacturing 
to boost productivity and competitiveness.

Fifth, trade competitiveness will require a pre-
dictable and globally-aligned tariff philosophy 
along with export diversification. Progress on 
trade agreements will reinforce India’s position as 
a trusted global partner.

Sixth, financial-sector reforms must underpin 
long-term investment needs. Stronger develop-
ment finance institutions, evolving banking struc-
tures, deeper capital markets and a globally com-
petitive GIFT City ecosystem will be critical to 
financing India’s next growth phase.

Seventh, corporate governance is vital for India’s 
economic credibility. In today’s business ecosys-
tem shaped by technology, data and sustainability, 
governance frameworks must evolve, balancing 
board effectiveness, transparency, risk manage-
ment and long-term value creation. This does not 
require any policy or regulatory prescription, but 
industry-led voluntary action.

While government action is critical, industry 
too has a responsibility. We must invest with confi-
dence, scale up capacity, adopt advanced technol-
ogies and commit to skilling at scale. Sustainability 
must be integral to business strategy and transpar-
ency must guide corporate decisions. If the gov-
ernment leads with clarity and courage, and Indian 
industry responds with investment, innovation 
and responsibility, India can convert its reform 
momentum into enduring national confidence. I 
can commit that the CII will do its part.

Seven focal areas of action that  

could sustain India’s momentum

A focused mid-term policy agenda for the government and businesses would help keep the economy on a firm growth path
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A
merican President Donald Trump 
spent much of 2025 squandering 
the public’s support on what was 

once his best issue: immigration. Yes, he 
quickly delivered on his campaign promise 
to secure the southern border. But as the 
year unfolded, his anti-immigrant agenda 
drove policy far beyond where most Amer-
icans are willing to go. Trump has claimed 
the US is being “invaded”—on 15 March, he 
invoked the Alien Enemies Act to deport 
more than 200 Venezuelans to a prison in 
El Salvador—and that he’s only deporting 
violent criminals. But data from US Immi-
gration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) 
shows most have not been charged with 
crimes. His approval numbers on immigra-
tion have fallen from positive by 9 percent-
age points in March to negative by 11 points 
in December (Reuters/Ipsos polls).

Why so? Four key decisions:
One, draconian limits on refugees: Admis-

sions had grown under Joe Biden, swamp-
ing US support systems. On Trump’s first 
day in office, he pivoted to the other 
extreme with an executive order that shut 
the Refugee Admissions Program, leaving 
thousands of refugees stranded, including 
those with applications in process. The 
new admission rate is just 7,500. Trump 
has decried immigrants from what he calls 
‘Third World’ countries and been vocal 
about a preference for White immigrants. 
His refugee programme gives preference 
to White Afrikaners, whom Trump has said 
face persecution [in South Africa]. He is 
also promoting his anti-refugee stance as a 
new standard for Europe. In November, a 
State Department post on X warned that 
“Mass migration poses an existential threat 
to Western civilization and undermines 
the stability of key American allies.”

Two, legal status of immigrants who’ve 
done nothing wrong revoked: Trump has 
steadily widened the pool of illegal immi-
grants by stripping legal status from those 
who entered under temporary protections. 
He ended or is trying to end Temporary 
Protected Status for Haitians, Venezuelans, 
Afghans, Hondurans, Somalis, Ethiopians 
and others who arrived after being vetted. 
More than 1.2 million immigrants who had 
been here legally may soon find themselves 
subject to deportation.

Three, record numbers of immigrants 
detained: Over the summer, a temporary 
facility in Florida became known for its 
inhumane conditions—and its callous 
name: Alligator Alcatraz. It was the first of 
several nicknamed detention centres cele-
brated by the administration. A backlash 
against the facilities has been fierce. Offi-

cials are now said to be looking at private 
prisons and other existing facilities to han-
dle increased numbers of detainees. Those 
held have included some legal immigrants 
(like graduate students here on student 
visas) and even some US citizens. Some say 
they’ve been held for days or weeks with-
out due process.

Four, US cities hit hard with militarized  
enforcement: Under the guise of public 
safety, Trump began ordering National 
Guard troops to Los Angeles, Washington, 
Portland and Chicago. Federal agents from 
ICE, along with Border Patrol, also poured 
into those cities. ICE agents in masks and 
street clothes became a common sight, 
along with Border Patrol agents who 
adopted full combat kit as they engaged in 
dramatic raids and aggressive takedowns 
of immigrants who often had no criminal 
record. The tactics deployed under Trump 
are far more aggressive than under previ-
ous presidents, even though a number of 
former presidents deported more people. 
In Minneapolis, agents were recorded 
dragging a woman said to be pregnant 
across a street as protestors threw chunks 
of ice. (DHS called her “a vandal.”)

How far will Trump go? The Supreme 
Court is weighing whether to repeal birth-
right citizenship—a change Trump consid-
ers essential. Immigration agents have 
begun using mobile facial recognition 
technology to detect potential undocu-
mented immigrants in crowds, to the dis-
may of civil rights advocates. And ICE is on 
a hiring spree.

Trump’s immigration agenda is clear. He 
seeks more than a secure border and rid-
ding the US of “worst of the worst” criminal 
immigrants. Trump sees mass migration as 
a threat that could displace ‘American’ cul-
ture, even though that’s a mosaic made by 
immigration. His latest move is to set 
aggressive quotas of 100 to 200 a month on 
denaturalization, which strips immigrants 
of US citizenship. The process was once for 
a few cases of immigration fraud or other 
narrow circumstances. The new quotas 
represent a way to instill terror in those 
who thought they had cleared every hurdle 
on their long road to citizenship. 

The New Year should make Americans 
look deep within and ask themselves 
whether this is the country and the future 
they want. ©BLOOMBERG

Trump has lost public support 
for his policy on immigration

An excessively harsh crackdown is putting off American citizens

The methods used by ICE agents have 

appalled many Americans. AFP
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plans. Based on data from minor disruptions, 
regulators could estimate the likelihood of 
a ‘black swan’ mega disruption and map it 
against  the company’s capability to over-
come such a shock. For some SIISPs, data 
feeds could help regulators track variables in 
real-time for early signs of  an extreme event. 
This would give regulators a line of sight on 
interventions and timely recovery. 

The Directorate General of Civil Aviation, 
Central Electricity Regulatory Commission, 
Telecom Regulatory Authority of India and 
others could take a leaf out of RBI’s book. 
These regulators could conduct stress tests, 
assess resilience and set guidelines.

The systemic impact of a monopolistic 
player’s failure is agnostic of its market con-
duct. However, the genesis of both is often 
the mergers and acquisition (M&A) route. 
Given that no central entity looks at the 
aspect of concentration risk from an opera-
tional failure perspective, the CCI’s mandate 
may need to be enlarged too. While approv-
ing M&As among SIISPs, the CCI could be 
mandated to assess the impact of the merged 
SIISP entity’s failure on the Indian economy. 
With its enhanced role, perhaps the Compe-
tition Commission of India should be 
renamed the Competition and Concentra-
tion Risk Commission of India.

service providers’ (SIISPs). These industries 
need better risk oversight from regulators. 
Yet, with the exception of banking, most 
SIISP regulators do not explicitly take con-
centration risk into account. Operational 
risk management in many of these indus-
tries is also quite rudimentary compared to 
banking.

In the banking sector, it is well under-
stood that the failure of an entity or disrup-
tion of its services may create a domino 
effect in the economy through operational 
networks. Its regulator, the Reserve Bank of 
India (RBI), apart from regulating much else, 
is aware that some banks are ‘too-big-to-fail’ 
and pre-emptively intervenes to prevent 
bank failures or service disruption at scale. 

In a modern fast-evolving economy like 
ours, there are SIISPs beyond banking. 
These industries have such intricate net-
works that a disruption at one point could 
spread to other areas and engulf a significant 
portion of operations across India. Such 
SIISPs include transport providers such as 
airlines, power generators and power grid 
owners, providers of data and mobile con-
nectivity, email service providers and cloud 
data storage providers, to name a few.

The failure of one provider could cause a 
spike in demand for the same service from 

T
he recent incidence of unprecedented 
service disruptions at a major domes-
tic airline exposed a significant blind 

spot. Over-dependence on one (monopoly) 
or two (duopoly) players for an economically 
critical service exposes the economy to con-
centration risk. In the event of a monopolist 
failing to provide a key service, economic 
activity can get severely disrupted. It may be 
argued that a failure by a monopolist or 
duopolist to provide a critical economic ser-
vice  is a problem at least as serious as an out-
right abuse of market dominance by means 
of anti-competitive practices. The Competi-
tion Commission of India (CCI) has taken 
cognizance of the air-service disruption and 
reportedly plans to examine if the carrier 
abused its aviation dominance. 

  However, the issue of concentration risk 
attributable to market dominance remains 
unaddressed. Certain industries are critical 
to the functioning of the economy. Com-
mercial activity depends on what may be 
called ‘systemically important infrastructure 

Market dominance entails the risk of a systemic failure 
DEEP MUKHERJEE

is a risk management and AI 
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to the grip of such a monopoly, it is the play 
of forces which our whole economic system 
is intended to foster.”  

Debates on the dominance of a player in 
an industry tend to focus almost exclusively 
on the potential for market abuse or anti-
competitive practices. Worryingly, though, 

these debates often neglect 
the economic impact of the 
failure of a major infra-
structure provider. How-
ever, what needs to be dis-
cussed is the risk of such a 
player’s failure to meet cus-
tomer needs at scale. This is 
determined by how sophis-
ticated its operational risk 
management and resil-
ience practices are. This is 
independent of whether it 
is abusing its market domi-
nance.  

We need to expand regu-
latory mandates: Most regulators of SIISPs 
should track all major players in a critical 
industry for operational resilience, perhaps 
along the lines of what RBI does. This would 
include assessing such companies for how 
they manage operational risks, apart from 
the specifics and feasibility of their resilience 

other providers, which may face operational 
risks of their own, given a sudden surge. 
What can we do to mitigate risks?

We must broaden our view of market domi-
nance: We must reject the generalization 
that dominant players in any industry always 
abuse their dominance. This is not true. The 
US has among the world’s 
most stringent antitrust 
frameworks. However, US 
judge Learned Hand, while 
deciding on the watershed 
case of United States vs. 
Alcoa, rejected the idea 
that market share alone 
implies monopoly power 
and emphasized that a 
business’s conduct is more 
important: “The successful 
competitor, living sub-
stantially within the law, 
will doubtless see his com-
petitors die one by one, but 
he will not be commanded to bury the dead.” 
Giving credit to market leaders, he stated, “A 
single producer may be a survivor out of a 
group of active competitors merely by virtue 
of superior skill, foresight and industry. In 
such cases, a strong argument can be made 
that [while] the result may expose the public 

Regulators in 

critical sectors 

could take a 

leaf from RBI’s 

book to curb 

operational 

disruptions 
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T
he year 2025 will go down as one in which India woke up to the real-
isation that it needed to stand up and be counted. To be assertive
and aggressive in the face of terror attacks sponsored by its prickly
neighbour, Pakistan, was a necessity and India, drawing an imagi-

nary line in the sand, went on to establish a new level of offensive military
operations, striking deeper into Pakistan’s territory than it had in previous
‘surgical strikes’.

The year became even more significant because India realised that it had
to stand up to a trade bully, assert its individuality and its right to strategic
autonomy, pursue the protection of its interests in a multipolar world and
seek to diversify its export trade because the USA, long considered a coun-
try that needed India as a counterbalance to China, had imposed tariffs and
sanctions amounting to 50 per cent because it had been buying Russian oil.

The narrative of the near war that India and Pakistan fought for four days
in May might have two versions. There may also have been operational
losses, including of aircraft, as India waged aerial combat before switching
to calibrated drone and missile attacks. There was sufficient proof from
high-resolution before-and-after images published by international media

that the balance of the conflict was tilted very
much in India’s favour, establishing India’s edge
in targeting of Pakistan’s military facilities and
airfields, including the Nur Khan air base that
may have been a little too close for comfort of the
Pakistan’s armed forces.

Donald Trump’s claim of successful mediation
pre-empted the ceasefire declared on the evening
of May 10 had been the first irritant that was to
snowball into a standoff with the US President in
the matter of trade and much else. India’s
resolve to assert itself had hardened and this
brought about a full rethink on global ties with
the optics of a meeting with China’s Xi Jinping
and Russia’s Vladimir Putin in Tianjin, China
driving the point home to the West.

It has always been said about international
relations that there are no permanent friends or foes, but only permanent
interests. And India’s worldview received a big push in that direction as
active pursuit of trade deals led to the signing of landmark agreements with
diverse countries, in Europe, the Gulf, Latin America, Central Asia and
New Zealand in the deep south. Amid all this, a trade deal with America is
also said to be in the offing, subject to the US President Donald Trump sign-
ing off on it.

The assertion of independence will come at a price. To be equated with
Pakistan after the conflict, as the USA did before swinging all the way
towards a nation with the dictatorial Asim Munir in charge, was an insult
more than material loss. 

The effect of tariffs was also nullified to an extent with the exporters were
willing to take a hit rather than shut their deals and yet there are losses to
be borne. In a year in which India rediscovered its power, its international
presence, and its economic heft, the small losses are like badges of the
courage it took to steer an independent course.
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In 2025, India awoke to
power of independence

In a year in which
India rediscovered

its power, its
international 

presence, and its
economic heft,

the small losses
are like badges of

the courage it
took to steer an

independent
course.

The Supreme Court’s decision to stay the Delhi High Court’s suspension of
former BJP MLA Kuldeep Singh Sengar’s life sentence based on mere
technical grounds is a welcome development.

Sengar was convicted of raping a 16-year-old girl, who approached him for a
job in June 2017 at Unnao in Uttar Pradesh, and of getting the victim’s father
killed in judicial custody. He and his family allegedly tried to browbeat the vic-
tim’s family through rioting in 2017 and attacking the victim’s aunts and
lawyer in July 2019. He was convicted and given a life imprisonment under
Section 5(C) and 6 of the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences.

Rape is one of the worst offences that puts the victim through long-term phys-
ical, psychological, and emotional trauma. If the public authorities, who were
supposed to protect the law, begin to violate it, they need extraordinary pun-
ishment. This was the rationale behind Section 5(c) of the Protection of
Children from Sexual Offences (Pocso), which deals with aggravated penetra-
tive sexual assault. 

The imprisonment for penetrative sexual assault under Section 4 of the Pocso
is a minimum of 10 years and a maximum of life imprisonment. For aggravat-
ed penetrative sexual assault,  the convict can be imprisoned for a minimum of
20 years and a maximum of life imprisonment.

Sengar’s lawyer convinced the Delhi High Court that a legislator does not
come under the definition of a public servant and got his sentence suspended
— even though he was imprisoned only for seven years and five months, which
is less than the minimum sentence of 10 years' jail given in any rape case.

The Unnao case represented the triumph of David over Goliath and the weak
over the strong. The victim and her family faced several challenges and
harassment to get the former Unnao legislator punished. After such an extra-
ordinary struggle, if the convict was released, merely on technical grounds, it
would be a travesty of justice. 

The Supreme Court must be applauded for preventing the miscarriage of jus-
tice.

Justice above technicalities

Amid ‘apathy’ of
the vast majority,

‘intent’ will always
hold upper hand

Intent has an ally in apathy. Intent seeks to
take ground; apathy will kindly adjust.
Intent is the Bharatiya Janata Party’s deter-

mination to implement its ideology. The party
has the power of government and the backing
of a significant number of Indians who want
the ideology implemented. This number is
actually a minority as every election has
shown. But it is armed with intent.

Apathy is the inability of the rest of us, who
are a majority, to resist it. The expectation,
even from those who acknowledge the reality
and its dangers, is that the problems created by
the government must be solved by checks and
balances. That the Opposition, and Parliament
and the justice system will manage the prob-
lem. But it has not so far and this new year we
are entering into will show again that it cannot.

To those who are new to this: What does the
BJP’s ideology seek? It wants to persecute and
harm minority Indians, Muslims and
Christians, and that is about it. The ideology
has no higher purpose and offers nothing of
value other than going after fellow Indians. It
exists as hate and expresses itself as hate. This
emotion in inexhaustible and can renew itself
and always find new ground to fight battles on.
The new year, 2026, will show this as well.

In 2025, we continued down a path we took
more than a decade ago. Rajasthan became the
eighth state to ban marriage between Hindus

and Muslims. This happened in September,
three months ago. In September 1935, Germany
banned marriage between Jews and Christians.
These relationships were labelled as “race
defilement” (Rassenschande), to the horror of
the world. India has done this through cleverly
named laws that seek to achieve the same
thing. The law empowers a bureaucrat to deter-
mine whether an adult is entitled to change
their faith. The other provisions in the law
repeat or tighten the provisions made in simi-
lar laws that the BJP has introduced over the
last few years.

The intent was first shown in the 2018
Uttarakhand Freedom of Religion Act. This law
had an innovation. It is aimed at preventing
inter-faith marriage by criminalising conver-
sion but it makes an exemption for people to
convert to their “ancestral religion”. The term
was left undefined but readers will not require
to be told what it means.

This law was passed and implemented. No
resistance from the courts. Intent noted this
and sought to take more ground. Similar laws
came to Himachal Pradesh in 2019, Uttar
Pradesh in 2020, Madhya Pradesh and Gujarat
in 2021, Haryana and Karnataka in 2022. Note
that the government changed in Karnataka but
the law remains. Intent will always win over
apathy. Rajasthan became the eighth state and
will not be the last.

Alert readers will observe how rapidly the
space was occupied in a few years, while rever-
sal happened nowhere. The same story is
repeated on the issue of beef. The first laws
criminalising the possession of beef came only
in 2015 (by BJP governments in Maharashtra
and Haryana). These laws and the discourse
surrounding them produced a new category of
violence: beef lynching. In my decades as a
journalist, I had not heard of such a thing as a
beef lynching before this, but the act is now so
commonplace as to be normal. There are end-
less murders all around us and apathy has
adjusted to them, making space for intent.
Gujarat, the laboratory which has now become
a factory, passed a law in 2017 that made cattle
slaughter punishable by life in prison. This is
an economic offence, but no white-collar crime
attracts life. Those who steal billions can be
rehabilitated, as we are seeing happen before
us.

A few weeks ago, Uttar Pradesh said it want-
ed the case against those accused of the first
infamous lynching, that of Akhlaq in
September 2015, to be withdrawn, because jus-
tice is offensive. The judge bravely refused this
and the decade-old trial will continue, but we
have to turn to individual acts of courage in a
land ruled generally by apathy. The total exclu-
sion of 200 million Indian Muslims from power
at the Centre is today as normal as it might be

in a nation where discrimination is legal.
Indians shrug their shoulders.

Intent will violently disrupt the annual festi-
val of Christians and the rest of us will look on.
Disapproval is not the same as action and
intent takes violent action while apathy will
pull out its mobile phones and record.

A law criminalising the divorce of only one
religion came in 2019, and for all the rest it
remains a civil offence. A law excluding only
one religion from the Citizenship Amendment
Act also came in 2019. A law which prevents
Indians of one religion from buying and rent-
ing property in Gujarat, where even foreigners
can, was tightened in 2019. We are told that
India was at the forefront of fighting apartheid
in South Africa but today we are comfortable
with it being practised in our own land. If we
were not comfortable, if we were outraged, then
we would do something about it. Kashmiri car-
pet seller lynching and Bangladeshi vendor
lynching have joined beef lynching and we
have been inert.

Intent will not relent because intent seeks to
achieve something; while apathy wants only to
not be disturbed.

This new year will bring, once again, a repeti-
tion of both intent and apathy.

The writer is the chair of Amnesty
International India. Twitter: @aakar_patel
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T
here is little rea-
son to expect a
more coordinated
response to cli-
mate action in

future, than the lacklustre
outcome at the Belem global
summit in Brazil in
November. Global contesta-
tion and transactional
arrangements are on the
increase. This augurs poor-
ly for protecting the global
commons. Nor is there a
groundswell of a “greater”
moral force to glue coordi-
nated actions for the good of
humanity.

For half a century after
the Second World War, ide-
ology did fashion coordinat-
ed political action — the lib-
eral, free market Western
theology versus centralised,
Communist discipline. In
1990, once the Soviet Union
collapsed, Francis
Fukuyama prematurely
claimed victory for liberal-
ism. What we got instead is
the absence of ideology or
principled State action,
beyond a focus on transac-
tional gains.

China, despite its
“Chinese characteristics” is
more efficiently capitalist
than the US. The US is as
authoritarian as Russia
with centralisation of pow-
ers in the two Presidents.
The UK is more timidly
socialist that India. There is
no recognisable grand polit-
ical framework, to induce
agreement on much needed,
deep, social and economic
adjustments and change —
such as who must bear the
cost of a “just transition”.
And there are mammoth
changes on the way — cli-
mate action to keep the
earth safe is one.
Harnessing the benefits of
Artificial Intelligence with-
out unleashing its disrup-
tive outcomes on human
dignity, communities and
cultures is another.
Countries are adrift, work-
ing out practical paths,
from first principles, to face
uncertain futures.

Even if by some miracle,
we manage to navigate the
ravages of climate change,

the relentless growth of AI,
robotics and space-based
military capacity will
reduce “agency” with
today’s human power cen-
tres — villages, cities,
provinces and countries.
Existing country borders
might become historical
landmarks not markers for
trade, investment or mili-
tary control. Territorial
conquests might become
unnecessary as neural con-
quests capture the minds
and imagination of entire
countries at scale, subvert-
ing domestic leadership
and management struc-
tures.

The trilogy of AI, robotics
and neural science
advances will have three
consequences. First,
unimaginable advances in
efficiency as already visible
in compute capabilities.
Global installed data centre
capacity is 114 GW in 2025,
up from 21.4 GW in 2005 – a
five-time increase in 20
years. Meanwhile, transis-
tor density has increased by
one hundred times from 90
nanometres in 2000 to 2
nanometres in 2025, pack-
ing in more power, reduced
electricity use and materi-
als consumption and lower
heat loss.

Second, there are already
about 8 million industrial
and service robots in use
today, with China the
fastest adaptor at about 2
million robots. That is still
miniscule relative to the
global human workforce of
about 3.5 billion. But robots
are expected to boom at
high single digits per year
even as growth in human
population slows. Today,
we do not measure a robot’s
capacity to do work in
terms of the number of
humans it replaces. But
that is how the metric of
“horsepower” was devised
in the eighteenth century to
market steam engines,
which replaced horses.
Today, horses are show
pieces whilst engines are
everywhere. If robots
increase by eight per cent
per year over the next

eighty years, their numbers
will exceed the entire global
human workforce today.

Third, selective but signif-
icant application of useful
life extension practices can
make “retirement”, or “old
age”, redundant for those
few deemed necessary for
society or those with the
financial power to access
“forever” life. Social media
already peddles advice on
age reversal practices.
Everlasting useful life and
robotic advances weaken
the incentive for population
growth.

Humans — or a rarified,
self-selected segment there-
of — will continue to be in
charge even in the age of
robotics. But it is uncertain
whether the deeply
ingrained belief in inviola-
bility of human life — a fun-
damental compact across
humans — will continue to
be relevant once their use-
fulness in the process of
production becomes mar-
ginal.

Humanity might per-
versely go to great lengths
to seek out the best and the
brightest to be feted and
preserved. But the primacy
afforded in law today to
human life and dignity
might lose its salience
alongside a quiet burial of
the axiom of equity. Unlike
the specific cases of war
crimes and genocide,
“crimes against humanity”
are not prosecuted under a
specific UN treaty and
countries adopt transac-
tional approaches. South
Africa took Israel to the
International Court of
Justice (ICJ) over alleged
genocide in Gaza, and the
United States responded
vengefully by threatening
to exclude South Africa
from its upcoming G-20
presidency in 2026.

How resilient will the
“civilised” bonds of human-
ity, as enshrined in our
Constitution and interna-
tional laws, prove to be
when faced with the

predicament that much of
humanity is surplus or past
their “use by” date? It is the
fashion today to emphasise
that there will be no net job
loss from AI. McKinsey, a
consultancy, uses the blithe
phrase that jobs will be
affected but not work. But
what about job holders?
How many will be able to
make the transition to new
skill sets? The “new jobs”
might be spatially far
removed from where the
old jobs are lost. Most job
seekers are local and seam-
less migration — particu-
larly across borders — no
longer seems feasible. The
sensible thing might be to
end the tax advantages for
capital investment and sub-
sidise human employment,
and if that fails, to intru-
sively regulate the extent of
substitution of humans by
machines. So, will it be back
to the high noon of State
controls and human-centric
development as practised
by left-of-centre govern-
ments?

Elon Musk envisions that
no one should save for a
rainy day, because the State
will provide a “high univer-
sal wage” to all. A vision
which, paradoxically, juxta-
poses a “big” State with ele-
vated levels of production
efficiency and government
savings (a never experi-
enced before combination)
such that a river of riches
would flow from the govern-
ment to the people.

If robots are around the
corner, India can still cope,
because the total fertility
rate is already below the
replacement rate and the
population will peak in 2060
— though north of the
Deccan, fertility rates
remain high and need to be
tapered aggressively via
gender empowerment and
skill development. Also, the
tech paranoia is a bit pre-
mature. The dinosaurs
were dominant for 252 mil-
lion years, the mammals for
sixty-six million years.
Humans have been in the
hot seat for just 0.2 million
years.

We still have time to get
our ducks in a row before it
becomes time to pack up.

The writer is
Distinguished Fellow,

Chintan Research
Foundation, and was earli-

er with the IAS and the
World Bank

Sanjeev Ahluwalia

Territorial conquests
might become
unnecessary as neur-
al conquests capture
the minds and imagi-
nation of entire
countries at scale,
subverting domestic
leadership and man-
agement structures.

Synchronise the AI pace,
robotics, population fall

SIGACHI EXPLOSION
The arrest of Sigachi
Industries chief Amit Raj
Sinha for the explosion in
the plant in June is a
reminder of corporate
accountability (Chief of
Sigachi arrested for blast,
Dec. 29). Authorities must
ensure a transparent inves-
tigation and strict punish-
ment if negligence is
proven. Industrial safety
cannot be compromised
upon for profit. Incidents
such as the June 30 blast
erode public trust. Strong
regulation and responsible
leadership are essential to
prevent future disasters in
our country today.

Nagarajamani M.V.
Hyderabad 

The unconscionable delay in statu-
tory compensation to families of the
Sigachi blast victims mocks justice.
The state must act immediately,
enforce the law, and restore dignity
to the bereaved.

Siraj ur Rahman
Hyderabad

MALARIA DECLINES
It is good to hear that malaria cases
are declining in Telangana
(Malaria diminishes in TG, cases
fall to 270, Dec. 29). Primary health
centres did an appreciable job,
focusing on diagnosis and immedi-
ate treatment of malaria. If migrant
labourers are also educated in these
lines, the number can become negli-
gible.

Shaik Tajunnisa
Secunderabad

Persistent issues like stagnant
water, poor drainage, and poverty
remain major obstacles. Public
health measures must go hand-in-
hand with civic infrastructure
improvements to achieve the goal.

Dr O Prasada Rao
Hyderabad

CHINESE MANJA
The ban on dangerous synthetic
Chinese manja is a necessary step,
and citizens support it (Manja
string wraps around neck, teen hurt,
Dec. 27). However, a permanent ban
is unrealistic, as it has legitimate
uses in trades such as jewellery and
crafts. A practical solution would be
for the government to distribute
free, approved kite manja during
festivals like Sankranti.

Syed Abdul Muzzammil
Hyderabad
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BJP MP’S REMARKS
Already the ongoing SIR in
West Bengal is getting
murkier even as the ruling
TMC is leaving no stone
unturned to stop it (WB
BJP MP calls Prez, PM
Pakistani, Dec. 29). Two
booth level officers died
allegedly due to work pres-
sure related to the ongoing
SIR in WB. As if this is not
enough, a Rajya Sabha MP
of BJP makes such a highly
inflammatory and contro-
versial statement describ-
ing the President and the
Prime Minister of India as
Pakistanis and the
Governor of WB a
Bangladeshi. The ruling
TMC seized the opportunity
to pounce upon the BJP
and make bizarre accusa-
tions of a larger conspiracy
for undertaking SIR in WB,
etc.

Govardhana Myneedu
Vijayawada

CULLING STRAYS
It is very shocking to learn that
about 250 dogs and puppies were
culled and buried in three pits (Over
250 stray dogs culled with lethal
injections, Dec. 29). The apex court
noticed the menace of stray dogs
and directed officials to shift the
stray dogs to specially designed
shelters, administer anti-rabies vac-
cination and take up birth control
measures. It is true that to follow
the directions of the apex has prac-
tical problems. But culling and
burying such a large number of
dogs are not appropriate.

Pratapa Reddy Yaramala
Tiruvuru

ARJUN CHARGED
The decision to charge celebrity
cine star Allu Arjun is mere politi-
cal witch-hunt (Pushpa 2 stampede:
Actors liable). He caught the ire of
Chief Minister N. Chandrababu
Naidu the political guru of
Telangana Chief Minister A.
Revanth Reddy, for giving indirect
support to his rival party candidate
in Rayalaseema which led to this
chargesheet. All wings of
Government have become tools of
all politicians, especially police who
become watchdogs of politicians in
power. It is fine if they apply the law
unbiasedly.

Ch. V.B.R. Naidu
Srikakulam
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INDICATORS %
Sensex 84,695.54 -0.41
Nifty 50 25,942.10 -0.38
S&P 500* 6,897.80 0.46
Dollar ( 89.94 0.08
Pound Sterling ( ) 121.29 0.10
Euro ( 105.82 0.06
Gold (10gm)* ( ) 135,136▼4,737 -3.39
Brent crude ($/bbl)* 62.02 2.28
IN 10-Yr bond yield 6.595 0.53
US 10-Yr T-bill yield* 4.112 -0.022

* As of 8:30 PM IST

Arvind Fashions
to acquire share
in fashion brand
Arvind Fashions on Monday
said it will acquire Flipkart
group’s 31.25 per cent stake in
Arvind Youth Brands for 35
crore. Arvind Youth Brands is
currently enga-ged in business
of apparel and accessories
under the brand name Flying
Machine. “Our relationship with
Flipkart will continue ensuring
consumers can still shop Flying
Machine on its platforms,” Arv-
ind Fashions managing director
and CEO Amisha Jain said.

L&T bags radial
road project in
Telangana
Larsen & Toubro (L&T) on Mon-
day said it has bagged a signif-
icant order for the Hyderabad
greenfield radial road project.
The contract, awarded to L&T’s
transportation infrastructure
business vertical, covers the
second phase of the project in
Ranga Reddy district. It involv-
es the construction of a 22.3
km 3+3 lane access-controlled
radial road to boost connectivi-
ty in the region, L&T said in a
filing to BSE.

IHC opens 45-key
resort and spa
project in Bhutan
Tata Group owned-Indian
Hotels Company Ltd (IHCL) on
Monday announced the open-
ing of the 45-key Taj Paro
Resort & Spa, expanding its
presence in Bhutan. The hospi-
tality firm said the opening was
also an extension of its part-
nership with CG Hospitality.
The current operating footprint
of the partnership between
IHCL and CG Hospitality in the
Indian sub-continent and the
Middle East.

Jindal Steel to
add capacity at
Raigarh unit
Jindal Steel on Monday
announced an expansion plan
for doubling the annual manu-
facturing capacity of structural
steel at its Raigarh facility to 2
million tonnes. Jindal Steel said
it will commission a new struc-
tural steel mill, alongside
advanced upstream and down-
stream technology upgrades.
The expansion will enhance
availability of heavy and ultra-
heavy structural steel sections
in India, the company said.

Rising household incomes, convenience key driversCART | LOAD

New Delhi, Dec. 29: The
era of the delivery day’
ended in 2025 as India’s
retail landscape under-
went a fundamental trans-
formation, with the great
convergence of traditional
e-commerce and quick
commerce erasing the
boundaries between
planned shopping and
instant gratification.

What began as an experi-
mental race to deliver gro-
ceries in ten minutes has
evolved into a multi-bil-
lion-dollar infrastructure
play that now moves every-
thing from high-end elec-
tronics to white goods in
minutes.

According to a year-end

report by RedSeer Stra-
tegy Consultants, quick
commerce has become
India’s fastest-growing ret-
ail format, reaching 3.3
crore monthly users acr-
oss 150+ cities.

Rising household inco-
mes and a growing prefer-
ence for convenience have
made quick commerce the
preferred shopping chan-

nel for an increasing share
of urban consumers.

E-commerce giants
Amazon and Flipkart had
to launch their own quick
commerce arms to not
miss out on the massive
treasure trove of quick
commerce market.

Dark stores transitioned
from small neighbourhood
hubs to megapods. These
larger facilities, typically
around 10,000-12,000 sq ft,
are now capable of stock-
ing over 50,000 stock-keep-
ing units (SKUs), enabling
platforms to deliver iPho-
nes and ACs with the same
velocity as milk and bread.

However, the rapid physi-
cal expansion of dark

stores triggered significa-
nt friction within broader
retail ecosystem. Cons-
umer unions intensified
calls against regulatory
oversight as Q-com began
eroding the margins of
traditional Kirana stores.

The government notified
four labour codes in Nove-
mber to bring the vast seg-
ment of gig workers under
formal regulatory recogni-
tion and social security
which transitioned them
from fringes of unorgan-
ised sector.

The trajectory heading
into 2026 suggests a year
defined by dual themes of
order consolidation and
category deepening. —PTI 

33 mn using quick commerce
New Delhi, Dec. 29:
India’s agriculture sector
closed 2025 with a projec-
tion of record foodgrain
output surpassing last
year’s 357.73 million ton-
nes (MT) despite US tariffs
disrupting farm exports,
while landmark GST
reforms delivered input
cost relief, and stakehold-
ers await passage of key
seed and pesticide bills in
2026 to tackle fake inputs.

“We are hopeful of achie-
ving record foodgrain pro-
duction this year 2025-26
(July-June). Kharif output
remained positive and rabi
sowing is progressing
well,” agriculture ecretary

Devesh Chaturvedi said.
Above-normal southwest

monsoons boosted kharif
sowing, with the agricul-
ture ministry’s estimate
projected kharif foodgrain
output at a record 173.33
MT for 2025-26. 

Rabi sowing as of

December 19 reached
659.39 lakh hectares - up 8
lakh hectares year-on-year.

The 56th GST Council’s
decision to cut rates on
farm inputs from 18 per
cent to 5 per cent emerged
as 2025’s most significant
policy intervention. — PTI

Capital, liquidity buffers remain above regulatory requirements
FALAKNAAZ SYED
MUMBAI, DEC. 29

Banking sector in India
remained resilient during
FY25 and FY26 so far sup-
ported by strong balance
sheets, sustained prof-
itability and improved
asset quality with gross
non-performing assets
(GNPA) ratio to gross
advances declining to a
multi-decadal low of 2.1
per cent at end-September
this year, said RBI in a
report on Monday.

“Improvement in asset
quality of banks observed
since 2018-19, measured by
their declining GNPA
ratios, continued during
FY25. The GNPA ratio of
scheduled commercial
banks (SCBs) declined to a
multi-decadal low of 2.2
per cent in March 2025
from 2.7 per cent same
period previous year,”
said the RBI.

During FY25, around
42.8 per cent of reduction
in GNPAs was due to
recoveries and upgrada-
tions. Net NPA (NNPA) ra-
tio also declined to 0.5 per
cent in this March, partly
reflecting higher provi-
sioning. The slippage
ratio of SCBs, which mea-
sures new accretions to
NPAs as a share of standa-
rd advances, declined for
fifth consecutive year to
1.4 per cent at March 2025.

Net Profit of SCBs rose
during FY2025 at 14.8 per
cent to `4.01 lakh crore. In
2023-24, profits increased
32.8 per cent to `3.5 lakh
crore. “The Indian bank-
ing sector remained res-
ilient, underpinned by a
strong balance sheet, sus-
tained profitability, steadi-
ly improving asset quality,
and high capital buffers.
NBFCs also saw robust

performance, it said. 
Bank credit and deposit

growth continued in dou-
ble-digits. Capital and liq-
uidity buffers remained
above regulatory require-
ments across bank groups. 

Asset quality in retail
loan segments such as
housing, education and
credit cards has improved
even though certain seg-
ments continue to see
strains, the report noted. 

Within retail loan seg-
ments, the bad loan ratio
for consumer durables
was the highest. Within
loans to industry, the
leather and leather prod-
ucts segment continued to
have the highest bad loan
ratio, the RBI said.

India’s financial system
remains well equipped to
support economic expan-
sion. The RBI noted rising
risks from climate change
to financial stability. 

INDIA, AUSTRALIA
BILATERAL TRADE
RISING: GOYAL
MADHUSUDAN SAHOO
NEW DELHI, DEC. 29

India and Australia
marked the third anniver-
sary of their economic
cooperation and trade
agreement (ECTA), show-
ing a significant rise in
trade between the two
nations. 

Acknowledging the
development, the com-
merce and industry min-
ister Piyush Goyal on
Monday said that the
move would open up fresh
opportunities for India’s
labour-intensive sectors,
as the two countries
marked the third anniver-
sary of the bilateral trade
pact.

With the deal, Indian
exports to Australia will
get a major boost with 100
per cent of Australian tar-
iff lines set to move to
zero duty under the Ind-
ia–Australia ECTA from
January 1, 2026. 

“Over the past three
years, the agreement has
delivered sustained exp-
ort growth, deeper mar-
ket access, and stronger
supply-chain resilience,
benefiting Indian
exporters, MSMEs, farm-
ers, and workers alike,”
the minister said in a post
on X.

Bitcoin touches $90K,
signals further rally 
New York, Dec. 29:
Bitcoin rose in Asia trad-
ing to top $90,000, hinting
at a potential breakout
after the token missed out
on a Santa rally that sent
stocks to record highs. 

The original cryptocur-
rency rose as much as
3.1 per cent to above
$90,200 in
Singapore on
Monday. Other
cryptocurrencies
also jumped, with
Ether up as much as
4 per cent to surpass
$3,000. 

Bitcoin was largely
unmoved as S&P 500 surg-
ed to a record close in the
build-up to Christmas. 

The wider crypto space
has yet to recover from a
weeks-long selloff that
began in October this year
with the liquidation of
some $19 billion worth of

leveraged positions. 
That episode hollowed

out the market, with trad-
ers reluctant to bet big on
comeback since. Now, the-
re are early signs of shift
in mood. 

Monday’s uptick
“appears somewhat

driven by short
term retail trad-
ers taking on
growing posi-
tions in futu-

res,” said Sebas-
tian Bea, chief

investment officer of
ReserveOne Inc., a crypto
treasury firm. 

The Bitcoin funding
rate, a key barometer of
crypto sentiment, is at its
highest level since Oct. 18,
according to CryptoQuant
data, signaling growing
demand for bullish bets in
the perpetual futures mar-
ket. — Bloomberg

India eyes record food
production of 357 MT

Banks report 30 % increase in
fraud amount to 21,515 crore
FALAKNAAZ SYED
MUMBAI, DEC. 29

Even as the total number
of bank frauds decreased,
the amount involved in
frauds rose 30 per cent dur-
ing April to September
2025, said the Reserve
Bank of India (RBI) report
released on Monday. 

According to RBI, Indian
banks reported 5,092 fra-
uds amounting to `21,515
crore in H1 FY26, mostly
pertaining to advances
fraud. During H1 FY25,
banks had reported a total
of 18,386 frauds am-ount-
ing to `16,569 crore.

“Frauds present multiple
challenges by exposing
financial institutions to

reputational, operational
and business risks, while
also weakening customer
trust. During 2024-25, the
total number of frauds
decreased. However, the
amount involved in frauds
increased,” said the RBI.

Meanwhile, the central
bank will issue compre-
hensive norms for regulat-
ed entities on advertising,
marketing and sales prac-
tices to prevent misselling
of financial products and
services, the RBI said. 

The offices of the RBI
Ombudsman (ORBIOs)
received about 2.96 lakh
complaints during the
2024-25, marking an
increase of 0.8 percent
over the previous year.

Silver reaches 2.4 L a kg
after extreme price swings
New Delhi, Dec. 29:
Silver prices extended the
record-setting rally for the
fifth straight day on
Monday, jumping `3,650 to
`2,40,000 per kg in the
national capital due to
persistent buying by
traders, according to the
All India Sarafa
Association.

The white precious
metal had closed at
`2,36,350 per kilogram on
Friday.

So far this year, silver
prices have delivered
remarkable returns, surg-
ing 167.55 per cent, or
`1,50,300, from `89,700 per
kg recorded on December
31, 2024.

Meanwhile, gold of 99.9
per cent purity retreated
from its record levels by
declining `500 to `1,41,800
per 10 grams (inclusive of
all taxes). It had climbed
`1,500 to hit a fresh record
of `1,42,300 per 10 grams
in the previous market
session.

Gold traded weak on
Monday as traders booked
profit after the yellow
metal in the international
markets slipped nearly $70
to $4,463 per ounce amid
high volatility, Jateen Tr-
ivedi, VP research analyst
- Commodity and Curre-
ncy, LKP Securities, said.

In global markets, spot
gold was trading lower by
$69.67, or 1.54 per cent, at
$4,462.96 per ounce.

Spot silver retreated
from lifetime highs to
trade lower by $4.06, or
5.13 per cent, to $75.09 per
ounce, pressured by prof-
it-taking after an end-of-

year rally that notched a
fresh record of $83.97 per
ounce. “The broader trend
remains volatile as mar-
kets reassess positions
after the recent sharp
rally. This week, the
Federal Reserve's meeting
minutes will be a key trig-
ger, while the US holiday
period could keep trading
volumes relatively thin,”
Trivedi said.

Hareesh V, head of com-
modity Research, Geojit
Investments Ltd, said, “In
2025, gold, and silver rea-
ched record highs, driven
by a potent blend of mac-
roeconomic shifts, indus-
trial demand, and struc-
tural supply tightness.”

He further said com-
modities have arguably
become the standout out-
performer while equities
continue to deliver modest
gains, it's the surge in raw
materials that's capturing
attention.

“This divergence reflects
rising demand for tangi-

ble assets amid inflation
concerns, resilient indus-
trial consumption post-
Covid, and mounting geo-
political risks, factors that
have boosted commodities
appeal relative to paper
assets,” Hareesh V said.

On market outlook, he
added that in 2026 and be-
yond, the bullish trend in
commodities appears poi-
sed to persist, driven by
enduring structural dyn-
amics across sectors.

“Gold remains underpi-
nned by sustained central
bank accumulation and
elevated geopolitical risk,
declining real interest
rates and ongoing macro
uncertainty further sup-
port its safe-haven status.
Silver may benefits from
prolonged supply deficits
and surging industrial
demand, especially from
solar, AI, EVs, and elec-
tronics, kee-ping it in
price-discovery territory,”
Hareesh V of Geojit
Investments said. — PTI

Markets may raise 4 L-cr in
2026 through over 350 IPOs 
RAVI RANJAN PRASAD
MUMBAI, DEC. 29

Primary market fund
mobilisation in 2026 is
expected to be in the range
of `3.5 to `4 lakh crore,
said a primary market
outlook report.

“Based on historical tre-
nds and visible pipeline,
mainboard IPO activity is
likely to remain in the 100
to 120 listings range, while
SME listings could exceed
250, subject to market con-
ditions,” investment bank-
ing firm Pantomath
Capital Advisors said.

In 2025 there  were 373
IPOs (103 mainboard, 270
SME) that raised around
`1.95 lakh crore, making

India number one globally
by number of IPOs. 

“India’s primary market
today reflects structural
maturity rather than
cyclical exuberance,” said
Mahavir Lunawat, CMD,
Pantomath Capital. 

While Mumbai remains
the anchor, accounting for
37 per cent and 38 per cent
of retail and HNI applica-
tions respectively, there

has been strong traction
from Ahmedabad, Surat,
Rajkot, Bhavnagar and
Mehsana, Bhilai, Kendra-
para, and Hisar. 

Meanwhile, an outlook
report by Motilal Oswal
said 2026 will see recovery
and steady growth. 

“Improvement in corpo-
rate earnings, supportive
domestic policies and a
revival in private sector
investments are likely to
drive market perform-
ance. Any resolution of
the tariff stalemate with
the US could act as an
external catalyst,” it said.  

It expects Nifty-50 earn-
ings growth to bounce to 9
per cent in FY26 from 1
per cent in FY25.

Factory output rises 6.7% in Nov.
MADHUSUDAN SAHOO
NEW DELHI, DEC. 29

India’s industrial produc-
tion grew at a two-year
high of 6.7 per cent in
November this year with
strong performances in
key sectors. 

The index of industrial
production (IIP) had expa-
nded by 5 per cent in

November 2024.  The pre-
vious high was recorded
at 11.9 per cent in
November 2023. 

The sharp acceleration
was led by expansion not
only in manufacturing
and mining sector, which
posted a growth of 8 per
cent and 5.4 per cent
respectively year-on-year,
but also supported by hig-

her output in basic metals,
pharma and automobiles,
according to official data
released on Monday.

The goods and services
tax (GST) rates were cut
on a host of consumer ite-
ms, effective from Septe-
mber 22,  to boost demand
and consumption which
led to piling of manufac-
turing orders to get bene-

fit of GST rate reduction.
“The impact of US tar-

iffs likely to reflect across
manufacturing segments,
partly offsetting positive
impact of GST rate rejig.
We expect IIP growth to
ease to 3.5-5.0 per cent in
December, as base effect
normalises,” said Aditi
Nayar, chief economist,
head-research, ICRA.

COPPER SURGES
TO NEW HIGH OF
$13,000 PER TON

Sebi gives nod to multiple
firms to launch public offers
RAVI RANJAN PRASAD
MUMBAI, DEC. 29

Securities and Exchange
Board of India (Sebi) has
cleared four initial public
offering draft proposal by
Varmora Granito, Knack
Packaging, Shivalaya
Construction and Behari
Lal Engineering. Meanw-
hile, Infifresh Foods’ pre-
filing has been withdrawn
according to processing
update on Sebi portal.

Primary market contin-

ues to witness strong IPO
pipeline with Horizon
Industrial Parks filing
draft red herring prospec-
tus (DRHP) with the Sebi
or an IPO that aims to
raise `2,600 crore and has
made a pre-initial publice
listing placement of
`1,650 crore before filing
the DRHP with marquee
investor participation
including 360 ONE, SBI
Life Insurance, SBI, Radh-
akishan Damani, EAAA
and DSP Investments.

London, Dec. 29: Copper
surged to a fresh record
close to $13,000 a ton in
volatile trading as the
London Metal Exchange
(LME) reopened after the
Christmas holiday, exten-
ding a stunning end-of-
year rally fueled by con-
cerns over tighter supply.

Prices jumped as much
as 6.6 per cent in initial
minutes of trading, bigge-
st intraday gain since
2022, but retreated to tra-
de about 2 per cent higher
by midday in London. 

The latest surge caps an
extraordinary year for
copper, which is headed
for its best showing since
2009. Its rally has been
marked by significant
unplanned mine outages,
uncertainties over US
trade policies, and unpre-
cedented pressure on the
world’s smelters. LME
prices have advanced by
well over 10 per cent in
December, as investors
bet that a rush to get met-
al to the US ahead of pos-
sible import tariffs will
leave rest of world short
of metal.  — Bloomberg

INDIA’s financial system is in
strong position, remains well
equipped to support country’s
economic expansion in period
ahead, according to RBI. 

CHECKS AND BALANCES

AROUND 

42.8% 
of reduction in
GNPAs is due to
recoveries, upgra-
dations during FY25

NNPA ratio declines to
0.5% at end March
2025, partly reflecting
higher provisioning. 

GNPA
ratio of SCBs

declines further
to multi-decadal

low of 2.2%
FY25. 

NET PROFIT of SCBs
increases during FY25 to 

4.01 lakh cr

NBFCs RECORDS robust
performance, supported
by double-digit credit
growth, improved asset
quality and comfortable
capital buffers.

INDIAN
BANKS
reported
5,092
frauds in
H1 of FY26. 

Profitability of banks
remains robust 

during the year, with
RoA at 1.4%, RoE at

13.5%.

PRECIOUS METALS
SO FAR this year, 
silver prices have

delivered remarkable
returns, surging

167.55%, or 1,50,300,
from 89,700 per kg

recorded on December
31, 2024.

GOLD OF
99.9% purity 
retreated from
its record 
levels by
declining 500
to 1,41,800
per 10 grams.

GOLD
TRADED
weak on
Monday as
traders
booked
profit after
the yellow
metal in
internation-
al markets
slipped
nearly $70
to $4,463
per ounce.

WHEAT SOWING
remains flat at

32.26 million
hectares in ongoing
2024-25 rabi season

AREA UNDER puls-
es, oilseeds rises

marginally.

SOWING OF
wheat and
other rabi
crops begins in
October, with
harvesting
starting in
March.
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I
ndia has been regulating Arti�cial Intelli-
gence (AI) use by expecting due diligence
from platforms under the IT Act and Rules,

regulating the �nancial sector, and with privacy
and data protection Rules. It does not yet have a
consumer safety regime that deals with the
state’s duty of care. China pitched such a regime
with draft rules that it unveiled last week, which
target emotionally interactive services, and pro-
pose to require companies to warn against exces-
sive use and intervene when they detect signs of
extreme emotional states. If these rules seem jus-
ti�ed for targeting psychological dependence
that general rules about unlawful content do not
address, they may also be harsh because expect-
ing providers to identify users’ states can incen-
tivise more intimate monitoring. India’s posture
is less intrusive, but also more incomplete, be-
cause it banks on existing laws. Thus, it regulates
adjacent risks but has not articulated a duty of
care vis-à-vis AI product safety, especially for
psychological harms. MeitY has used the IT Rules
to push platforms to curb deepfakes and fraud,
and de�ne and label “synthetically generated”
content. Financial regulators have also adopted
structural measures, with the RBI setting expec-
tations to govern model risk in credit and deve-
loping its FREE-AI framework process and SEBI
pushing for clear accountability on how regulat-
ed entities use AI tools. While some measures are
preemptive, MeitY has been largely reactive.

India has a large ecosystem that adopts models
but is far behind the U.S. and China in building
frontier models of its own. In this context, it
should beware the cons of ‘regulate �rst, build la-
ter’, especially since domestic capacity is lacking.
A more practical way might be to consider how it
can nurture a frontier model and govern the ov-
erall use of models, many of which will remain
privately built and foreign for a while, inside In-
dian markets. On the �rst count, India can focus
on improving access to computational resources,
upskilling the workforce, increasing public pro-
curement, and translating research to industry
while sidestepping the pitfall of paralysis by con-
sensus, which could increase dependency. On
the second, India should consider regulating
downstream use more assertively without chok-
ing upstream capability. It can do this by adding
obligations on companies that are deploying pro-
ducts in high-risk contexts, and regulating how
they monitor and respond to a model’s beha-
viour, to existing privacy and consumer protec-
tion rules, for example, by expecting companies
to submit incident reports, rather than requiring
them to monitor users’ emotions. This way, India
can write rules for how Indians use models with-
out assuming that the global technology trajecto-
ry will rearrange itself to match its preferences.

Model conduct
India must improve access to AI

resources, and upskill its workforce

O
n Christmas Day, Nigeria became the lat-
est target of U.S. President Donald
Trump’s bombing spree. Mr. Trump had

earlier claimed that Christians were facing “geno-
cide” — an allegation Abuja has strongly rejected.
The U.S. targeted two alleged Islamic State camps
in Sokoto, a northwestern State. During last
year’s presidential campaign, he had repeatedly
criticised what he called America’s “forever
wars”. He styled himself as the ‘President of
peace’, taking credit for ending several con�icts,
including the combat between India and Pakis-
tan. In reality, however, Mr. Trump is little di�e-
rent from his predecessors, who deployed Amer-
ica’s military might at will against weaker
nations. Since returning to o�ce, Mr. Trump has
bombed Yemen, Syria, Somalia and Iran. He is al-
so overseeing an ongoing bombing campaign o�
the Venezuelan coast, targeting civilian boats for
‘carrying drugs’. In Nigeria’s case, Mr. Trump has
fused military aggression with religion in an ap-
parent bid to appeal to his Christian base. While
he insists that his actions are aimed at protecting
Nigeria’s Christians, the realities are complex.

Nigeria’s 237 million people are roughly divid-
ed between Muslims, who predominantly live in
the north, and Christians, who are concentrated
in the south. In recent years, there has been a
surge in Islamist militancy, particularly in the
north. Two major Islamist groups — Boko Haram
and the Islamic State West Africa Province (IS-
WAP) — operate mostly in the northeast and
northwest. The collapse of state institutions, po-
rous borders and free �ow of weapons have
turned the Lake Chad region into a hotbed of ji-
hadist activity. Boko Haram and ISWAP, along
with the Islamic State Sahel Province, target both
state apparatuses and local populations, regard-
less of their faith. In northern Nigeria, Muslims
are the primary victims of Islamist violence. U.S.
policies towards the region have also contributed
to the spread of jihadist activity in West Africa
and the Sahel. The NATO-led bombing that top-
pled Libya’s Gadda� regime in 2011 unleashed
armed �ghters and weapons across the region.
What Africa needs is a coherent regional counter-
terrorism strategy, focused on building state ca-
pacity at the local level and enhancing ground le-
vel cooperation against jihadist groups. The U.S.
should play the role of a facilitator, not an arso-
nist. Such a strategy is conspicuously absent to-
day. Worse, repeated coups and state collapses
have created a vacuum which the jihadists are
eager to exploit. Mr. Trump’s episodic military
strikes, along with religious rhetoric, risk worsen-
ing the ground situation, ultimately bene�ting
the very forces he claims to be �ghting.

Mindless bombing
Trump’s military strikes and religious

rhetoric will worsen situation in Nigeria

A
s 2025 draws to a close, the loud
headlines are easy to spot, but what is
easier to miss is the quieter work of
governance, the steady, week after

week clearing of bottlenecks — the cumulative
push is what I mean by Reform Express 2025.

India crossed about $4.1 trillion in nominal
GDP and overtook Japan as the world’s fourth
largest economy. Standard and Poor’s upgraded
India’s sovereign rating to BBB after 18 years,
signalling that the macro story has acquired
durability, not just speed. In an uncertain world
where political churn has become the norm,
India’s stable leadership makes reforms credible,
and credible reforms convert private caution into
private investment.

I have seen, across negotiating tables, from the
GATT and WTO system to multilateral forums,
that rules are only as good as the incentives they
create. When procedures are opaque, discretion
expands, and then even well-intentioned policy
ends up discouraging enterprise. When
procedures are clean and time-bound,
competition thrives, investment plans get
executed, and jobs follow.

India’s total exports hit $825.25 billion during
2024-25, representing an annual growth of over
6%. To support this volume of trade, the
government introduced several digital tools such
as The Trade Connect ePlatform, a single digital
window for exporters, and the Trade Intelligence
and Analytics (TIA) portal for providing real-time
market data.

The trade agreements
The India-United Kingdom Comprehensive
Economic and Trade Agreement signed in July
2025 created a stronger platform for Indian
exporters, with wide duty-free access and clearer
pathways for services and skilled mobility. In
December 2025, India signed a Comprehensive
Economic Partnership Agreement with Oman,
strengthening a strategic economic corridor for
goods, services, and investment. India also
concluded negotiations for a free trade
agreement with New Zealand, expanding India’s
reach into high value markets and setting a
template for disciplined, commercially
meaningful agreements.

India’s startup sector expanded to include over
two lakh government-recognised startups, which
helped create more than 21 lakh jobs. The Open
Network for Digital Commerce (ONDC) processed
over 326 million orders, averaging more than 5.9
lakh daily transactions. Additionally, the
Government e-Marketplace (GeM) saw its
cumulative transaction value cross ₹16.41 lakh
crore, with 11 lakh micro and small enterprises
receiving orders worth over ₹7.35 lakh crore.

India also improved its position in the Global
Innovation Index, rising to 38th place among 139

economies. E�orts to simplify business
operations resulted in the reduction of over
47,000 compliances and the decriminalisation of
4,458 legal provisions. By late November, the
National Single Window System processed more
than 8.29 lakh approvals. Infrastructure planning
also saw changes as the PM GatiShakti National
Master Plan opened to the private sector, and the
Project Monitoring Group portal has onboarded
over 3,000 projects valued at more than ₹76 lakh
crore.

Better legislation
Embracing trust-based governance, Parliament
passed the Repealing and Amending Bill 2025,
clearing out 71 obsolete Acts that had outlived
their purpose. Ease of doing business also moved
closer to the entrepreneur through district-level
reform frameworks, including the District
Business Reform Action Plan 2025, which seeks to
make local administrations more responsive,
predictable, and accountable.

A modern labour regime matters for scale, for
manufacturing, and for a services economy that
wants to formalise jobs while expanding social
security coverage. With the four labour codes
coming into e�ect from November 21, 2025, 29
central labour laws have been consolidated into a
simpler framework covering wages, industrial
relations, social security and workplace safety.

The Securities Markets Code Bill was
introduced to modernise securities law and
strengthen the Securities and Exchange Board of
India’s investigative and enforcement capacity,
with proposals for specialised market courts,
stronger information sharing with regulators, and
time-bound grievance redress. At a moment
when retail participation has expanded and India
is drawing larger global portfolio interest,
regulatory clarity becomes part of national
competitiveness, helping savings �ow into
productive investment.

Logistics is where reform becomes visible in
costs, and 2025 saw a push to modernise the
maritime backbone of trade. Nearly 95% of
India’s trade by volume and about 70% by value
moves through maritime routes, so port and
shipping e�ciency is a competitiveness issue.
The Indian Ports Act, 2025 replaced a colonial-era
framework and introduced modern governance
tools, including state-level dispute resolution, a
statutory coordination council, and stronger
norms on safety, disaster readiness and
environmental preparedness. The Merchant
Shipping Act, 2025 and the Carriage of Goods by
Sea Act, 2025 further modernised shipping law,
updating rules, liabilities and dispute frameworks
to re�ect contemporary commerce.

The Cabinet approved a package of ₹69,725
crore to strengthen shipbuilding, including a
Maritime Development Fund of ₹25,000 crore

and components for �nancial assistance and
development, points to a larger ambition: build
industrial depth, reduce dependence, and keep
freight value within India over time. This is
industrial policy in the classic sense, creating an
ecosystem where private capital can enter with a
clearer risk framework, and where jobs are
created not only in ports but across shipyards,
components, engineering, and services.

A focus on energy
Energy reforms, too, were designed for long cycle
investment. The Oil�elds (Regulation and
Development) Amendment Act, 2025 and the
new Petroleum and Natural Gas Rules 2025
sought to reduce investor risk by emphasising
stability of terms during the life of a lease, moving
toward a single petroleum lease across the
project life cycle, and putting clearer timelines on
approvals. The Open Acreage Licensing Policy
continued widening the exploration map, with
Round X o�ering 25 blocks across about 0.2
million square kilometres, predominantly
o�shore, including deepwater and ultra
deepwater opportunities. Alongside this, the
National Deep Water Exploration Mission
signalled a strategic focus on domestic resources,
technology, and capability in complex
exploration.

Reform Express 2025 also carried a strategic
energy and technology dimension. Budget 2025
set out a Nuclear Energy Mission with an outlay of
₹20,000 crore to accelerate small modular
reactors and other advanced designs, aligned
with the national objective of reaching 100 GW of
nuclear capacity by 2047, and a target of �ve
indigenously designed operational small modular
reactors by 2033. The Sustainable Harnessing and
Advancement of Nuclear Energy for
Transforming India (SHANTI) Bill is a huge leap
for modernising India’s civil nuclear framework
and opening a pathway for carefully regulated
private participation. Nuclear energy adds �rm,
low carbon power to the grid, and strengthens
India’s ability to build advanced manufacturing,
data infrastructure, and energy intensive industry
with greater con�dence.

Put together, these reforms show a pattern:
clean up the statute book, decriminalise the
trivial, modernise labour compliance, strengthen
market governance, digitise trade processes, �x
logistics, and de-risk long cycle energy
investment. 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi has consistently
argued that the state’s job is to reduce the burden
on entrepreneurs so that productivity can
compound. That is the strategic meaning of
Reform Express 2025. The seeds of the next
phase of double-digit growth are sown in this
quiet, cumulative work, and India is doing it with
a steadiness that many economies have lost.

The quiet foundations for India’s next growth phase

Hardeep S. Puri 

is Union Minister for
Petroleum and
Natural Gas,
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In a quiet and
cumulative way,
‘Reform
Express 2025’ is
sowing the
seeds of the
next phase of
India’s
double-digit
growth

O
n November 19, 2025, in Benazeer Heena
vs Union of India and Ors., a three-judge
Bench of the Supreme Court of India

comprising Justices Surya Kant, Ujjal Bhuyan and
N. Kotiswar Singh, expressed strong reservations
about talaq-e-hasan, a practice that allows a
Muslim man to divorce his wife by pronouncing
talaq once a month for three consecutive months
during tuhr, the period of a woman’s ritual purity
between menstrual cycles. The divorce becomes
irrevocable upon the third pronouncement,
unless it is withdrawn earlier.

In Heena’s case, the husband had
communicated the talaq-e-hasan through his
advocate without signing the document himself.
The Court was visibly disturbed by the fact that
advocates were granting divorces and remarked:
“Tomorrow, what will happen if a client disowns
the advocate?... Should a civilized society allow
this kind of practice?”

A contract between equals
The concern of the judges was entirely justi�ed,
for the Koran does not grant men a superior
status that entitles them to unilaterally dissolve a
marriage either directly or through their agents.
This is because, unlike traditions that treat
marriage as an indissoluble sacrament, Islam
views it as a �rm but dissoluble contract between
two equals. 

The Koran uses two legally perceptive terms
for marriage — uqdatan-nikah (2:235, 2:237),
which means the “bond of marriage”, and
meesaaqan ghaleean (4:21), a solemn covenant
between a man and a woman that enables them
to live together in intimate companionship.

From a contemporary standpoint, these terms
parallel the modern prenuptial contract, and thus
demand that both spouses be consenting adults
acting freely and with full knowledge. The
underlying premise is one of equality between

two autonomous persons, which negates any
hierarchical assumption that places the husband
above the wife. For this reason, a unilateral
termination of marriage by the husband is
impermissible in Islam. Such an act would also
contravene the cardinal principle of natural
justice, nemo iudex in causa sua (that no person
may sit in judgment over his own dispute) which
Islam upholds.

The Koranic procedure
To guard against deviations from its egalitarian
approach, the Koran treats divorce extensively in
chapters 2, 4, and 65 — al-Baqara, al-Nisa, and
al-Talaq — and stipulates four distinct conciliatory
measures before the pronouncement of the �rst
talaq.

First, it recommends (in 4:34-35) private
resolution (‘izu hunna). If this fails, the next step
is temporary physical separation (uhjuru hunna).
Should discord continue, the husband is advised,
as a third step, to communicate clearly to his wife
(izribu hunna) the seriousness of the dispute and
attempt to repair the relationship.

For instance, he may tell his wife that
unresolved tensions could escalate into public
gossip, potentially harming the family. If
reconciliation still remains elusive, the Koran, as a
fourth step, instructs that the issue be brought
before two arbiters from the families of both
spouses.

Only after all four steps fail is the �rst talaq
permitted, followed by iddah (2:228–232; 65:1–4).
Within iddah — three menstrual cycles per 2:228,
229 — no more than two talaqs may be issued. For
post-menopausal or amenorrhoeic women, iddah
lasts three months; for pregnant women, it
extends until childbirth (65:4).

If reconciliation does not occur during iddah,
the �nal irrevocable talaq may be issued after
iddah ends (2:231). Once pronounced, the �nal

talaq terminates the marital relationship
completely.

However, even after the lapse of iddah, the
Koran permits reunion if the �nal talaq has not
been invoked: “When you divorce women and
they complete their term [iddah], do not prevent
them from marrying their [former] husbands if
they mutually agree on equitable terms” (2:232).
In other words, after iddah, the couple may either
re-contract the marriage on fresh terms or pursue
permanent dissolution e�ected through the third
and �nal talaq, declared before two witnesses
(65:2).

This is the only talaq procedure authorised by
the Koran and exempli�ed by the Prophet. It
applies to both men and women, consistent with
Islam’s prohibition of gender-based
discrimination. Accordingly, all other modes of
divorce, including talaq-e-bid‘a, talaq-e-hasan,
talaq-e-ahsan, and talaq-e-tafweed, �nd no
support in the Koran or the hadith.

They originate in fatawa traditions crafted by
sectarian jurists who, shaped by entrenched
patriarchy, rejected women’s autonomy and legal
personhood. Their stance is starkly re�ected in
their validation of talaq-e-hasan, which permits a
husband to dissolve a marriage through an
appointed agent (vakeel) under the concept of
tawkeel (agency) — a notion wholly unsupported
by Koranic or Prophetic precedent and deeply
demeaning to women

An overview
The Supreme Court would thus be on �rm
constitutional and Islamic footing were it to strike
down all unilateral divorce practices available
exclusively to Muslim men, retaining only the
Koranic process, which may be made
gender-neutral.

E-mail: themoderates2020@gmail.com Twitter: @FaizEngineer

Invalidate all forms of unilateral talaq
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The Congress, path ahead
Senior Congress leader
Digvijay Singh’s sudden but
indirect dig at the Congress
culture of adhering to one
upmanship or bowing to
the diktats of a family can
only be taken with a pinch
of salt (Inside pages,
December 29). Top
Congressmen, and this
includes Mr. Digvijay Singh,
have all along been content
with paying obeisance to
one family. It paid them
dividends in the form of

decorous solemnity at
religious ceremonies are
nothing but appeasement
politics. The deadly cocktail
of mixing religion and
politics has seen unrest and
violence in our
neighbouring countries. It is
prudent we learn from their
mistakes and make
necessary corrections.

Dr. Biju C. Mathew,
Thiruvananthapuram

heard, and plan realistic
strategies to win elections.
N. Mahadevan,

Chennai

The messaging
The Prime Minister
attending Christmas service
at a church in Delhi, but
maintaining a stony silence
amid concerns over attacks
targeting churches and
prayer meets exposes the
dichotomy and duplicity of
the BJP leadership. Mere lip
service, photo ops and

to strengthen the
Congress’s grass-root level
organisation — seems to
have fallen in deaf ears. The
Gandhi family, especially
Rahul Gandhi, has time and
again failed to win election
after elections . Mr. Gandhi’s
undignified and personal
attacks on the Prime
Minister have also
backfired. It is time senior
members of the Congress
Party take the front seat,
ensure that the voices of
the grass-root workers are

the lead in expressing his
views in a discreet manner.
The Congress is now caught
in its own web largely
because of its own actions.
It will take ages for
Congressmen to extricate
themselves from this rot
and transform the party
into one that is run in a
truly democratic manner.

V. Subramanian,
Chennai

Ironically, the issues raised
by both leaders — which is

influential posts in the
organisation and at the
governmental level.
Congressmen at the
grass-root levels have been
made to believe,
erroneously, that being
subservient to one family is
the only way to survive. The
sudden rethink about the
party’s path is because the
results of many an election
are not favourable to the
party. Another senior
Congressman, Shashi
Tharoor, has already taken
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STATE OF PLAY

T
he ruling Aam Aadmi
Party’s (AAP) victory
in Punjab’s recent Zila

Parishad (district council) and
Panchayat Samiti (block coun-
cil) elections was not surpris-
ing. Yet, the results show a
shifting political landscape.
They indicate that the Con-
gress, the principal Opposi-
tion party in the State, may no
longer be the obvious challen-
ger to the AAP. The stronger-
than-anticipated performance
of the Shiromani Akali Dal
(SAD) signals its emergence as
a serious contender in the
2027 Assembly elections.

The results for the rural bo-
dy polls, held on December 14
to elect the members from the
346 zones of 22 Zila Parishads,
showed the AAP capturing 218
zones. The Congress won 62,
the SAD 46, the Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party (BJP) seven, the Ba-
hujan Samaj Party (BSP) three,
and independents 10. In the
polls held in 2,834 zones of 153
Panchayat Samitis, the AAP
won 1,529, the Congress 611,
the SAD 449, the BJP 73, the
BSP 28, and independents 144.
The AAP has termed the re-
sults as a re�ection of the peo-
ple’s trust in its government,
while the Opposition parties
have accused it of misusing its
power during the polls.

The rural body poll results,
following last month’s Tarn
Taran Assembly bypoll, sug-
gest that the SAD is steadily re-
gaining electoral ground and
positioning itself as a credible
contender for 2027. Mean-
while, the Congress, which ap-
peared poised to be AAP’s
main challenger after its
strong 2024 Lok Sabha perfor-
mance, can no longer take
electoral success for granted.

The momentum that seemed
to be building in its favour ap-
pears to be fading. For the
SAD, which su�ered crushing
defeats in the 2017 and 2022
Assembly elections and the
2024 Lok Sabha polls, the tally
may be modest, but the gains
represent meaningful pro-
gress towards the century-old
party’s political rehabilitation.

Punjab’s 2027 Assembly
election could witness a far
more compelling and unpred-
ictable contest if the SAD and
the BJP decide to resurrect
their once-formidable al-
liance. For the BJP, the dismal
showing in the polls serves as
a stark reminder that its own
electoral machinery remains
insu�cient to penetrate Pun-
jab’s hinterland. Clearly, the
people are not ready for the
party and the political terrain
is far from receptive to the
BJP’s solo ambitions. Given
this situation, an alliance may
be an option for it to consider.
The electoral arithmetic pre-
sents a compelling case for re-
conciliation as the BJP has a
substantial voter base in Pun-
jab’s urban centres, industrial
towns, and semi-urban consti-
tuencies, while the SAD has
deep roots and enjoys organi-
sational strength across the
State’s rural regions.

Recently, the BJP’s national
executive member, Capt.
Amarinder Singh, advocated
for an alliance between the
two former partners. Those in
political circles are watching
the situation closely as there is

speculation every now and
then about the SAD and the
BJP potentially joining hands
again ahead of the Assembly
elections. Earlier, the BJP State
president, Sunil Jakhar, a
former Congressman, had al-
so favoured the idea of an al-
liance. But not everyone in the
party is on the same page over
this, and there is a reason for
it. Over the years, the BJP has
contested electoral battles in
Punjab as a ‘junior partner’ in
an alliance with the SAD. The
old guard in the party’s State
unit believe that this restricted
the BJP’s growth beyond ur-
ban centres. After the SAD
quit the alliance, the BJP has
been pushing for its expansion
across the State. At this point,
reviving an alliance with the
SAD would amount to relin-
quishing the autonomy the
BJP fought so hard to
establish.

The SAD and the BJP were
alliance partners from 1996.
However, when controversy
broke out over the Centre’s
farm laws (which were later
repealed), the SAD, one of the
BJP’s oldest allies, decided to
break away from the National
Democratic Alliance (NDA) in
2020. Since then, both the
parties have been struggling
independently in Punjab’s
complex political landscape.

The AAP, which swept to
power in Punjab in 2022 by
positioning itself as an alterna-
tive to traditional parties, will
face a di�erent challenge in
2027. This time, it would be as-
sessed by the people on its
performance and governance
record rather than its novelty
factor, which played a key role
in its previous victory. More-
over, with the SAD showing
signs of revival, and with there
being a possibility of the SAD
and the BJP joining hands be-
fore the polls, the AAP could
face formidable obstacles in
its bid to retain power.

Back in the game in Punjab

The SAD’s revival and its possible alliance with the BJP could change equations

Vikas Vasudeva
vikas.vasudeva@thehindu.co.in
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Madras, Dec. 29: Mr. V.R. Krishna Iyer, Judge of
the Supreme Court, to-day said that awarding
jail sentence to an o�ender should be the last
thing and the best alternative was probation.
The fewer the persons sent to prison the better
for the country, he said.

Addressing a gathering of Probation O�cers,
Magistrates, Police o�cials and social workers
under the auspices of the Tamil Nadu Probation
and Correctional Association at the Police
Commissioner’s o�ce, Egmore, he said
everyone interested in the penology of the
country should accept as the foundation three
things. They were: that every man was born
good and only due to provocation and
circumstances one lapsed into crime; that “once
a criminal always a criminal” was absolutely
wrong; and that if the society had made a
person a criminal it was the obligation of the
same society to reform him into the path of
virtue. 

Mr. Krishna Iyer felt that the Probation Act
had not been taken serious note of in the
country and there was more reliance on the
penal code. This pointed to the need for deeper
understanding of the philosophy and techniques
of probation and to educate all those concerned
in the administration of criminal justice. Even
the judges had to be educated. “It is time that
colleges for judges are started in the country,”
he said and added that in the U.S. a few such
colleges existed. 

Mr. Ramaprasada Rao, Judge of the Madras
High Court, who presided said in the �eld of
administration of criminal justice the probation
o�cers provided the necessary guidelines to the
judicial mind in sentencing the criminal.

FIFTY YEARS AGO DECEMBER 30, 1975

Correctional methods:
Value of probation

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

Lea�eld (Oxford), Dec. 30: A notable feature of
the New Year Eve’s celebrations will be the
exchange of greetings between the old world
and the new. This has been arranged by the
Radio Corporation of America and the British
Broadcasting Company. As midnight
approaches, messages of goodwill will be
broadcasted from this country to America and
will be relayed throughout the United States.
America will reply with greetings which will be
broadcasted from all stations in the British Isles.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO DECEMBER 30, 1925

Broadcasting

L
ast month, the U.S.
Supreme Court refused
to revisit its decade-old
ruling in Obergefell v.

Hodges legalising same-sex
marriage. It turned away an
appeal by Kim Davis, a former
court clerk, who had been
ordered by a lower court to pay
compensation to a same-sex
couple after refusing to grant them
a marriage licence. Ms. Davis had
argued that same-sex marriage
con�icted with her beliefs as an
Apostolic Christian.

The Supreme Court’s decision
reminded us that equality, though
contested, has �rm foundations.
Yet, the real shift is not happening
only in courtrooms; it is unfolding
in boardrooms as well. Legal
skirmishes may linger, but markets
have already moved. The
LGBTQIA+ community is no longer
a niche; it is a global consumer
force shaping trends, driving
loyalty, and rewriting brand
narratives, even as society
wrestles with the complexities of
representation and acceptance.

And beyond the ethical
imperative of inclusion, there is a
compelling business case, rooted
in economic impact and consumer
behaviour, for companies to
deeply engage with and prioritise
the LGBTQIA+ consumer base.
With an estimated $3.9 trillion in
yearly spending power worldwide,
the message is clear: businesses
that fail to authentically engage
this market risk falling behind.

The lucrative rainbow market
As it stands, the exclusion and
discrimination faced by LGBTQIA+
individuals carry a substantial
economic burden, impacting
national economies and sti�ing
human potential. Research, such
as studies by the World Bank, has
illuminated these tangible costs. In
India, homophobia and LGBTQIA+
exclusion are estimated to cost the
economy between 0.1% and 1.7%
of its GDP. This signi�cant �gure
stems from various channels,
including health disparities and
labour-related losses.

However, despite the con�nes,

the community remains strong as
a consumer. Often referred to as
the “pink economy” or “rainbow
market,” the economic in�uence
of India’s LGBTQIA+ community
represents one of the most
signi�cant, yet under-recognised,
market opportunities in the
country’s development story.
Estimates suggest India is home to
approximately 135 million
LGBTQIA+ individuals,
representing nearly 10% of the
nation’s 1.4 billion people. What
makes this community
particularly noteworthy is its
remarkable purchasing power,
estimated at $168 billion in
nominal GDP terms. This is an
economic force comparable to
some of India’s major industries,
one that demands deeper
understanding from businesses
and policymakers alike.

Inclusive marketing goes
beyond checking diversity boxes.
It is about creating campaigns that
re�ect the world as it truly is.
Today’s consumers, especially
younger generations, expect
brands to not only acknowledge
but celebrate di�erences in
identity, culture, and experience.
When companies embrace
inclusion, they forge stronger
emotional connections with their
audience, turning passive buyers
into passionate advocates. A
workplace that visibly champions
inclusion attracts and retains top
talent, fostering a culture where
employees feel valued and
motivated. Brands that take
meaningful action beyond
designated periods show genuine
respect for the community, not
just as a cause, but as a valued
consumer segment.

Non-performative allyship
Global consumer sentiment
toward brands promoting
LGBTQIA+ rights has shown a
notable shift in recent years.
Between 2021 and 2025, support
for companies actively advocating
for LGBTQIA+ equality declined
from 49% to 41% across 23
surveyed markets, as per Ipsos
LGBT+ Pride Report 2025. This 8%

point drop coincides with a rise in
opposition, which grew from 16%
to 23% during the same period.

Several factors may be
contributing to this trend. While
seasonal advertising, such as Pride
Month campaigns in June, has
traditionally been a key moment
for brands to engage with
LGBTQIA+ audiences, there is
growing fatigue around what
many perceive as performative
e�orts that lack substantive,
year-round commitment. This
shift, though, should not be
interpreted as declining support
for LGBTQIA+ rights. Rather, it
re�ects changing consumer
expectations about corporate
social responsibility and concrete
action. It is important to recognise
that the LGBTQIA+ community
represents a valuable consumer
segment that, like any other,
deserves consistent engagement
beyond seasonal visibility.

So, what does genuine inclusion
look like in practice? First, it
requires representation in
advertising and product
development. Second, it demands
corporate advocacy. Finally, and
perhaps most important, inclusion
must extend beyond marketing
and into corporate policies. This
means o�ering trans-inclusive
healthcare, supporting LGBTQIA+
employee resource groups, and
continuing to be an active
advocate especially when the
legislative winds blow in another
direction. LGBTQIA+ consumers
value conscience, commitment,
and clarity. When internal
practices align with external
messaging, brands build trust —
and trust drives loyalty. This
viewpoint suggests that the era of
easy wins through LGBTQIA+
marketing may be ending, but the
potential for meaningful brand
di�erentiation through authentic
inclusion remains signi�cant.

The Kim Davis case reinforces a
powerful truth: progress may face
resistance, but equality continues
to hold �rm. For businesses, this is
a reminder that inclusion is not a
seasonal gesture but a strategic
imperative.

Why inclusion drives business growth

Harish Iyer

equal rights activist

and head, Diversity

Equity and Inclusion,

Axis Bank

Progress may
face resistance,
but equality
continues to
hold �rm. For
businesses, this
is a reminder
that inclusion is
not a seasonal
gesture but a
strategic
imperative

T
he Indian banking sector
plays a critical role in in-
dustrial growth. It chan-

nelises household savings to pro-
vide funds to �rms at a�ordable
rates. A review of the growth of
credit to industries shows four
facts and a puzzling observation. 

Fact 1: The share of industrial
credit in total bank credit has de-
clined from 42% in 2013 to 23% in
2024 (Chart 1). Such a decline is
unprecedented in half a century.
Credit to the services sector has
bene�ted at the expense of indus-
trial credit. This is largely driven
by personal loans, which sur-
passed industrial credit share re-
cently. 

Fact 2: The nominal growth of
Industrial credit has been abysmal
in the last decade. During 2014-24,
the compound annual growth rate
was 4.1% (Chart 2A). Growth was
16% during 1974-90, 14% during
1990-04, and 23% in 2004-14. This
pattern holds if we exclude the
post-COVID-19 pandemic years.
Growth was 4.1% for 2014-19. 

Fact 3: This observation holds if
we disaggregate the growth rates
based on regions. The three most
industrialised regions – western,
southern, and northern (Chart
2B) – saw lesser growth than the
India average. The higher than av-
erage growth for the central and
northeastern regions (Chart 2C) is
likely on account of their lower in-
dustrial credit share. This pattern
holds when we look across indus-
try groups. None of the broad in-
dustry groups saw credit growth in
double digits in 2014-24 (Chart 4).
Compared to this, 2004-14 saw the
credit growth of each industry
group in double digits. 

Fact 4: The bank credit as a pro-
portion of India’s GDP, a measure
of �nancial deepening, increased
impressively during the late 1990s
(about 20%) and the early 2010s
(over 50%). Since then it has ho-
vered between the 50%-55%

range. A higher credit/GDP ratio is
not unheard of: Japan (about 1.2),
China (about 1.9), South Africa
(about 0.9) and Brazil (about 0.75).
This stagnancy, when seen with
the declining share of industrial
credit does not paint an optimistic
picture.

The puzzle: Chart 3 illustrates a
consistent co-movement between
industrial GDP growth and the
growth of the formal manufactur-
ing sector (GVA-ASI). However,
these two metrics diverged during
the three-year period between
2016–17 and 2018–19. While indus-
trial credit slowed and GVA-ASI
showed an expected downturn, in-
dustrial GDP remained puzzlingly
constant. This decoupling repre-
sents a signi�cant anomaly.

The historical relationship bet-
ween industrial credit and indus-
trial growth has been remarkably
consistent. Over the last four de-
cades (1981-2024), the correlation
between industrial credit and ASI-
GVA growth stood at 0.45. In more
recent decades, this bond has only
tightened: rising to 0.56 between
2000 and 2024, and 0.63 since
2004. Most notably, in the pre-
pandemic window (2004-2020),
the correlation reached a striking
0.82. So, under normal economic
conditions, bank credit and indus-
trial output move almost in lock-
step. It is against this backdrop of
long-term stability that the 2016–
2019 decoupling becomes so sig-
ni�cant. This pattern provides
some credence to an overestima-
tion of industrial GDP in the cur-
rent NAS series (2011-12), as has
been argued by some economists.
The team working on the new revi-
sion may take note of this, espe-
cially in light of the IMF downgrad-
ing India’s GDP estimates to ‘C’
status. The causes of the decline in
industrial credit growth in the last
decade require a deeper probe.

The writer teaches at the School
of Liberal Arts and Humanities, O.P.
Jindal Global University, Sonipat.
The comments by Professor R. Nag-
araj and Prof. A. Kalaiyarasan are
acknowledged.

A puzzling industrial credit-growth disconnect in FY17-FY19
The divergence provides some credence to the claim that industrial GDP is overestimated in the current NAS series

Vikash Vaibhav
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International travellers
to be a�ected by
China’s drills 

1
In lakh. China’s military dispatched

air, navy and rocket troops to conduct

military drills around Taiwan, a move

Beijing called a “stern warning” against

separatist and “external interference”

forces. Taiwan called Chinese government

“the biggest destroyer of peace.” PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Jute acreage during
the Kharif season as 
of late September 

5.56
In lakh hectares. The

jute industry went

through another year

of crisis with a sharp raw material

shortage, record-high prices and a growing

dependence on plastic bags for food grain

packaging, unsettling the sector. PTI

Number of drones
�own by Cambodia
over Thailand

250
Thailand’s army on

Monday accused

Cambodia of violating a

newly signed ceasefire agreement, reached

after weeks of deadly border clashes, by

flying more than 250 drones over its

territory. AFP

Percentage increase 
in India’s export to
Australia in 2024-25

8
in per cent. Commerce and Industry

Minister Piyush Goyal said on

Monday that from January 1 next

year, 100% Australian product categories

will be duty-free for Indian exports. He also

said India’s exports to Australia rose 8% in

2024-25. PTI

Amount pledged by
U.S. in humanitarian
support to the UN

2
in $ billion. The United States has

made a $2 billion pledge for UN

humanitarian aid, a U.S. State

Department official said on Monday,

following major foreign aid cuts by the

Trump administration in 2025. REUTERS

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The story so far:

A
fter the February 2021 coup,
the Myanmar military
(Tatmadaw) promised to hold
elections and restore civilian

governance quickly. Even after four years
and 10 months, the Tatmadaw has not
established stable political conditions.
And yet, it is conducting three-phase
elections for the Union Parliament and
provincial legislatures. The �rst phase was
held on December 28, while the second
and third phases are scheduled for
January 11 and January 25 next year.

What is the context in which the
elections are being held?
The elections are taking place in a highly
stressed political context. After the coup,
the civilian leadership, despite a massive
electoral victory in the 2020 elections, is
under detention, which includes State
Counsellor and Chairperson of the
National League for Democracy (NLD)
Aung San Suu Kyi, leaders from various
political parties, and democracy activists.
The Tatmadaw also reconstituted the
Union Election Commission (UEC) with
personnel favourably disposed towards it. 

The coup prompted an armed
resistance movement led by the People’s
Defence Forces and Ethnic Armed
Organisations (EAOs). Despite deploying
harsh military tactics, including against
the civilian population, the Tatmadaw has
lost control of large parts of the country.
For instance, in Rakhine province, the
Arakan Army controls large areas,
whereas the Tatmadaw holds urban
centres such as the Sittwe port.

According to the UEC, elections will
not be conducted in nine parliamentary
constituencies of the Pyithu Hluttaw
(lower house), two parliamentary
constituencies of the Amyotha Hluttaw
(upper house), and nine constituencies of
the Region/State Hluttaw (provincial
legislatures) due to the prevailing security
situation. It should be noted that even in
constituencies where the Tatmadaw
claims to organise elections, large tracts
of rural areas are not witnessing polling.

Even in areas where the military’s writ
runs, it is resorting to coercive tactics to
quell criticism of the elections.
Approximately 229 people were arrested
under the Election Protection Law,
enacted in July 2025. Unlike previous
elections, the Tatmadaw is using
electronic voting machines. Given the
history of blatant tampering with the
electoral process, the use of
machine-based voting will not inspire
much con�dence.

Due to political instability and the
consequent economic hardships, large
numbers of people have migrated out of
Myanmar. Speci�cally, many young
people have �ed the country to avoid
conscription. Given that the election
outcomes are perceived to be
predetermined, there is little incentive for
migrants to return to participate in the
electoral process. Not surprisingly, voter
turnout in the �rst phase of the election
was very low.

Which parties are contesting the
elections?
According to the UEC, six national parties
and 51 provincial parties are registered to
contest the elections. With its leadership
under prolonged detention and its refusal
to register under the new, stringent
Political Parties Registration Law, the
NLD, the largest party, was dissolved by
the UEC. 

In addition to the NLD, other parties
with a strong regional presence are also

not contesting the elections. For instance,
in Rakhine province, where the
Tatmadaw’s ability to organise elections is
minimal, the Arakan National Party’s
(ANP) application for re-registration was
rejected by the UEC. A similar fate also
befell the Shan Nationalities League for
Democracy (SNLD) and a few other
parties. With the deregistration of large
national and regional parties,
military-supported parties such as the
Union Solidarity and Development Party
(USDP) have no genuine competitors. 

Furthermore, resource constraints are
unlikely to allow other parties to contest a
large number of seats. Only the USDP has
the wherewithal to contest the largest
number of seats, and it is likely to emerge
as the largest party. Even prior to the
election, it is estimated that the USDP is
winning more than two dozen
parliamentary constituencies
uncontested. Early reports from the �rst
phase also hint at USDP wins. 

There are other parties, such as the
National Unity Party (NUP), which also
receive support from the military. Given
that the military has 25% of the seats in
the legislature and military-dominated
parties will also have a stronger presence,
the Tatmadaw will be in complete control
of the legislative agenda.

How does the electoral system and
reform agenda shape the outcome?
The current elections are being held
under a �rst-past-the-post (FPTP) and
proportional representation (PR) systems.
The lower house will elect representatives
under the FPTP system. On the other

hand, the upper house and State
legislatures will elect representatives
under PR as well as under the FPTP. 

The Tatmadaw deployed a
proportional representation system to
ensure that no party secures a signi�cant
majority of elected seats in both houses of
Parliament, as the NLD did in 2015 and
2020. A fragmented verdict will make
constitutional reform di�cult, as no
single party will have su�cient numbers,
and 25% of legislative seats are reserved
for the military. 

Some argue that the 2025-26 general
elections may herald a reform process
similar to that following the 2010
elections. Post the 2010 polls, President
Thein Sein, a former military general in
civilian clothes, introduced signi�cant
political and governance reforms.
However, the current military leadership
perceives that these reforms laid the
foundation for the NLD’s landslide
victories in 2015 and 2020. Therefore, it is
unlikely that the military will
countenance the rise of another reformist
military general. Furthermore, many
contend that Mr. Thein Sein’s reforms
were calibrated and never intended to
undermine the military’s dominance
within the governance structure.

How has the international
community responded?
These elections are neither aimed at
reforming the political process nor at
ascertaining the will of the people.
Instead, they represent a desperate
attempt to secure legitimacy for the
Tatmadaw in both domestic and

international politics. ASEAN has refused
to allow Myanmar military leaders to
represent their country at its summit
meetings. Consequently, the Tatmadaw
deputed civilian leaders to these
meetings. The military leaders hope that
the formation of a government led by
personnel in civilian clothing after the
elections may help overcome such
diplomatic embarrassments.

However, the elections have elicited
criticism from some members of the
international community. The
spokesperson for the UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights has
stated that the elections may contribute to
further polarisation throughout the
country. Japan has expressed concern
that holding elections without releasing
political prisoners could aggravate the
situation. Australia and the European
Union noted that the elections cannot be
termed as free, fair, and inclusive. 

On the other hand, China and Russia,
which have strong relations with the
Tatmadaw, have dispatched election
observers to Myanmar.

While the United States has always
called for democracy in Myanmar, there
are concerns that President Donald
Trump may dilute such an approach. A
few months ago, the U.S. Treasury
Department lifted sanctions on �rms and
individuals perceived to be close to the
Tatmadaw leadership. Despite U.S.
authorities noting that the removal
constituted the ‘ordinary course of
business,’ many Myanmar observers
expressed disappointment. There is an
apprehension that President Trump may
be prioritising access to rare earth
minerals in Myanmar.

What lies ahead?
If Myanmar is to experience peace and
prosperity, it would require a genuine
democratic framework, which is informed
by principles of federalism and
decentralisation. However, such a
political project would require resolving
ethnic con�ict and carefully navigating
contemporary geopolitics.
Sanjay Pulipaka is the Chairperson of the
Politeia Research Foundation. The views
expressed here are personal.

Why is Myanmar voting amid con�ict?
Why is the Tatmadaw pushing ahead with elections despite instability? Which major parties are absent from the contest, and why? How does the electoral system

favour the military’s dominance? What has been the international response to the elections?

Under control: Voters line up to cast their ballots at a polling station in Naypyidaw, Myanmar, on December 28. AP

Sanjay Pulipaka

EXPLAINER THE GIST

�

Despite failing to establish
stable political conditions after
the February 2021 coup, the
Tatmadaw is pressing ahead
with a three-phase election.

�

Major national and regional
parties, including the NLD,
have been dissolved or
excluded, while
military-supported parties face
no genuine competition,
ensuring that the Tatmadaw
retains firm control over the
legislative agenda.

�

The elections are widely
viewed as an attempt to secure
domestic and international
legitimacy rather than to
ascertain the will of the people,
drawing criticism from the UN,
Japan, Australia, and the EU,
even as China and Russia
engage with the process.
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X

QUESTION 1

Where did the summit between Donald
Trump and Vladimir Putin take place?
X

QUESTION 2

The Prime Minister of this Western
European country resigned after less than
a month in o�ice, only to be reinstated.
X

QUESTION 3

The Preah Vihear Temple remains a point
of contention between which two
Southeast Asian countries
X

QUESTION 4

Where did the mass shooting attack on
tourists occur that led to a military
escalation between India and Pakistan?
X

QUESTION 5

Which African city hosted this year’s G-20

Summit?
X

QUESTION 6

Which country enforced the world’s first
social media ban for children under 16?
X

QUESTION 7

Where was the year’s deadliest earthquake
recorded?
X

QUESTION 8

The United Nations Security Council
supported an autonomy plan for the
disputed Western Sahara territory under
the sovereignty of which country?
X

QUESTION 9

The 2025 Nobel Peace Prize winner was
from this South American country.
X

QUESTION 10

This sparsely populated Arctic region was
referenced in global discourse after a major
power assigned it a special envoy.

Questions and Answers to the previous

day’s daily quiz: 1. Between which two big
nations is Mongolia located? Ans: Russia

and China

2. What is the ‘Morin Khuur’? Ans: It is a

musical instrument with a horse’s head

that is traditionally carved into the top

of the pegbox and featuring two strings

3. Name the Capital of Mongolia and its
meaning. Ans: Ulaanbaatar, Red Hero

4. How does one better know the famous
warrior Temujin? Ans: Genghis Khan

5. What is the name of the traditional
fermented mare’s milk drink? Ans: Airag

6. Mazaalai’s common name comes from a
big feature. Ans: Gobi Bear

7. What do a ‘deel’ and a ‘ger’ mean to a
Mongolian? Ans: Deel is a traditional

dress, while ger is a portable, round tent

Visual: What is the symbol on the Mongolian
National Flag called? Ans: Soyombo

Early Birds: K.N. Viswanathan | Arun Kumar
Singh | Haridas Pal | Pranab Biswas | Sakshi
Gupta

THE DAILY QUIZ

Can you identify the locations based on the news events that unfolded in 2025?

X

Visual Question:

This narrow water body bordering the Arabian Peninsula
appeared frequently in the news this year in connection with
drone and missile attacks on commercial shipping. Can you
name the strait? WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Mohammed Hidhayat

I don’t �nd the word ‘dude’ in the
dictionary. What does it mean? (A.
Sivaji, Malkajgiri, Hyderabad).
The word dude is not found in many
dictionaries because it is considered
slang. The word is often used to address
one’s male friends. For example, it is
common to hear teenagers in the United
States greet each other in the following
manner. “Hey dude! What’s up?”. or
“How is it going dude?”. It can be used to
refer to any man. Remember, the word
‘dude’ is considered slang, so do not use it
on formal occasions. 

Not everyone likes to be called a dude!
Slang dictionaries list ‘dudette’ as the
female of ‘dude’. For example, Kalavathi
is a female dudette. Dictionaries list this
word, but I haven’t heard anyone actually
use the word ‘dudette’.

What is the origin of the expression of
‘to up the ante’? (K. N. Nair, Alwaye,
Kerala)
This is an informal expression which is
used quite a bit in gambling. When you
up/raise the ante, you increase the stakes.
It is common for people to play cards for
money. In a card game like poker, a player
puts money into a pot even before he has
been dealt the cards. This amount of
money which he contributes is called the
‘ante’. When a player decides to ‘up the
ante’, he puts more money into the pot;
thereby increasing the stakes. The word
‘ante’ is from Latin meaning ‘before’. The
person puts in the money before he
receives the cards, remember! Here are a
few examples. When Ramdas joined the
game, he upped the ante to Rs. 50,000.
My friend wanted to up the ante, but I
said nothing doing.

This expression is also used in contexts
other than gambling as well. If you up the
ante when you are involved in a dispute
with someone, you usually increase the
stakes. 

By the way, the ‘ante’ in ‘ante’ is
pronounced like the word ‘ant’. The ‘e’ in
the second syllable is pronounced like the
‘i’ in words like ‘bit’, ‘hit’ and ‘�t’. The
stress is on the �rst syllable.

What is the meaning of ‘hype’?
(Uma Devi Ramaswamy, Cochin,
Kerala)
The word ‘hype’ rhymes with the words
‘type’, ‘ripe’ and ‘pipe’. It has several
di�erent meanings. One of the meanings
of the word ‘hype’ is to promote a
product aggressively. There is a lot of
hype nowadays whenever a new cola is
launched. After all, image is everything,
isn’t it? 

The word ‘hype’ also means to
overpraise or give importance to
someone or something. In other words,
you try and make an event or a person
seem better or more important than what
he is. 

What is the meaning of ‘glitch’?
(L. A. Ramanan, Palakkad, Kerala)
The word ‘glitch’, which rhymes with
‘switch’ and ‘pitch’ is usually de�ned as a
small or minor fault in the working of
something. The fault though minor,
usually causes a lot of irritation. For
example, the computer has developed a
glitch. I would like you to look into it. We
expected a few glitches, but everything
went smoothly.
Published in The Hindu on February 16,
1999

Know your
English
S. Upendran

FROM THE ARCHIVES

The story so far:

T
he recent India-New Zealand
Free Trade Agreement (FTA)
was concluded in December,
under which New Zealand will

levy zero duty on 100% of India’s exports
and bring in $20 billion in Foreign Direct
Investment (FDI) by 2030.

What are the key bargains?
India will receive zero-duty market access
for all its exports to New Zealand. In
return, India will relax tari�s on 95% of
imports from New Zealand, with 57% of
these products becoming duty-free from
day one.

New Zealand has committed to
investing $20 billion in India over the next
15 years, with �rm clawback mechanisms
in case the investment doesn’t meet the
stipulated timeline. The FDI is aimed at
promoting skill mobility and services,
creating employment and growth
opportunities across 118 sectors. For the
�rst time, New Zealand has agreed to
facilitate trade in Ayurveda, yoga, and
traditional medicine services with India.

The deal also makes provisions for the
support and mobility of Indian skilled
workers. Youth, students, and
professionals will �nd it easier to live and
work in New Zealand.

The FTA creates opportunities for India
to become a key supplier of skilled
workforce in services such as IT
professionals, Engineers, Yoga
instructors, Indian chefs, Music teachers,
as well as in sectors including healthcare,
education, and construction.

Student mobility, work permits of up to
20 hours per week while studying, and
extended post-study work visas are some
of the opportunities for Indian youth to
get global exposure.

The agreement also builds on MSMEs
and employment opportunities through
labour-intensive sectors, including textiles
and apparel, leather and footwear, gems
and jewellery, engineering goods, and
processed food items.

Which sectors has India kept outside
the agreement?
India has refused to give market access to
major items crucial to New Zealand, such
as dairy and agricultural products,
including milk, cheese, cream, butter,
yogurt, onions, sugar, edible oils, spices,
and rubber, in order to protect Indian
farmers and small and medium
industries.

New Zealand will develop focused
action plans to develop and improve
productivity, quality, and sectoral
capabilities for fruit growers in India,
particularly for exotic fruits like kiwifruit,
apples, and honey. This cooperation will
ensure the establishment of centres of
excellence, improved planting material,
capacity building for growers, technical
support for orchard management,
post-harvest practices, supply chains, and
food safety.

Why is the FTA important?
More than a breakthrough, the India-New
Zealand FTA is a framework for deeper
cooperation in the future. It is India’s
conscious move to increase its global
economic footprint. Trade diversi�cation
demands a deep and deliberate
transformation of the country’s
productive sector and integration into

global value chains. 
The India-New Zealand FTA is hailed

for being the fastest concluded,
completed in a record time of nine
months after being announced in March
2025. It enhances market access and tari�
preferences for Indian exports to New
Zealand, while proving to be a gateway to
Oceania and Paci�c Island markets.
Standing at $49,380, New Zealand is
among the higher-income economies in
Oceania. 

The Indian diaspora in New Zealand
constitutes 5% of its population, which
amounts to 3,00,000 persons. This
creates a promising exchange and opens
opportunities for soft power politics
between the two nations.

Currently, India’s bilateral merchandise
trade with New Zealand stands at $1.3
billion. The deal aims to double this �gure
over the next �ve years. 

India has instated strict safeguards to
protect its sensitive sectors, like
agriculture and dairy, from one of the
world’s largest dairy exporters. 

This is also one of the �rst FTAs
negotiated and concluded entirely by a
women-led and women-driven team,
from the chief negotiating o�cer to the
ambassador to New Zealand.

Why is India accelerating new FTAs?
By engaging with the Paci�c, West Asia,
and Africa as trade partners, India is
leveraging its position and promoting
realignments through bilateral
engagements and FTAs.

FTAs provide a platform to pursue
unique and region-speci�c commitments,
creating room for WTO-plus
commitments, especially in areas like
services, digital trade, and investment.
Diversi�cation of trade partners means
that India doesn’t have to be dependent
on traditional markets such as the EU, the
U.S., and China.

FTAs are aligned with India’s
development goals and policies, such as
Make in India, and securing India’s
sensitive sectors through technology
transfers and production-induced
incentive schemes that can help in
aligning Indian manufacturing with the
global value chains.

India is currently determined to
materialise FTAs with several countries,
including Russia, Oman, the U.K., and
New Zealand, in spite of its
not-so-successful past FTA engagements.
This points to India’s attempt at securing
strategic and geopolitical alliances via
economic and trade liberalisation.

This is India’s third FTA this year, after
agreements with the U.K. and Oman. It is
a part of a broad strategy that India is
determined to take forward after the U.S.
imposed steep tari�s. A large chunk of
India’s trade is U.S.-dependent. The
bilateral trade between India and the U.S.
stands at $132 billion, and changes in the
tari�s by the U.S. really hurt India’s trade.

India’s exports to the U.S. declined
sharply in September and October,
dropping to 12% and 8.5%, respectively.
The Indo-U.S. free trade deal is in slow
progress, and 50% of the tari�s still
remain unchanged. This has resulted in a
departure from the U.S. and into an
urgent need for diversi�cation of India’s
trade policies and strategic alliances in
order to attract greener trade pastures.

One of the main reasons for the stalling
of the Indo-U.S. bilateral talks is India’s
steadfast policy of not opening up its
farming and dairy sector to concessions
in the FTA. India is thus making a
substantial move from short-term
economic partnerships to long-term trade
alliances.

The India-New Zealand deal builds a
structure that is more investor-friendly.
India is willing to let go of its protectionist
image by lowering trade barriers,
promoting ease of business, and opening
its markets. India’s FTAs today go well
beyond tari� reduction; they are more of
a framework for future cooperation and
economic alignment.

What criticisms does the agreement
face?
This is New Zealand’s �rst FTA that
excludes dairy and agriculture from its
purview, due to which it is heavily
criticised in New Zealand by coalition
partners of the current government. The
Foreign Minister of New Zealand said that
the deal is ‘neither free nor fair’ as it
bypasses the dairy and agriculture sector,
the country’s largest industry, and added
that they will vote against the bill when it
comes to the �oor in the New Zealand
Parliament in 2026. India, on the other
hand, assumes an easy passage to
legislation.

In India, FTAs are criticised for
widening trade de�cits and generating
asymmetric gains, as it has led to imports
from partner countries growing faster
than our exports. Although the safeguards
established by the current India-New
Zealand FTA claim to cover these risks
and protect and promote India’s sensitive
sectors through manufacturing
collaboration. The success of which will
have to be determined as the
implementation unfolds over the years.

What is the way forward?
Even though the India-New Zealand FTA
is considered historic, it is important to
learn from the trade agreements in the
past, as many resulted in low yields.

India needs to invest in domestic
competitiveness, meet global market
standards and quality requirements,
ensure strong rules of origin, de�ne
anti-dumping provisions, strengthen its
sensitive sector and MSMEs and formulate
them in line with global markets.

India also needs to invest in research
and development for increasing quality
and competitiveness of its products if it
has to thrive in the global market.
Saee Pande is a freelance writer with a
focus on politics, current a�airs,
international relations, and geopolitics

What is the India-New Zealand Free
Trade Agreement?
What zero-duty access will India get, and how much FDI is New Zealand committing to by 2030? Which sectors in New Zealand have criticised the

deal? Why is India accelerating FTAs with countries? How will labour-intensive sectors like textiles, leather, gems, and processed foods bene�t?

EXPLAINER

Strong ties: Prime Minister of New Zealand, Christopher Luxon and Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
on March 17. SHIV KUMAR PUSHPAKAR

Saee Pande
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SCIENCE

For feedback and suggestions

for ‘Science’, please write to
science@thehindu.co.in with the
subject ‘Daily page’

X

QUESTION 1

X is a colourless gas that smells like
garlic or fish, especially when it
contains impurities. Scientists have
linked it to rotting organic matter in
places with low oxygen. In 2020,
researchers said they detected X in
Venus’s atmosphere, hinting at unusual
chemistry, but later studies dismissed
it. Name X.
X

QUESTION 2

Name the colourless gas notorious in
high-school chemistry labs for smelling
like rotten eggs. It’s produced when
bacteria break down one of its
constituent elements in the absence of
oxygen. It can also appear near sewage
systems and volcanic vents and is toxic
even at low concentrations.

X

QUESTION 3

_____ gas has a sharp ‘electrical’ smell
that people sometimes notice after
lightning storms or near some
machines with sparking. It’s a
compound made of three atoms of the
same element. The 1987 Montreal
Protocol was created to help protect
this gas’s presence in the upper
atmosphere. Fill in the blank.
X

QUESTION 4

This element is a dark reddish-brown
liquid at room temperature and gives
o� a strong and irritating vapour. It
belongs to the family of halogens on
the periodic table. People used to use it
in the first photography techniques and
also in some flame retardants. Name it.
X

QUESTION 5

Y is a simple compound, in fact the

smallest aldehyde, and it’s widely used
to preserve biological specimens and in
some building materials. It has a
strong, sharp archetypically chemical
smell and can irritate the eyes and the
throat, especially in poorly ventilated
spaces. Name Y.
Answers to December 25 quiz:
1. Worked on falling bodies, inertia of
motion – Ans: Galileo Galilei

2. Whose observations led to Kepler’s
laws – Ans: Tycho Brahe

3. Philosopher who advanced analytic
geometry – Ans: René Descartes

4. Investigated mechanics of springs,
etc. – Ans: Robert Hooke

5. Physicist who worked out
timekeeping with pendulums – Ans:

Christiaan Huygens

Visual: Pierre de Fermat

First contact: Tamal Biswas | K.N.
Viswanathan | Aditya Tiwari |
Mohammad Sohail | Anmol Agrawal

THE SCIENCE QUIZ

Chemistry’s foul fellows

X

Visual: Name the molecule depicted by this ball-and-stick model. It’s responsible
for vinegar’s odour and imparts its sour taste. PUBLIC DOMAIN 

Please send in your answers to 

science@thehindu.co.in

Vasudevan Mukunth

O
szkár Nagyapáti climbed to the
bottom of a sandy pit on his land
on the Great Hungarian Plain and

dug into the soil with his hand, looking
for a sign of groundwater that in recent
years has been in accelerating retreat.

“It’s much worse, and it’s getting worse
year after year,” he said as cloudy liquid
slowly seeped into the hole. ”Where did
so much water go? It’s unbelievable.”

Nagyapáti has watched with distress as
the region in southern Hungary, once an
important site for agriculture, has
become increasingly parched and dry.
Where a variety of crops and grasses once
�lled the �elds, today there are wide
cracks in the soil and growing sand dunes
more reminiscent of the Sahara Desert
than Central Europe.

The region, known as the
Homokhátság, has been described by
some studies as semiarid, a distinction
more common in parts of Africa, the
American Southwest or Australian
Outback, and is characterised by very
little rain, dried-out wells and a water
table plunging ever deeper underground.

In a 2017 paper in European
Countryside, researchers cited “the
combined e�ect of climatic changes,
improper land use and inappropriate
environmental management” as causes
for the Homokhátság’s aridi�cation.

Now a group of farmers and other
volunteers, led by Nagyapáti, are trying to
save the region and their lands from total
desiccation using a resource for which
Hungary is famous: thermal water.

Along with the group of volunteer
“water guardians,” he began negotiating
with authorities and a local thermal spa
last year, hoping to redirect the spa’s
over�ow water, which would usually pour
unused into a canal, onto their land. The
thermal water is drawn from very deep
underground.

According to the water guardians’ plan,
the water, cooled and puri�ed, would be
used to �ood a 2.5-hectare low-lying �eld,
a way of mimicking the natural cycle of
�ooding that channelizing the rivers had
ended.

“When the �ooding is complete and
the water recedes, there will be 2.5
hectares of water surface in this area,”
Nagyapáti said. “This will be quite a
shocking sight in our dry region.”

A 2024 study by Hungary’s Eötvös
Loránd University showed that unusually
dry layers of surface-level air in the region
had prevented any arriving storm fronts
from producing precipitation. Instead,
the fronts would pass through without
rain, and result in high winds that dried
out the topsoil even further.

The water guardians hoped that by
arti�cially �ooding certain areas, they
wouldn’t only raise the groundwater level
but also create a microclimate through
surface evaporation that could increase
humidity, reduce temperatures and dust
and have a positive impact on nearby
vegetation.

Tamás Tóth, a meteorologist in
Hungary, said that because of the
potential impact such wetlands can have
on the surrounding climate, water
retention is the “key issue in the coming
years and for generations to come”.

Following another hot, dry summer
this year, the water guardians blocked a
series of sluices along a canal, and the
repurposed water from the spa began
slowly gathering in the low-lying �eld.
After a couple of months, the �eld had
nearly been �lled.

How Central
Europe’s ‘water
guardians’ 
are �ghting
deserti�cation 

Water guardian Oszkár Nagyapáti in Kiskunmajsa,
Hungary. AP 

Thermal spring water, cooled and
puri�ed, would �ood a low-lying
�eld, mimicking the natural cycle
of �ooding that channelising the
rivers had ended

Associated Press

A
ll major discoveries in
cosmology underline the
maxim that the universe is not
only stranger than we suppose

but that it is stranger than we can
suppose. The latest example of this is a
study by researchers at the Yonsei
University in South Korea that said the
expansion of the universe is slowing
down.

The study, published in Notices of the
Royal Astronomical Society of November
6, is in sharp contrast to the standard
model of the universe, called
Lambda-Cold Dark Matter (LCDM), which
speaks of an accelerating universe.

Mysterious force
Accepted theory says the universe began
about 13.8 billion years ago from a single,
in�nitely dense point that exploded
cataclysmically in a ‘Big Bang’, leading to
the formation of matter, energy, and
space. As the explosion spread rapidly, it
engendered subatomic particles such as
protons, neutrons, and electrons before
matter collapsed under gravity to form
galaxies, stars and planets.

While the American astronomer Edwin
Hubble con�rmed that the universe was
expanding in the 1920s, cosmologists
conjectured that gravity must have also
slowed down the expansion at some
point. 

This is why they were surprised when,
in 1998, astronomers who were
measuring the distances to faraway
galaxies using the light from exploding
stars called Type Ia supernovae
concluded that 9 billion years after the
universe began, its expansion actually
gained momentum.

They �gured the impetus came from a
mysterious force known as ‘dark energy’,
which makes up about 70% of the
cosmos. In 1917, Albert Einstein had
proposed that its e�ects can be
represented in equations by the
cosmological constant lambda Λ. 

Dramatic twist
For proving that the expansion of the
universe had indeed speeded up, three
scientists — Saul Perlmutter, Brian
Schmidt, and Adam Riess — were awarded
the 2011 physics Nobel Prize. The trio and
the teams they led had calculated the
distances to Type Ia supernovae by using
their apparent brightness as “standard
candles” and measuring the redshift, i.e.
the stretching of light due to the
expansion of the universe. 

This helped them determine the
speeds at which di�erent parts of the
universe were receding from the earth.

Their data showed that the universe
was accelerating as dark energy forced
galaxies apart ever faster. An analogy
astronomers often use to illustrate this is
the way raisins in rising bread
dough move away from each other. Thus,
in the LCDM model of cosmology, gravity
binds planets, stars, and galaxies
together, while the anti-gravity properties
of dark energy push galaxies further away
from each other, driving the universe’s
expansion.

The Yonsei University study introduced
a dramatic twist to this cosmic tale by
suggesting that dark energy may actually
be weakening, putting the brakes on the
universe’s acceleration.

“Our study shows that the universe has

already entered a phase of decelerated
expansion at the present epoch and that
dark energy evolves with time much more
rapidly than previously thought,” Yonsei
University astronomy professor
Young-Wook Lee, who led the study, said.

The �ndings tie in with similar data
from the Dark Energy Spectroscopic
Instrument (DESI) in the USA: that Type
Ia supernovae may not be the universe’s
“standard candles” after all, since their
luminosity could be a�ected by the age of
their parent stars.

If dark energy density is not constant
in time, it �ips conventional cosmological
wisdom on its head, forcing scientists to
look afresh at a universe that may be
decelerating, and perhaps eventually
contracting before collapsing in on itself
in a ‘Big Crunch’.

‘Modify, not negate’
The study has already set o� a �erce
debate amongst cosmologists, with many
doubting if there is enough evidence to
revamp the LCDM any time soon, or if at
all.

For instance, in an email to the author,
University of Michigan cosmologist
Dragan Huterer expressed doubts about
dark energy evolving with time. “But this
is really hard to evaluate as we do not
have any compelling theoretical models
for dark energy. So, from a theoretical
point of view, it is not clear,” Prof. Huterer
added. ”From the
observational/experimental point of view,
the statistical signi�cance of the �ndings
is strong, but not su�ciently strong to
claim a discovery. We need to collect and
analyse more data to be sure.”

Brian Schmidt, distinguished professor
of astronomy at the Australian National
University and one of the three
astrophysicists who won the Nobel Prize
for their work on dark energy, is sceptical

about the study’s consequences for the
LCDM.

“If validated, these �ndings would not
negate the (standard) model of the
cosmos, but would modify it,” Prof.
Schmidt wrote in an email. “Basically,
instead of a constant [cosmological
constant], we would have something that
evolves over time.”

He said he doesn’t think that this
would give rise to whole new sub�elds of
astrophysics either.

“If true, it will give theorists a new set
of clues to understand dark energy. I
think it would be contained in the current
theoretical cosmology community — and
not (in) a new sub�eld.”

Where is the jury?
Prof Huterer also said that “these
developments would still continue in the
realm of data-driven cosmology. And the
fact that Type Ia supernovae have some
new properties would inform the existing
�eld of Type Ia supernovae astrophysics.”

Adam Riess, professor of physics and
astronomy at the Johns Hopkins
University who shared the 2011 Nobel
Prize, also said the Yonsei University
study doesn’t hold water.

“The study claims that Type Ia
supernovae become systematically fainter

with redshift because their progenitors
evolve with cosmic time,” he said. 

“We show this is not supported by the
data. Modern supernovae analyses
already model and marginalise
host-related systematics, like stellar mass
and star-formation history, and when
these are included, there is no signi�cant
evidence for luminosity evolution.”

According to Prof. Riess, “the study
result arises from a very particular way of
slicing the data and from assumptions
that aren’t consistent with how supernova
cosmology is done today.”

When the Dark Energy Survey 5 Year
dataset sample is analysed with standard
methods, he continued, “the allowed
level of evolution is an order of magnitude
smaller than what their model predicts. In
short: their proposed e�ect isn’t seen in
real data, and current analyses already
guard against it.”

Wherein lies the rub then? According
to Prof. Riess, the new study makes a leap
from host galaxy age to supernova age
that is not physically justi�ed. 

This is something scientists have
already tested and corrected for with
much larger datasets.

“Present studies already correct for
their claimed e�ect (age) because they
correct for galaxy mass, and galaxy mass
and age are directly correlated,” he said.

Taken together, the jury is out on the
Yonsei University study. Cosmologists are
currently looking to state-of-the-art
instruments such as the Vera Rubin
Observatory in Chile and NASA’s
upcoming Nancy Grace Roman space
telescope to throw light on dark energy’s
role in the fate of the universe — whether
it will eventually slow down and end in a
Big Crunch or continue to expand until it
fades away into virtual nothingness.

(Prakash Chandra is a science writer.
prakashisat@gmail.com)

A twist in the tale: are scientists
wrong about dark energy?
For proving that the expansion of the universe had speeded up, three scientists were awarded the 2011 physics Nobel Prize; a new study from Yonsei

University has introduced a twist by suggesting that dark energy may actually be weakening, putting the brakes on the universe’s acceleration

The Hubble space telescope’s view of the galaxy in 2018. The type Ia supernova SN 2018gv is visible near the left edge. ESA/HUBBLE & NASA, A. RIESS AND SH0ES 

The study result arises from a very
particular way of slicing the data and
from assumptions that aren’t
consistent with how supernova
cosmology is done today 

ADAM RIESS 
JOHNS HOPKINS UNIVERSITY

Prakash Chandra
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A
fter a gap of many years, the Railways has
hiked passenger fares twice this fiscal year.
Both these hikes (in July and December) are

inconsequential, almost apologetic, prompting the
question of what they will achieve — save reduce at
the margin the revenue-expenditure gap of the
Railways and keep the operating ratio at below 100.
In fact, the latest hike, which came into e�ect on
December 26, seems an afterthought, and quite out of
trend for an organisation that raises fares at best in
years. 

Indeed, if the intent was to repair
finances in a more enduring way, the
Railways could have raised fares more
rationally and purposefully. It has
conformed to a populist notion that the
commuter cannot take the burden. This is a
misplaced view that disregards the raison d’

etre of the Railways in many respects. The
current hike spares suburban travel, where
the fares are archaic and absurd not allowing
for any upkeep whatsoever. To argue that
the commuter cannot pay is a stretch, as bus
fares in a metro city are many multiples of
the suburban fare. A hike of 2 paise per km
for all mail and express trains across classes
seems irrational. Premium trains, such as
Vande Bharat, Shatabdi and Rajdhani can be
priced higher, as passengers can pay more
for the comfort and convenience of short
and medium distance travel. These trains
are priced far lower than air fares and even
luxury buses. The fare revision seems
calculated to neither please or displease any
section of commuters; but in the process the
Railways cannot benefit, and nor can the
quality of services improve. The Railways
informs every traveller that it subsidises the
ticket by 40 per cent or more, whereas that
is neither necessary nor desirable. The
bottom of the pyramid commuter as well as
the creamy layer can pay more. Above all, by
tinkering at the margins with passenger
fares, the Railways is perpetuating the
subsidisation of passenger travel by freight
travel.

The revision of passenger fares should be
entrusted to an independent authority (a
‘railways tari� commission’ was proposed
years ago) that does so periodically, and by
employing a transparent methodology. The
fare hikes should be rational, di�erentiated
and linked to costs. Except for AC three tier
and AC chair car, all classes are loss-making. 

The central problem today with Railway
finances is that freight revenues (₹1.88 lakh
crore projected for FY26), which accounts
for two thirds of total revenues, are not
rising quickly enough for its profits to cover
the losses from passenger services
(revenues of about ₹92,000 crore). Any
slippage in freight revenues (projected to
rise 4.4 per cent this fiscal) or passenger
revenues (16 per cent growth projection)
could pose a strain. As the gap rises, the
Railways dips into the general budget to
fund its capital expenditure. This is
unsustainable. A whopping subsidy to
passengers imposes an economic cost.
Meanwhile, freight movement reforms are
still a work in progress, and require periodic
review.

Wrong track
Railway fare hike is too inconsequential

TUESDAY - DECEMBER 30, 2025

Visa uncertainties
Apropos “Visa woes” (December
29). The US decision to replace the
H-1B lottery with a wage based
selection model marks a decisive
shift in how it views skilled
immigration. By prioritising higher
paid roles, adding expansive social
media vetting, and imposing steep
entry fees, the programme now
favours senior talent and large
employers. 
For Indian students and early career
professionals, the traditional
education to OPT to H-1B pathway

has become narrower, costlier, and
far less predictable. The message is
clear that the US is recalibrating
access, not expanding opportunity.
This moment should force
introspection at home. India still
underinvests in research, innovation,
and frontier technology roles. It
must rapidly strengthen its R&D
ecosystem to retain talent. 
K Chidanand Kumar
Bengaluru

For inclusive loans
This refers to the news report ‘Retail

loans go premium as ticket sizes rise’,
(December 29). The shift towards
higher-value retail loans reflects
banks’ comfort with well-rated
borrowers, but it also raises
concerns about access for smaller
and first-time customers. 
As lending becomes more
premium-focused, households with
modest incomes may be pushed
towards costlier informal credit.
Banks should balance growth by
strengthening risk assessment for
small-ticket loans rather than
avoiding them. 

Wider use of cash-flow based
lending, credit guarantees and digital
underwriting can help. 
K Sakunthala 
Coimbatore

Mangaluru’s advantages
This is with reference to the article
“Mangaluru emerges as Karnataka’s
coastal technology gateway”
(December 29). The article
highlight’s Mangaluru city’s
distinguished characteristics. The
unique characteristic of this city is, it
is a blend of tradition and

technology. 
Mangaluru is increasingly being
viewed as a coveted destination for
large scale technological hubs in view
of its tech talent , coastal location,
reliable power infrastructure, and
reputed engineering colleges.
With government support, such as
tax incentives, encouragement to
talent, specialized support services
and logistics, Mangaluru can be
turned into another Silicon Valley of
India.
Veena Shenoy
Thane

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

E
lectricity, when it arrived,
transformed daily life — lighting
homes, preserving food, and

extending the usable day. The metal
behind that miracle? Copper. William
Nordhaus quantified the change: a 19th

century worker needed nearly 1,000
hours of labour to buy enough candles to
match a few hours of light from a
100-watt bulb. Today, running that bulb
costs 10 minutes of work. Few
productivity gains rival this. Without
copper, we are quite literally left in the
dark.

Copper now hums inside
smartphones, snakes through power
grids and sits silently inside EVs.
Electrical systems, solar panels, wind
turbines, EVs and data centres all drink
the red metal by the tonne. 

This should make copper a sober,
long-term story. Right? Wrong. It has
become a barometer of market unease
rather than industrial demand.

Markets are euphoric for now. Prices
soar, spreads widen and metal is shipped
across oceans for a few basis points. BHP
is dusting o� mothballed mines. Even
Saudi Aramco is hiring copper traders.
And yet something feels wrong.

Copper typically rises when factories
hum and slumps when they fall silent. By
that logic, today’s exuberance is
puzzling. The global economy is holding
up but hardly roaring. If copper is red
hot now, what exactly is it diagnosing?

The bulls’ favourite sermon is
demand. The energy transition is
copper-intensive by design. EVs use up
to four times more copper than petrol
cars. Wind turbines, solar farms and AI
data centres are metallic gluttons. But
demand stories disappoint in practice,
particularly when prices anticipate
adoption curves rather than current
build rates. As technologies mature, they
become thriftier. An EV built in 2025
uses 10 per cent less copper than one
made in 2020. China’s property market,
once a voracious consumer of copper, is
in a prolonged slump. 

Perhaps, then, supply is the culprit? In
2025, floods, tunnel collapses and
mudslides hit major mines from Congo
to Chile to Indonesia. These incidents
rattled markets, but not enough to
explain the surge. The industry budgets
for accidents, and Chile’s Escondida —
the world’s largest mine — has been
producing more than expected.

STRUCTURAL ISSUES

The deeper challenge is structural.

Copper is getting harder and costlier to
find. Discovery rates are collapsing: of
239 major deposits found since 1990,
just 14 date from the past decade.
Bringing a new mine now takes more
than 15 years. Despite popular claims,
the world is unlikely to run out of
copper. The US Geological Survey
estimates total copper resources at
about 5.6 billion tonnes— roughly 226
years of current consumption, or 115
years even if demand accelerates
sharply. Copper is not scarce.
Economically viable copper increasingly
is.

What, then, explains the price action?
Politics. 

Trump’s tari�s have turned copper

markets into a hall of mirrors. Refined
copper remains exempt while
semi-finished products are not,
encouraging traders to pull demand
forward rather than create new end-use
consumption. Inventories are
reshu�ed, flows rerouted and prices
distorted not by shortage, but by policy
asymmetry.

History o�ers a corrective. At the
height of the Roman Empire, a tonne of
copper cost the equivalent of 40 years of
the average wage. By 1800, this had
fallen to six. Over the next two
centuries, it dropped to just 0.06 years
per tonne. Each reversal reflected not
scarcity solved, but technology, scale
and capital catching up — often after
prices had overshot. Copper’s history is
of recurring price spikes followed by
adaptation.

Copper has now crossed $12,250 a
tonne, its biggest annual gain since 2009.
Electricity is no longer the second
greatest thing after God; it is our best
hope for decarbonisation. But today’s
prices reflect not just geology or green
ambition, but the familiar alchemy of
politics, positioning and compressed
time horizons.

The writer is former Executive Director at Nomura, is
currently a Visiting Faculty at various B-Schools

Politics and policies are driving copper prices up 

Krishnan Ranganathan

COPPER. Red hot price run

Trump tari�s have infused chaos into copper markets. Inventories are reshu�ed and prices distorted by policy asymmetry
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T
he Bill on Securities
Markets Code, recently
introduced in the Lok Sabha
by the Finance Minister,
ushers in a host of big-ticket

changes, including strengthening the
legal backbone of finality and
irrevocability of settlement, which are
solely the responsibility of the clearing
corporation; not intermediaries. This
clear distinction ensures legal certainty
at the central clearing level while
subjecting intermediaries to supervision
as well as insolvency procedures. The
separation, which frees settlement
finality from intermediation risk,
enables the market to consider an
agency-based clearing system, which
would plug some major limitations in
the current clearing framework.

The Karvy scandal revealed a major
flaw in India’s brokerage framework.
Investors who thought their demat
holdings were protected discovered that
brokers had illegally pledged client
securities to support their own trades.
Smaller incidents soon emerged,
demonstrating how easily brokers could
misuse client assets. The bigger concern
was unsettling: how were intermediaries
allowed to pledge assets they didn’t
own?

Regulators responded quickly, but
recovery was slow. Many investors
waited months to get back what was
rightfully theirs, and some never did.
Banks challenged regulatory directives
requiring the freezing or return of
securities pledged by borrowers,
triggering litigation that reached the
Supreme Court in early 2024 — after the
Securities Appellate Tribunal had ruled
in favour of the banks. The episode
raised a fundamental issue about the
sanctity of the clearing system — the
silent, unseen nerve centre of market
integrity.

SCARS THAT PROMPTED REFORM

In the aftermath of the Karvy crisis,

SEBI and market institutions
implemented reforms that enhanced
oversight and transparency. The
pledge-re-pledge (PRP) framework now
requires client consent before collateral
can be used, recorded directly in
depositories. Client funds are kept
separate; brokers submit daily balance
reports; and exchanges oversee every
collateral link to ensure securities
remain visible and auditable.

Confidence has returned since then.
However, inefficiencies still exist. Each
trade still involves multiple cost
layers— brokerage, taxes, exchange, and
clearing fees — and significant margins.
Derivative contracts can require 10-20
per cent of the notional value upfront,
creating a barrier for retail and smaller
institutional investors. The result:
India’s markets remain dynamic but
capital-intensive, with high impact
costs.

By late 2025, India’s equity landscape
had significantly evolved. More than 210
million demat accounts were active—a
tenfold increase since 2016. Mutual fund
assets reached record levels, and
institutional trading volumes grew as
domestic funds and insurers expanded
participation. But this success also
exposed the limitations of the current
clearing model. 

Each client trade still generates two
contracts — one between the client and
the broker, and another between the
broker and the clearinghouse. This
“principal” structure results in double
margining, requiring capital to be locked
twice for the same exposure. It also
means client positions are intertwined if
a broker defaults; transferring open
trades to another intermediary remains
complicated, as past defaults have
shown.

AGENCY-BASED MODEL

In advanced markets like the US,
brokers act as Futures Commission

Merchants (FCMs) — agents who clear
client positions directly with the
clearinghouse. Clients deposit a single
margin, with their funds legally kept
separate. If a broker fails, positions can
be transferred or settled immediately.
This agency-clearing system enhances
safety and capital efficiency. It enables
cross-margining, portfolio netting, and
liquidity optimisation — tools that free
up capital and reduce trading costs. 

By separating client ownership from
intermediary risk, US markets handle
large volumes with resilience and
transparency. Europe is adopting similar
strategies through agent-trustee
frameworks to protect client assets
while reducing redundant exposures for
intermediaries.

India’s market structure is prepared
for this change. Increasing institutional
participation, renewed foreign interest,
and fintech intermediaries have all
added pressure on legacy systems. For
banks, principal clearing increases
balance-sheet risks; for brokers, it ties
up capital that could otherwise be used
more e�ectively. 

An agency-clearing framework would
allow brokers to serve more clients with
less tied-up capital. Investors would gain
direct legal ownership of their positions
at the clearinghouse, while regulators
would have a transparent, auditable view
of risk.

The depository system for
dematerialised securities already
demonstrates that such segregation is
e�ective: investors’ holdings remain
secure even if a broker fails. Expanding
this model to cover cash and collateral
— by establishing legally protected
client trust accounts — would complete
the circle, creating symmetry between
the safety of demat accounts and margin
funds.

WHO GAINS

Brokers and clearing members: Capital
freed from double-margining can be
redeployed into technology, product
design, and client servicing.

Investors and traders: Lower margin
requirements and transferable positions
would enhance access and competition.

Exchanges and CCPs: Larger cleared
volumes enhance liquidity and price
discovery.

Foreign investors: Familiarity with
agency-clearing structures facilitates
market entry, aligning India with global
norms.

Regulators and the economy:
Clearer ownership lines improve
supervision and reduce systemic risk,
thereby directing savings toward
productive uses.

NEED A GRADUAL ROADMAP

The reform need not be abrupt since
clearing is the nerve centre of the
market ecosystem. A phased pilot,
starting with the institutional phase,
could assess operational readiness.
Exchanges may categorise members as
“sponsor” or “agent” clearing members,
allowing optional migration. Capital
rules could be adjusted to prevent
brokers’ client guarantees from inflating
exposures. 

Safety nets — default funds,
guarantees, and stress tests — would
remain unchanged. The only change
would be in the allocation of collateral
and claims, shifting from a pooled,
opaque paradigm to a direct,
transparent structure.

India's transformative UPI system
exemplifies how direct, real-time
settlement reduces costs and
intermediaries, streamlining financial
transactions across the country. 

Similarly, agency clearing — backed
by the Securities Markets Code (once
enacted), which ensures legal finality at
the CC level — aims to create a unified,
interoperable architecture that
significantly improves market access,
reduces operational costs, and enhances
safety and financial inclusion for all
participants. 

Instead of just developing a
smartphone app, India’s next financial
leap could involve rebuilding a resilient
infrastructure for market settlement —
ready to replace outdated models and
o�er all participants the same efficiency
and confidence UPI has brought to
digital payments. This evolution is not
just technological but a practical shift
towards a more robust, inclusive
financial ecosystem that directly
impacts the daily lives of millions.

Nair is former Director, National Institute of Securities
Markets; Shunmugam is Partner, MCQube

Capital markets:
Agency clearing,
the next leap

REUTERS

Instead of just 
developing a smartphone
app, India’s next 
financial leap could 
involve resilient infra for
market settlement

STRENGTHENING MARKETS. The Securities Market Code Bill
paves the way for a resilient infrastructure for market settlement 
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I
n India’s megacities, a new
economic race has taken hold
— one measured not in miles

or hours, but in ten minutes flat.
Ultra-fast delivery platforms such
as Blinkit, Zepto, Swiggy
Instamart and others promise
groceries, meals and daily
essentials at astonishing speed.
While this model thrives in
developing, densely populated
cities due to low labour costs, high
unemployment and an abundant
supply of young workers, its social
and labour implications remain
deeply troubling.

Unlike standard logistics
systems, where delivery is
planned and risk is distributed
across infrastructure, scheduling
and inventory management, the
10-minute delivery model
concentrates risk almost entirely
on the last-mile worker — the
delivery rider and the dark-store
picker.

Evidence from workers
themselves reveals the human
cost behind the stopwatch — the
race against time often leads to
accidents and injuries.

There are media reports of
workers being sent home without
pay for missing performance
targets, with no explanation or
grievance mechanism.

Delivery riders have echoed
similar concerns. 

These testimonies align with
findings from multiple labour
studies showing that algorithmic
management — opaque ratings,
automated penalties, and
unpredictable task allocation —
strips workers of control while
intensifying pressure. 

WORKERS’ DEMANDS

Gig workers, in their recent strike
in Hyderabad, protested wage
cuts, unsafe delivery timelines,
lack of basic amenities at dark
stores, and arbitrary app
deactivations. They have
demanded — removal of
ultra-short delivery timelines;
minimum guaranteed wages;
accident insurance and medical
coverage; and Transparent
grievance redressal mechanisms.

While India’s new labour codes
mark an important step by
recognising gig and platform
workers, they do not directly
address speed-driven delivery
models, where risk continues to
be disproportionately borne by
workers. The 10-minute delivery
is reshaping consumer
psychology and social habits.

This transformation is not
abstract. It is deeply personal.
Most people are slowly getting

accustomed to the convenience of
10-minute delivery app. 

The model is not merely
demand-driven, but actively
manufactures habits — replacing
planning, self-reliance and
routine with instant availability.

Such habits erode basic
consumption discipline, weaken
daily planning skills, and promote
instant gratification among young
people. When a generation grows
accustomed to outsourcing even
the smallest acts of self-reliance,
the long-term implications for
productivity, resilience and social
responsibility are deeply
concerning.

Supporters of ultra-fast
delivery often argue that such
services are a lifeline for senior
citizens living alone. There is
merit in recognising that
doorstep delivery of medicines
and essentials can provide real
relief in such situations. However,
this benefit is neither new nor
unique to the 10-minute delivery
model. For decades,
neighbourhood grocers and local
pharmacists have informally
extended precisely this support —
delivering medicines, groceries
and essentials to elderly residents
without imposing artificial time
pressures on workers or
normalising extreme urgency.
The critical question, therefore, is
not whether home delivery is
useful, but whether compressing
it into a 10-minute promise is
necessary or socially responsible.

A society that cannot wait 10
minutes without transferring risk
onto another human being is not
merely ine�cient — it is
unsustainable. The debate around
10-minute delivery is about what
kind of work culture and
consumption culture India wants
to build. If speed continues to be
prioritised without
accountability, infrastructure or
labour protection, the cost will be
paid not only by delivery workers,
but by society at large.

The writer is a retired Management Professor
and Independent Researcher

The 10-minute trap 

Prabir Kumar Bandyopadhyay

QUICK-COMM. The human costs

Quick delivery apps are taking a toll on gig workers

December 30, 2005

IT firms step up security
After Wednesday’s terror at tacks on the Indian Institute of Science, IT
companies in the country’s tech capital have be gun beefing up security
procedures. Multinationals and domestic companies like Infosys Technologies
and Wipro Ltd said that they have tightened security processes within their
campuses. In addition, these companies have also implemented certain
additional security controls to protect themselves. “We have taken all
necessary precautions,” said Mr N.R. Narayana Murthy, Chairman and Chief
Mentor of Infosys. 

SEBI panel recommends short selling by institutions 
A Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) commit tee has
recommended that institutional investors such as FIIs and mutual fund be al
lowed to short-sell shares in the market akin to retail investors. Short selling
means selling a stock which the seller does not own at the time of trade. 

SAT to hear pleas against FMC orders 
The Securities Appellate Tribunal, which currently hears appeals against SEBI’s
orders, would also be the Appellate Tribunal for orders passed by FMC.

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS

01. Was prying (5)

04. Throw loosely about (7)

08. Water spectacle in

Africa (8,5)

10. Clean out harshly (5)

11. Unpleasant to look at (4)

12. With distance between

sides (4)

16. Spacious (5)

17. In a prominent 

fashion (13)

19. With a burden 

imposed (7)

20. Of lesser importance (5)

DOWN

01. Senior service medical men (5,8)

02. Instruction to read as printed (3)

03. Accumulation of fluid in the

body (6)

04. Yachtsman (6)

05. Provide necessary money (6)

06. Verbose (9)

07. One waiting to play for 

team (7,6)

09. Brought together (9)

13. Coloured chalk (6)

14. Having thorns (6)

15. Gaseous element (6)

18. Member of shooting-party (3)

ACROSS

01. One was inquisitive, so had nothing to send out (5)

04. Reacts badly with talc initially, so disperse it (7)

08. Station drops what is a big comedown in 

Africa (8,5)

10. Clean it out using acid with carbon in it (5)

11. Nasty looking guy turns when about fifty (4)

12. An extra one may be seen in distribution of 

dew (4)

16. It is big enough for one to try without a top (5)

17. Dismissed when on one's feet, lay heartlessly but

prominently (13)

19. Lumbered with the last of the eggs that 

went bad (7)

20. One under age may yet produce this sort of key (5)

DOWN

01. They may be involved in maritime 

operations (5,8)

02. Read it as printed for one in South Carolina (3)

03. Fluid accumulation in body will fall, say, without a

heart (6)

04. ‘Barnacle Bill’ as rendered by RA with oils (6)

05. Provide o�-turn in a road (6)

06. Might take vital adjustment if so loquacious (9)

07. Man on the bench may book instrumentalist (7,6)

09. Got together and received payment (9)

13. Sort of colour to stick on top of the line (6)

14. Hurried around at home but found it thorny (6)

15. He is not a pronoun? It's a gas! (6)

18. From this shoot tops of greens, unless nipped (3)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Wharf 4. Scribes 8. Nominated 9. War 10. Crucial 12. Hi-fi 14. Therapy 17. Ally 18. Diocese 20. Dog 21. Portfolio 23. Retired 24. Limit

DOWN 1. Wing-Commander 2. Armour 3. Fanlight 4. Set 5. Ride 6. Bewail 7. Straighten out 11. Lured 13. Spoonful 15. Flight 16. Vellum 19. Spar 22. Rod

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2586

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2585

NOT SO EASY

Holdings of China’s digital yuan, or
e-CNY, will start generating interest
income next year under a new
framework, state broadcaster CCTV
said on Monday, as China steps up
e�orts to promote the use of its central
bank digital currency.

Starting January 1, e-CNY stored in

wallets will earn interest based on
demand deposit rates, becoming the
world’s first interest-bearing central
bank digital currency, according to
CCTV. It means e-CNY is advancing
into an era of “digital deposits“, from
“digital cash”, CCTV said.

“This will help increase users’
willingness to adopt the digital yuan,
expand its usage scenarios, and further
solidify China’s leading position in the

global exploration of central bank
digital currencies,” the state
broadcaster said.

The use of China’s digital yuan is
currently limited to some government
agencies and state companies. Most
transactions via China’s ubiquitous
digital payment platforms Alipay and
WeChatPay do not involve e-CNY. The
People's Bank of China (PBOC) last
month rea�rmed its tough stance on

cryptocurrencies and vowed to crack
down on illegal activities involving
stablecoins. Meanwhile, the PBOC is
stepping up e�orts to promote the use
of its own digital currency.

The central bank has set up a global
operation centre in Shanghai to
promote international use of the digital
yuan, and has said it would support
more commercial banks to operate
e-CNY businesses.

China’s digital yuan to become interest-bearing next year
Reuters
Beijing / Shanghai

T
he US recently articulated
its vision for reforming the
World Trade Organization
(WTO). Set out in a
communication to the WTO

General Council in December 2025, the
paper complements the Trump
administration’s unilateral tari� actions
and its growing preference for bilateral
or selective trade arrangements. 

Taken together, these moves reveal
not just Washington’s preferences for
WTO reform, but also a deeper
scepticism about the organisation’s
relevance in addressing today’s trade
challenges.

The US submission responds to three
issues identified by the WTO reform
facilitator — decision-making, special
and di�erential treatment (S&DT), and
the level playing field — but goes well
beyond them. It also questions the
centrality of the most-favoured-nation
(MFN) principle, criticises the evolving
role of the WTO Secretariat, rejects
scrutiny of national security measures,
and argues that certain major trade
problems are simply not solvable within
the WTO framework.

THREE AREAS OF REFORM

On decision-making, the US places
singular emphasis on plurilateral
agreements — negotiations among a
subset of willing members — as the only
viable future for WTO rule-making. It
argues that achieving consensus among
166 members on newer disciplines is
unrealistic, given divergent economic
systems and ambitions. Plurilateral
agreements, limited in benefits and
obligations to consenting parties, are
presented as key to keeping the WTO
relevant as a negotiating forum.

However, the US paper does not
explain why WTO institutional
resources should be used for agreements
in which not all members participate,
nor how the rights and interests of
non-participants would be protected.
Countries like India have consistently
raised the systemic and legal concerns
about possible proliferation of
plurilaterals in a carefully structured
multilateral body.

On S&DT, the US adopts a hard line. It
argues flexibilities should be limited
largely to least developed countries, and
all other members should be governed
by the same rules, regardless of
economic di�erences. Any deviation, it
says, requires adequate justification.

On level playing field, the US rightly
points to how non-market policies and
practices have distorted global trade and
eroded trust in the WTO. Yet its reform
proposals for WTO focusses almost
entirely on greater transparency and
stricter compliance with notification
obligations.

WHAT WTO SHOULD AVOID

More striking than what the US wants
the WTO to do is what it wants the
organisation to avoid.

First, it questions the continued
centrality of the MFN principle, arguing
that it was designed for an era of
economic convergence that no longer
exists. With deepening divergence in
economic policies, US contends,
countries must be able to treat trading

partners di�erently to optimise trade
relationships. MFN, it argues, impedes
welfare-enhancing liberalisation by
forcing one-size-fits-all outcomes.
While the paper does not explicitly call
for abandoning MFN, it makes a strong
case for widening departures from it.

Second, the US strongly criticises the
role of the WTO Secretariat, which it
views as fundamentally administrative
rather than substantive. It accuses the
Secretariat of overstepping its mandate
by expanding its monitoring and
commentary on members’ trade
measures, and undertaking research
projects not authorised by members.
According to Washington, these trends
erode trust in the Secretariat’s
neutrality and must be reversed.

Third, the US rejects any questioning
of a member’s invocation of essential
security interests. It insists that such
determinations are self-judging and
should not be second-guessed by WTO
panels. This position follows adverse
rulings in disputes challenging US tari�s
on steel and aluminium imposed on
national security grounds. Under the
current Trump administration, the list
of products covered by such
justifications has expanded to include
copper, timber, automobiles and auto
parts, with more under consideration.

ISSUES WTO CANNOT ADDRESS

The US goes further to argue WTO is
simply not a viable forum for tackling
several systemic trade problems.

These include persistent trade
imbalances, overcapacity, and
over-concentration of production, all
attributed to non-market policies and
distortionary practices in certain
economies. Although China is not
named, the references are unmistakable.

The US asserts countries benefiting
from such practices are unlikely to agree
to rules that would deprive them of
these advantages, rendering WTO
ine�ective.

Similarly, the US dismisses the WTO
as a forum for addressing economic
security and supply-chain resilience. It
argues that such discussions require
trust, confidentiality and shared
strategic interests. The WTO, it says, is
biased toward trade liberalisation and
economic e�ciency, often downplaying
vulnerabilities created by excessive
dependence on concentrated sources of
supply.

WHAT DO US PROPOSALS SIGNIFY?

There is considerable validity in the US
diagnosis of some of WTO’s problems.
Yet the remedies proposed devote far
more attention to what the WTO should
avoid or not get into than to
constructive reforms. This signals a
retreat from trade multilateralism than
a serious attempt at rejuvenation. US
may have the economic and political
clout to pursue unilateral or minilateral
solutions on its own,. Most other
countries don’t.

The proposals also appear designed to
legitimise recent US actions — selective
bilateral trade arrangements that fall
short of free trade agreements,
extensive use of tari�s as leverage, and
expansive invocation of national
security exceptions. If other major
trading nations adopt similar
approaches, the result would be
systemic instability.

The only area where the US shows a
somewhat positive approach is in
accommodating plurilateral agreements
within the WTO architecture. Even
here, however, critical details are
missing, including participation
thresholds, safeguards for
non-participants and systemic integrity.

Early assessments in Geneva suggest
that, given the wide divergence of views
reflected in the reform submissions, a
consensus outcome at the WTO
Ministerial Conference in Cameroon in
March 2026 is unlikely. 

At best, members may agree on a
framework for taking the reform process
forward.

INDIA’S APPROACH

This article is not an attempt to define
India’s overall approach to WTO reform.
However, following could comprise a
broad response to US proposals.

India should strongly defend the
MFN principle. Diluting it would
entrench power-based bargaining and
disproportionately harm developing
countries.

Despite US paper’s scepticism,
stability and predictability in trade rules
remain essential for investment and
growth.

While trade imbalances deserve
attention, they cannot become the sole
or dominant driver of trade policy.

Economic security concerns should
sought to be addressed multilaterally.
One option is to expand the WTO
Safeguards Agreement beyond allowing
temporary measures in cases of serious
injury to also address strategic
vulnerabilities.

WTO rules could further permit
members to limit excessive import
dependence on a single country for what
are deemed critical products by that
country without requiring proof of
dumping or subsidies. Agreeing on
threshold levels would be di�cult, but
such disciplines could discourage
deliberate overcapacity and market
flooding.

On S&DT, limiting flexibilities
exclusively to least developed countries
is too extreme. A more nuanced
approach — such as eligibility based on
World Bank income classifications, with
reasonable transition periods — would
better reflect economic realities.

Finally, plurilateral agreements
require caution, as they can alter the
balance of rights and obligations even
for non-participants. The Marrakesh
Agreement rightly requires explicit
consensus for their incorporation into
the WTO. That said, shutting this route
completely may not be appropriate
particularly when a certain agreement
finds very substantial level of support
such as the plurilateral agreement on
Investment Facilitation. A solution
finding approach is needed here.

The writer is former Ambassador and Senior Fellow,
Delhi Policy Group

The US push to
redefine the WTO

WTO.ORG

The US argues that WTO
is not a viable forum for
tackling several systemic
trade problems. These
include persistent trade
imbalances, overcapacity,
and over-concentration 
of production

TRADE TANGLE. The US’ diagnosis of some of WTO’s problems is valid. 
But it does not lay out a constructive agenda for reform
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I
n the year 2025, warfare witnessed and
underwent adaptation. Several trends
evolved with States at war refining tactics
and technology as hostilities progressed.

First, drones emerged as an asymmetric capa-
bility that prevented a quick and decisive 
defeat. However, they are insufficient and 
incapable of inflicting heavy blows, and their
use is undergoing adaptation. Second, ground
forces continue to matter — without them, ter-
ritorial gains cannot be secured. Third, air-
power, using manned aircraft, is crucial for 
tipping the balance, but insufficient for gain-
ing ground against entrenched 
ground forces. Finally, naval power
will continue to evolve with 
Unmanned Underwater Vehicles 
(UUVs) playing a key role in most 
major navies across the world. 

Unmanned Aerial Vehicles
(UAVs) have played an important 
part in the ongoing war between 
Russia and Ukraine. Yet they have 
not had the impact they did during
the 2022-23 phase of the Russia-
Ukraine war. Even in the case of air-
borne drones, they have at best per-
formed intelligence, reconnais-
sance and surveillance (ISR) and 
attack missions by slowing and 
thwarting the advance of attacking
ground forces or neutralising 
enemy air defences and radar 
installations. Drones played a key role in the 
India-Pakistan skirmish in May this year, 
knocking out Pakistani radar and air defence
installations. The same was true during the 
Israel-Iran war in June this year. 

Drones also underwent a technical evolu-
tion through the course of the Russia-Ukraine
war, with the Russians developing Shahed 
drones with jet motors that allow UAVs to 
travel faster than propeller-driven drones. 
Drones have been very effective in preventing
either side from achieving battlefield surprise
on a massive scale, thwarting a quick break-
through across the flat, unvegetated country 
of Ukraine. Herein lies a lesson for India 
against China in the Depsang Plains and the 
flat terrain India faces in Punjab and Rajast-
han against Pakistan along the international 
border. Additionally, a mixture of drones, bal-
listic and cruise missiles for offensive opera-
tions is crucial to preventing the enemy from
adapting. This mode of attack was effectively
demonstrated by the Russians.

Drones, however, cannot win battles alone,
let alone wars. Ground forces are critical to 
winning wars. The Russian eviction of Ukrain-
ian forces from the Kursk region in April this
year stands as a visible reminder of why 
ground forces are so crucial: Russian ground
forces with North Korean reinforcements 
compelled the Ukrainians to make a quick 
retreat.  Long-range precision strike weapons
can’t compensate for infantry, towed and 
mobile artillery and tanks. Long-range mis-
siles are not always suited for ground combat
support, as the Ukrainians have discovered, 

despite being armed with High
Mobility Artillery Rocket System
(HIMARS). The latter are mostly
suited for striking static targets
deep behind enemy lines. Cannon
artillery will be just as relevant for
ground combat situations.

Airpower using manned aircraft
will stay relevant for the foreseeable
future. It can generate a level of
mass and precision firepower that
is hard to substitute with UAVs.
This was visibly demonstrated by
the Indian Air Force during Opera-
tion Sindoor, Israeli air strikes
against Iran and the US Air Force
strikes against Iran’s nuclear facili-
ties in June. UAVs in due course
could evolve to possess capabilities
to deliver the lethal punch that

manned fighter aircraft can do today. India 
needs to build a mix of unmanned and 
manned airborne combat capabilities.

For India, a key lesson from 2025 is that
innovations in drone use that blend their 
employment with missiles will obviate pre-
dictability, limiting the adversary’s capacity to
adapt, develop responses, and recover quickly.
Capabilities will need to be adapted and tai-
lored to the requirements of geography. Artil-
lery, infantry and armour will need to adapt in
the face of improving unmanned capabilities
by developing counter unmanned capabilities.
Continuous technical innovation and adapta-
tion at the tactical and strategic level are criti-
cal for military performance and effectiveness
on today’s battlefield. 

Harsh V Pant is Vice President, Observer 

Research Foundation (ORF) and Kartik

Bommakanti is senior fellow,

Defence & National Security, ORF.

The views expressed are personal
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many battlefronts in 2025 
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ble steps in that direction, but more needs to
be done. A tariff overhaul and rationalisation
are also required, given India’s commitments
under multiple FTAs. 

Another key aspect of customs reforms and
India’s FTAs is the need for clear, predictable
rules of origin. Rules of origin serve a cardinal
function in the international trade landscape
dotted by multiple FTAs. They ensure that
only products originating in an FTA partner
country receive a concessional rate. In other
words, Chinese goods entering India via Sing-
apore (with which India has an FTA) should
not receive preferential tariff treatment. India
amended its customs rules to move away
from requiring importers to produce a certifi-
cate of origin to proof of origin. While this
move will ensure that non-FTA-partner coun-
tries such as China are excluded from enjoy-

ing preferential FTA tariffs when
accessing the Indian market, it may
also impose an onerous compliance
burden on genuine importers. This
could deter trade under concessional
rates, thereby undermining the
objectives of India’s FTAs. Thus, an
impeccable customs reform strategy
for the rules of origin requires India
to walk a tightrope adroitly.

Customs reforms must be accom-
panied by a comprehensive overhaul

of non-tariff measures. Take Quality Control
Orders (QCOs) — a non-tariff barrier falling
under the WTO’s Technical Barriers to Trade
(TBT) agreement — as an example. While
QCOs have a laudable objective of ensuring
that poor quality products are kept out of the
Indian market, several economists, such as
Arvind Subramanian, argue that QCOs have
become protectionist tools. They may discour-
age imports of intermediate goods that could
benefit Indian producers. The impact of QCOs
on man-made fibres — an intermediary prod-
uct in the textile supply chain — is a case in
point. Subramanian et al have demonstrated
that imposing QCOs on man-made fibres,
such as polyester yarn and viscose staple fibre,
led to their imports falling despite a tariff cut,
thereby hurting exports of apparel made from
man-made fibres. 

This also indicates that the indiscriminate
imposition of non-tariff barriers, such as
QCOs, may reverse gains from customs
reforms aimed at addressing the inverted duty
structure. Thus, the reform-in-silos approach
is subject to diminishing returns. Moreover,
WTO members have raised concerns about
QCOs, citing a lack of transparency and non-
harmonisation with international standards.
The Union government’s recent steps to sim-
plify the QCO processincluding rescinding it
for several raw materials is a welcome regula-
tory reset.

Political-economy reforms, such as over-
hauling the customs system and related areas,
are not easy. The government must strike a
balance while managing stakeholder diver-
sity. Nonetheless, not undertaking these
reforms would be inexpiable. 

India needs intrepid economic reforms to
boost competitiveness and maximise the
opportunities the FTAs offer. This, in turn,
will play a critical role in raising incomes and
generating jobs. 

Prabhash Ranjan is a professor and vice dean

(research), Jindal Global Law School.
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UDAN. These interventions reflect 
legitimate public goals: Affordability 
and connectivity. The problem is not 
intervention per se, but how it is imple-
mented. Fare caps and partial viability-
gap funding often fail to keep pace with
real costs, effectively transferring 
losses to airline balance sheets. This 
creates hidden cross-subsidies that 
weaken the financial resilience of the 
system as a whole.

International experience suggests a
clearer approach. Where connectivity
is treated as a public good that the mar-
ket cannot sustain on its own, transpar-
ent and adequately funded support is 
less distortionary than price controls or
unfunded obligations. India’s current 
approach achieves connectivity, but 
often at the expense of airline viability.

Competition policy also struggles to
address these realities. Aviation is capi-
tal-intensive, regulated, and slow to 
adjust. Exit is rarely followed by rapid 
entry. When airlines fail, capacity does
not instantly reappear in the hands of 
new competitors. Instead, markets 
tend to consolidate around the remain-
ing capitalised operators. In such an 
environment, weakening surviving 
firms through ad hoc burdens or 
unpredictable rule-making does not 
automatically enhance competition. It
can just as easily reduce it.

This matters because India’s avia-
tion ambitions are large. The country 

wants affordable fares, universal con-
nectivity, global reliability, and rapid 
growth. Achieving all four simultane-
ously requires institutional coherence.
Costs, prices, safety rules and financing
conditions must align. When they do 
not, the system compensates through 
churn: Entry, expansion, collapse, and
consolidation.

The deeper lesson here is about sys-
tem design. High fuel taxes, rising air-
port charges, currency exposure, shal-
low domestic aviation finance, fare 
constraints, imperfect subsidies and 
rigid regulation together create a con-
strained and extractive environment. 
India should address the underlying 
structural rigidities: Rationalise taxes 
and charges, align public-service obli-
gations with transparent funding, 
deepen domestic maintenance and 
financing ecosystems, and strengthen
the technical capacity of the aviation 
regulator to design safety rules that are
rigorous yet operationally robust. Until
those structural issues are confronted,
new airlines will continue to enter 
India’s skies, and many will continue to
exit them.

Amit Kapoor is chair, Institute for

Competitiveness and Richard

Dasher is Professor and Director,

USATMC, Stanford University.

With inputs from Meenakshi Ajith.
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Aviation is capital-intensive, regulated, and slow to adjust. Exit is rarely 
followed by rapid entry. HT ARCHIVE

F
inance minister Nirmala Sitharaman
recently said that customs reforms will
be her major priority in next year’s
budget. This is excellent news for the

economy. Customs reforms, some of which
were initiated in the 2025 Budget, are indis-
pensable for India to facilitate the ease of
doing business and realise its full economic
potential. Customs reforms could take many
forms, such as simplifying tariff structures,
easing procedural bottlenecks, streamlining
processes, and augmenting physical, digital,
and human infrastructure at ports to facilitate
the smooth transit of goods. A key dimension
of customs reforms is its intrinsic link to the
signing of free trade agreements (FTAs). After
a hiatus of a few years, India began signing
FTAs from 2020 onward. In the last five years,
India has inked numerous FTAs with promi-
nent countries such as the UAE,
Australia, and the UK. FTAs with
other key countries/blocs, such as
the EU, and a trade agreement with
the US are in the works.

These FTAs not only obligate
India to lower its customs duties but
also offer a splendid opportunity for
Indian manufacturers to augment
their exports. Boosting the competi-
tiveness of Indian goods requires the
country to pursue domestic reforms,
including in its customs structures, tena-
ciously. Imports are critical for exports.

Before examining the reforms needed, it is
compelling to enunciate that customs duties,
in themselves, are not inherently problematic,
as is often claimed. Under the law of the
World Trade Organization (WTO), unlike
quantitative restrictions, countries are not
prohibited from imposing customs duties on
imports, as these are an inseparable element
of State sovereignty. As the WTO’s Appellate
Body held in a case (India-Additional Import
Duties) in 2008, “tariffs are legitimate instru-
ments to accomplish certain trade policy or
other objectives such as to generate fiscal rev-
enue”. Of course, there are limits on the exer-
cise of this sovereign power imposed by WTO
law and FTA obligations. The question is:
Within these limits, how should countries
exercise this sovereign choice that reflects
their national needs?

An essential aspect of customs reforms is
related to correcting the inverted duty struc-
ture. As India undertakes obligations under
various FTAs to reduce tariffs, this often
results in import duties on finished products
being lower than those on raw materials or
input goods. So, if the tariff rate on tyres (a fin-
ished product) is 5% and on raw rubber (an
input good) is 10%, it will disincentivise tyre
production in India. Thus, addressing this
conundrum is critical to enhancing the com-
petitiveness of the Indian industry, and ena-
bling it to tap low-cost foreign suppliers for
intermediary goods. It will also help India
attract export-related FDI and become part of
global supply chains. A key aspect in reform-
ing the inverted duty structure is rationalising
customs duties. The 2025 Budget took valua-
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The hills will stay 
alive, for now

Poll pressures force 
a reunion of Pawars

B
lood is thicker than ideology is a truism when it
comes to Indian politics. So, it is no surprise that
Sharad and Ajit Pawars have come together to

fight municipal elections in Pune and neighbouring 
Pimpri-Chinchwad corporations. On Sunday, the 
Nationalist Congress Party (NCP) factions announced 
a seat deal for the January 15 municipal elections. 
What makes the arrangement interesting is Ajit Pawar 
continues to be a deputy chief minister in the BJP-led 
state government even as his party joins hands with 
NCP (Sharad Pawar) to take on the BJP — and the 
Congress, the largest group in the Maha Vikas Aghadi 
(MVA) mentored by Sharad Pawar — in Pune district.

The reasons behind this political realignment are 
simple. One, since the bitter split in 2023, the NCP has 
been losing ground in its strongholds in Western 
Maharashtra. The NCP (Ajit Pawar) was decimated in 
the Lok Sabha elections, which saw the NCP (SP) do 
well. But the scenario changed in the assembly polls 
when the senior Pawar’s political outfit was swept 
away in the NDA tsunami. The Pawars realise that, 
irrespective of the poll outcome, the levers of power in 
Maharashtra, including in their own backyard in the 
Pune region, are now with the BJP. It’s been some time 
since the BJP expanded its footprint into urban 
pockets in Western Maharashtra — the party had won 
both Pune and Pimpri-Chinchwad corporations in 
2017 and the Pune Lok Sabha seat in 2014. Any further 
erosion of influence at the grassroots would severely 
curtail the organisational strength as well as the 
negotiating power of the NCPs in Maharashtra politics.
If the pre-poll alliance is a first step towards a merger 
of two factions or triggers a realignment in state 
politics will depend on many other factors, including 
the local bodies poll outcome.

I
n a welcome course correction, the Supreme 
Court, revisiting its ruling on the definition of the
Aravallis suo motu, decided to stay its November
20 order. The court’s move to constitute a high-

powered expert committee to assess concerns 
relating to the height-based definition, ecological 
continuity, and permissible mining is also welcome, 
considering the importance of the Aravallis to the 
environmental well-being of northern India. In the 
wake of the court’s rethink, the Centre must now put 
on hold all policy pronouncements regarding the 
Aravallis, including surveys and mappings, and freeze 
all construction and mining in the mountain belt, 
pending closure of the matter in court.

At the heart of the current debate is the Centre’s 
stated decision to open up the Aravallis for 
exploration and mining of critical minerals and 
infrastructure projects. This is deemed necessary for 
economic and strategic reasons, though the minister 
for environment promised that only 0.19% of the 
Aravallis will be impacted by mining. This is a vague 
claim since the area under threat would depend on 
what is deemed as the Aravallis, and experts have 
widely different estimates on the area that will lose 
protection. The central panel had proposed that only 
landforms located in the 37 Aravalli districts, having 
an elevation of 100 metres or more above the local 
relief, should be deemed as a part of the mountain. 
This would mean that large stretches of the range 
would not be defined as Aravallis, and hence, could be 
delineated for mining or other infrastructure. 
Ironically, the court-appointed Central Empowered 
Committee in March 2024 backed the Forest Survey 
of India, which, as per the directions of the Supreme 
Court in 2010, said all terrain with a slope of three 
degrees or more should be deemed a part of the 
Aravalli range. This seems to be a more scientifically 
rigorous approach to protect an ecologically sensitive 
region.

Remember, the two-billion-year-old Aravallis, the 
country’s oldest fold-mountain range, act as a natural 
boundary to the Thar desert and protect Delhi and its 
neighbourhood from desertification, serve as a 
natural water recharge facility, and provide 
biodiversity-rich green cover in an otherwise arid 
region. The region is already facing a shortage of 
clean air and water, and any further harm to the 
Aravallis will exacerbate an already grievous public 
health and resources crisis. It is assuring that the 
Supreme Court has preferred to consider more expert 
views before delivering an order that could have 
major implications for the survival of the Aravallis.

I
ndia has become a graveyard of
airlines. From Kingfisher and Jet
Airways to Go First, carriers have
repeatedly expanded and col-
lapsed in a market that should be
among the world’s most lucra-

tive. These failures are often attributed
to poor management, aggressive 
expansion, or weak governance. Yet the
pattern is too consistent to be 
explained by firm-specific mistakes 
alone. The more durable explanation is
structural. India is among the world’s 
highest-cost aviation environments, 
even as its political economy insists on
persistently low fares. This contradic-
tion has proved difficult to navigate for
most airlines that have attempted to 
operate at scale. 

Indian aviation combines high input
costs with constrained yields. For 
instance, aviation turbine fuel is bench-
marked to international prices and 
then burdened with heavy central and
state taxes which goes up to 24%. 
Almost 70% of costs such as aircraft 
leases, maintenance and spares are 
largely dollar-denominated, leaving 
airlines exposed to currency deprecia-
tion. Airport, landing, and navigation 
charges have risen steadily as infra-
structure has expanded, and these 
costs tend to be sticky. Against this, 
passenger willingness to pay remains 
limited in a price-sensitive market, and

fares are frequently subject to political
pressure even when not formally 
capped. The result is a sector where 
airlines can grow rapidly and still lose
money on every additional seat-kilo-
metre (km) they fly. 

When airline performance is nor-
malised for size using unit revenue and
unit cost per km, the pattern is reveal-
ing. A recent assessment of Indian car-
riers between 2007 and 2022
with inflation-adjusted data 
show average unit revenues 
of about ₹2,490 crore per km,
against unit costs closer to 
₹2,510 crore. The difference is
narrow, but its persistence 
over 15 years points to struc-
tural margin compression.

IndiGo is relevant in this
context not because it is 
exceptional in intent, but 
because it is exceptional in its
adaptive capacity. Operating
within the same cost struc-
ture and regulatory frame-
work as its peers, it has 
remained profitable while 
offering reasonable fares. Its 
model of high utilisation, 
operational simplicity, and 
tight cost control demonstrates that 
viability is possible, though difficult, 
under Indian conditions. That fact 
makes it analytically useful as a refer-
ence point. 

The significance of recent disrup-
tions involving IndiGo lies less in the 
fortunes of a single firm and more in 
what they reveal about the system as a
whole. Dense airline networks opti-
mise for efficiency under normal con-
ditions, but depend critically on recov-

ery margins during disruption. When 
those margins are thin, even compliant
systems can fail abruptly. Regulatory 
design in this context becomes critical.
Safety in aviation is non-negotiable, but
safety governance is not merely a ques-
tion of stringency; it is a question of 
institutional design. In most mature 
aviation systems, legislatures set broad
safety objectives, regulators translate 

those objectives into duty-
time limits and operational
standards, and airlines oper-
ate data-driven fatigue risk
management systems subject
to continuous oversight and
audit. 

India’s trajectory has been
different. After a prolonged
period of relatively weak over-
sight, the system moved
abruptly toward a more pre-
scriptive framework, shaped
in part through judicial inter-
vention. While this shift has
delivered formal compliance,
it has also reduced opera-
tional flexibility and weak-
ened feedback loops between
data, operations and regula-
tion. Rules that are rigidly

specified but insufficiently stress-tested
against network effects can produce 
outcomes that are compliant on paper
yet fragile in practice. Reliability suffers,
passengers bear the cost, and confi-
dence in the system erodes.

The same misalignment is visible in
the way public objectives are pursued 
through economic instruments. Fares
are capped or politically constrained 
on many routes. Regional connectivity
is mandated through schemes such as

Soaring ambitions, 
systemic constraints
India’s aviation story is 
facing headwinds from 
contradictions of a high-
cost environment and a 
price-sensitive market
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P
I told him (Trump) that we already 
have a war going on and it has 
been going on for almost 15 
years. And so I really wanted the 

guarantees to be longer
After meeting with President Trump in Florida

Roadmap for customs 
reform in the FTA era
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Fixing world trade

It is unusual for the United States’ (US’) federal government, under President 
Donald Trump, to take a constructive approach to multilateral affairs. It is far more 
likely to exit agreements, declare them disadvantageous and abrogated, and gen-
erally take a “burn it all down” approach to global governance. The President him-
self has long believed that trading arrangements are in particular designed unfairly 
as far as the US is concerned. It is both unexpected and welcome, therefore, that 
Washington has submitted a memorandum to the World Trade Organization 
(WTO), detailing its concerns when it comes to the operation and possible reform 
of the institution. It has also paid its dues to the WTO for both 2024 and 2025. This 
suggests that even the Trump administration retains some hope that the institution 
might be salvaged. It should be noted that subverting the WTO is not a priority of 
the Republicans alone. The previous administration of Joe Biden did not just delay 
payments but also continued to veto the operation of the organisation’s appellate 
body, without which it is toothless when it comes to dispute settlements. And when 
the WTO ruled that restrictions imposed on the import of steel and other items in 
the first Trump term was illegal, it was the Biden administration that declared that 
it was refusing to acknowledge or follow the ruling.  

The US’ memorandum is revealing of the various ways in which Washington 
now believes — to an extent across parties — that the WTO is not working properly. 
Some of these complaints are widely shared. For example, it has identified the self-
identification of economies as “developing” and thus deserving of “special and dif-
ferentiated treatment” as a problem. In the past year, China said it would give up 
developing-country privileges. But both the US and many emerging economies will 
believe that Beijing held on to these privileges for too long, thereby discrediting the 
system. The US wants these henceforth restricted to the least developed economies. 
It has also called for a more transparent investigation into illegal export subsidies. 
This is again an ongoing problem when it comes to China. Many of its trading 
partners are of the belief that hidden subsidies for capital, power, and water break 
WTO rules — but, because of the opacity of the Chinese system, no accountability 
is imposed. The US correctly believes this is unsustainable.  

Both these issues, and others, are concerns that the rest of the world might well 
have been willing to engage with. It is unfortunate that the US believes it is 
unnecessary to create a broad coalition for such changes rather than trying to shift 
the governance architecture single-handedly. On the other hand, the US has addi-
tional complaints, around which it might struggle to develop a coalition. One of 
these is its attack on the very concept of the “most favoured nation”, or MFN, which 
is the bedrock of multilateral trade agreements. Rather than negotiating bilaterally 
in such a way that specific countries benefit and others lose out, the MFN norm 
means that all trading partners with that status automatically benefit when a 
country’s trade rules change. Abandoning this norm would lead to chaos — but the 
largest economies would be least hurt, which is why Washington has undermined 
it. India must argue against this development, as well as the unnecessarily broad 
expansion of “national security” as a reason for tariff walls. But New Delhi must also 
recognise that some US demands — such as for the recognition of plurilateral agree-
ments — will be broadly popular. India has overused its veto at the WTO, and the 
growth of plurilateralism is a natural blowback. 

Skilling India

When the Prime Minister Internship Scheme (PMIS) was announced in the Union 
Budget 2024-25, it was projected as an important step in India’s youth skilling strat-
egy. The ambition was expansive: Provide internships to 10 million young people 
over five years by partnering the country’s top 500 companies, with a particular 
focus on the youth from Tier-II and -III cities. Two pilot programmes were rolled 
out, one late last year and another in August this year, to test the model before full-
scale implementation. Early evidence, however, suggests that the scheme’s chal-
lenge is not a lack of company participation but a deeper mismatch between design 
and demand. The data placed before Parliament shows that candidates’ acceptance 
of internship offers fell 12.4 per cent between the first and second rounds of the pilot, 
even as the absolute number of offers rose and more than 70 new companies joined 
the programme. This decline is significant because it occurred despite greater out-
reach and refinements in the second round, including clearer job descriptions and 
better information on internship locations. In other words, awareness is improving 
but willingness to commit is weakening. 

The reasons cited by the government are revealing. The Ministry of Corporate 
Affairs has acknowledged that the year-long duration of internships, limited align-
ment between candidates’ interests and the roles offered, and eligibility concerns, 
such as the age criterion, have affected participation. For many candidates, particu-
larly from smaller towns, moving to other places, even if the distance involved is short, 
for modestly paid internships carries real opportunity costs. There is also an inherent 
tension in how the PMIS is positioned. While the scheme is framed as a programme 
on skilling and exposure, the government has repeatedly clarified that it is not 
designed to guarantee placements. Yet, in a labour market marked by high youth 
unemployment and underemployment, the absence of a credible employment path-
way weakens the scheme’s appeal. The fact that companies may, at their discretion, 
offer jobs after assessing interns’ suitability does little to offset this uncertainty. The 
state-wise data from the pilot further underscores the uneven outcomes. While some 
states have seen high numbers of internship opportunities or offers, these have not 
consistently translated into a take-up. This divergence suggests that the bottleneck 
lies not in supply or initial interest but in the conversion of offers into meaningful par-
ticipation, precisely the stage at which the design of a scheme matters most. 

Perhaps the most telling indicator of the PMIS’s current limitations is the 
underutilisation of funds. Despite a substantial budgetary allocation for FY26, 
spending remains a fraction of what was earmarked. In 2024-25, the scheme was 
allocated ~2,000 crore in the Budget estimates, and was changed to ~380 crore in 
the revised estimates. Low utilisation reflects weak absorption on the ground and 
signals that the scheme, in its present form, is unable to scale up in line with its 
ambitions. None of this means the idea behind the PMIS is flawed. On the contrary, 
closer engagement between young people and formal enterprises is essential for 
bridging the gap between skills and jobs. But the pilot has made clear that scale 
cannot be a substitute for substance. Before committing itself to a nationwide roll-
out, the government must recalibrate the scheme, shortening internship tenures, 
improving role-skilling matching, prioritising local placements, and more clearly 
signalling employment outcomes.

Internship scheme needs reassessment 

US suggestions for WTO reform are revealing of a new era 

In the recently concluded Winter Session of Parlia-
ment, the government introduced the Securities Mar-
kets Code, 2025, Bill to consolidate and amend the laws 
relating to the securities markets. 

This column focuses on Clause 124 of the Bill, 
which deals with the transfer of the Securities and 
Exchange Board of India’s (Sebi’s) annual surplus gen-
eral fund to the Consolidated Fund of India (CFI). 

So, what in a nutshell is the proposed change to the 
existing provisions? What are the inflows into and out-
flows from this fund? The fees and charges levied by 
Sebi on market infrastructure institutions, regulated 
entities, and market participants consti-
tute the inflows to this fund. The fund is 
utilised to meet the expenditure, both rev-
enue and capital, of the regulator. The 
regulator’s annual budget is approved by 
its board. This is how a financially auton-
omous institution is expected to work. 

Now, according to the proposed 
amendment, the statute hard-codes the 
ceiling of the regulator’s annual funding 
requirement, with the balance of the fund 
accruing to the CFI. The relevant excerpts 
from Clause 124 say:  

“… (3) The Board shall constitute a reserve fund and 
twenty-five per cent of the annual surplus of the Gen-
eral Fund in any financial year shall be credited to such 
reserve fund which shall not exceed the total of annual 
expenditure of the preceding two financial years. 

(5) After crediting the portion of the annual surplus 
under sub-section (3), the remaining annual surplus 
of the General Fund for that financial year shall be 
credited to the Consolidated Fund of India…” 

The statement of objects and reasons of the Bill 
relating to this clause is: “Clause 124 of the Bill provides 
that the General Fund, established under section 14 of 
the Securities and Exchange Board of India Act, 1992, 

shall be deemed to be the Fund for the purposes of the 
Code.” This doesn’t explain, or even talk of, either the 
objective or the reason for the regulator constituting a 
reserve fund, and transferring surplus fund to CFI! 

So what is the logic of proposing this change in 
the existing provisions? Commentary available in 
the public domain suggests that it was triggered by 
the government noticing excessive build-up in Sebi’s 
fund over the years, and the government’s right to 
transfer this surplus to itself to meet budgetary 
requirements. Some draw a parallel to what the gov-
ernment did about transferring the Reserve Bank of 

India’s  (RBI’s) surplus funds to the CFI 
a few years ago. These arguments are 
specious on several counts. 

The logic of establishing Sebi’s gen-
eral fund under the Sebi Act, 1992, was 
pretty straightforward — namely, to 
enable the regulator to earn income to 
meet its own expenditure and not be 
dependent on government grants. Now 
the tables have turned — the government 
is looking to receive an annual revenue 
stream from the regulator! 

As the fees and charges levied on 
regulated entities are its only source of income, the 
projected  expenditure of the regulator in the short to 
medium term is the major factor while taking a view 
on  their quantum at any given time. The regulator is 
expected to calibrate the fees and charges on a regu-
lar basis so that the inflows to the fund are adequate 
to meet the projected expenditure. Admittedly, at 
times, despite being diligent in making assumptions 
and projections, there could be a mismatch between 
the inflows and outflows. One of the reasons for the 
sizeable build-up of surplus in Sebi’s fund in recent 
years is the increased activity in the capital markets 
in India, with an increased number of participants 

and the entry of new entities. As a first step, the right 
course of action for the regulator to correct this situ-
ation would be to appropriately reduce the fees and 
charges after due analysis and pass on the benefit to 
the regulated entities. 

In any case, the fees and charges levied by the 
market regulator on regulated entities and market par-
ticipants cannot legitimately become a source of 
annual revenue for the government. These aren’t taxes 
or duties. Nor can this transfer be construed as a divi-
dend paid by Sebi to the government. A major problem 
with this formulation is that once income from Sebi 
becomes an annual revenue stream for the govern-
ment’s deficit budget, there would be constant press-
ure to increase such receipts year on year. This is absurd 
as it would amount to — tasking the regulator with 
earning more and more from regulated entities to feed 
the government’s budget. One is not sure whether the 
proposed annual transfer is even legally tenable. 

Moreover, how can a law arbitrarily fix a ceiling on 
the expenditure needs of a statutory regulator? Then 
there is the question of adhering to the basic and well-
accepted international principle of the regulator work-
ing at arm’s length from the government. Note that the 
market regulator also regulates government-owned 
listed companies. Any possible conflict of interest, or 
even its perception, is highly avoidable. This is likely 
to be adversely commented upon by the World Bank 
and the International Monetary Fund in their finan-
cial sector assessment programme report. 

The comparison with the transfer of the RBI’s sur-
plus funds to the CFI is totally misplaced. The govern-
ment allows the central bank to earn, on its behalf, 
seigniorage income from printing and issuing cur-
rency. The RBI also earns income from various com-
mercial activities and operations. The RBI’s transfer 
of funds to the government is categorised as a divi-
dend payment. 

The logic apart, what is the comparison of the 
amounts involved? While the RBI transferred about 
₹2.69 trillion to the government for FY25, Sebi’s gen-
eral fund closing balance and surplus were only 
around ₹5,500 crore and ₹1,000 crore, respectively, for 
FY24. The transfer of the surplus fund wouldn’t be 
even a drop in the ocean for the government’s budget-
ary revenue requirements.  

So what is the way out to deal with the surplus fund 
build-up with the market regulator? As argued earlier, 
the first step should be to reduce fees and charges. In 
case, at any given time, the surplus becomes too big — 
and is likely to remain idle and unutilised in the fore-
seeable future — the board may decide on the transfer 
of some lump-sum amount to the government. Of 
course, this should be considered a one-off action, and 
shouldn’t be taken as a norm or precedent. Sebi has 
senior, responsible persons on its board — secretaries 
from two ministries, of finance and corporate affairs, 
a deputy governor from the RBI, and independent 
directors of repute. Let the board handle the issue. 
Fixing a statutory ceiling on the revenue requirements 
of the regulator and proposing an annual stream of 
receipts from Sebi to the CFI is a bad idea, which 
should be dropped.  
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is a distinguished fellow at the Observer 
Research Foundation, former Sebi chairman, and a 
former IAS oicer

Ring out the old, tired consumption debates
The discussion around India’s household consumption 
has been stuck on the same issues for the last 20 years, 
even though the answers to them are now well-known.  
It’s time to “man up” and say: “This is not the narrative 
or number we like, but let’s just accept it.” For example, 
household income, formal salaried employment. It is 
also time to embrace the quintessentially Indian idea of 
“many truths, all true” — for example, mass and class 
markets both being attractively large and growing; gen-
next includes both startup founders and government 
job seekers; and the ageing and youth are both signifi-
cant demographics. Only then can we move forward.  

Whether household consumption is in 
good health or not is a popular media 
debate, especially when favourite listed 
companies post results that fall short of 
analysts’ forecasts. Private Final Con-
sumption Expenditure (PFCE) growth has 
slowed down in periods, but it has been 
steadily, sustainably growing over time, a 
trend that we can safely bet on in the 
future.  As this column has often pointed 
out, here is the world’s largest mass of 
people who are very keen to consume and 
whose incomes are slowly and steadily 
rising. Even at modest gross domestic product (GDP) 
growth rates, the PFCE expenditure offers enough 
headroom for companies to grow. Where and how to get 
this growth is a business strategy question, not a macro 
consumption health question. We know that all our 
defining numbers are large on aggregate, small on per 
capita; absolute numbers of consumption of most 
things are very large, especially relative to the rest of the 
world, while penetration levels are still low. We know 
that a small percentage of a large number is large, and 
all interpretations are correct. 

There is also no need to debate, as is often done, who 
the “demand stars” or the next wave of consumption 
drivers are  — rural or urban, Tier I or II & III , Uttar Pra-

desh or Karnataka, the young or old. It is proven that 
demand is everywhere and even rich households are 
spread wide and deep. Instead of continuing to seek 
normative answers, the model to work with is that of 
many mini Indias, each with its own mini economies 
affected by different factors (for example, America, 
monsoon, politics, natural disasters, infrastructure 
spurts, acts of God and acts of governments). So the 
focus should shift to building excellent, dynamic track-
ing, and forecasting models of where the good news and 
bad news on income, hence consumption is going to be.  

Forecasting models such as Crisil’s DRIP (Deficient 
Rainfall Impact Parameter, created by the 
late economist Subir Gokarn) can be used 
to monitor and forecast agricultural 
incomes in real time, as the monsoon 
advances. Another model, used by a rural 
lender, continuously monitors agricul-
ture, construction/ mining/ infrastructure 
building, and political activity/govern-
ment actions across districts to forecast 
consumption health at any point in time 
in Consumer India’s labyrinth.  

Shifting the focus to proactive tracking 
of fundamental drivers of household cash 

flows and accepting the ebbs and spates of our con-
sumption river as it flows across many mini Indias, 
steadily increasing its depth over time, will avoid the un-
insightful post mortems and conjecture that happens 
every quarter.  The long-standing debate of “mass or 
class — where does India’s “true” consumption poten-
tial lie” is past its expiry date. The facts are known — the 
richest 20 per cent of households have over half of 
India’s household income and never went below the 
mid-40 per cent even in high-growth, pre-Covid 
periods. The rest are also growing their incomes steadily 
and harbour considerable aggregate demand, though 
at lower income levels. We know that Indian consump-
tion exists at a range of price and performance points. It 

is for companies to decide where on this spectrum they 
want to play and with what intensity, depending on 
whether they can innovate or achieve cost positions 
that enable them to make money. Companies that 
choose not to serve or play in “mass” markets give up 
large swathes of aggregate demand where scale can be 
built and where long-term value, volume, and price-
point growth tends to happen on autopilot over time. To 
portray such company specific choices based on 
desired pain-gain-valuation as macro-consumption 
truths of vanishing middle classes, or disappeared 
demand is incorrect.  

What we do need to better understand consump-
tion is more insights on occupation, leading to a risk 
assessment model for income — how exactly Indians 
earn the money to consume (and pay back what they 
borrow to consume). We know from existing data that 
the bulk of consumers are own-account workers or 
micro business owners. We know anecdotally that 
doing multiple gig jobs is becoming the norm, 
especially for the young. What we need is a deep dive 
well beyond National Sample Survey categorisations of 
Consumer India’s exact work, the share and predicta-
bility of each component of a person’s total income, and 
the resilience to bounce back from bad times. This will 
also help establish the size of the genuine middle class 
and avoid specious debates on its true size.  

We need to understand at an equally granular and 
nuanced level, the priorities (life attitudes, goals, 
anxieties) of different income/occupation/education 
segments that shape their thinking around spending 
portfolios and drive their spending. Maybe productiv-
ity-enhancement remains the most important value 
space that drives consumption. Maybe the new aspir-
ation is to experiment and experience life’s goodies 
rather than invest in capex for life’s future. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is a business advisor in the area of  
customer-based business strategy 

In the mosaic that constitutes India’s 
diverse, complex and intimidating land-
scape, Mumbai has always stood apart. 
At once a land of opportunity and hope-
lessness, an orderly, law-abiding space 
but also home to a mafia-type under-
world, remarkably cosmopolitan but 
scarred by xenophobic communal and 
caste divisions and lethal violence. 

Several commentators have been 
attempting to make sense of this contra-
dictory city that provides a large part of 
India’s income tax returns, yet half of its 
population, possibly over six million, 
lives in slums. And despite its soul-
numbing squalor, Mumbai attracts sev-
eral thousand people every day who seek 
to eke out a living from its fetid streets 

and mountains of garbage to support 
themselves and families far away. 

The distinguished journalist and 
long-term Mumbai resident, Sidharth 
Bhatia, has placed housing at the heart 
of the city’s failure — the inability of 
successive generations of political 
leaders and oicials to provide decent 
accommodation for most of its resi-
dents, while pandering to the needs of a 
paltry group of aluent business per-
sons and professionals who live in gated 
communities and remain cut off from 
the surrounding sordidness. 

Mumbai, as is well known, emerged 
from the linking together of seven 
islands and, later, from the challenging 
reclamation schemes that added to its 
territory. Its original importance lay in 
its location that made it one of the 
greatest ports in the world, linking the 
commercial interests of East and West, 
bringing Western enterprise to India 
and taking Indian students, profes-
sionals, workers and entrepreneurs to 
pursue opportunities in West, North 
and South Asia. 

Prospects for business and employ-

ment attracted hundreds of people from 
across India. Gujaratis, Sindhis, Bohris 
and Marwaris became promoters of 
major enterprises, primarily textile 
mills, which in turn brought in workers 
for these factories, as also the support 
systems that the burgeoning enterprises 
needed — in the construction, transport, 
food, and leisure sectors. 

But from the very beginning, along-
side the factories and upmarket housing 
for the aluent, were the slums. In 1910, a 
British urban planner noted that the 
working-classes had to live close to their 
place of work, but “have not the most ele-
mentary ideas of sanitation”. It was 
obvious even to the untutored that the 
city’s principal shortcomings are conges-
tion and overcrowding, but high prop-
erty prices have meant that most 
residents live in squalid conditions, with 
every plan for “development”, the author 
says, either not working or, at most, 
making only a marginal difference. 

The book provides wonderful 
thumbnail sketches of Mumbai’s 
diverse areas — Colaba, Marine Drive, 
Dharavi, Dongri, Koyla Bunder, the 

former red-light area of Kamathipura — 
a mine of information even for 
Mumbai’s longstanding residents. 
These are embellished with pen-por-
traits of diverse personalities whose 
lives throw light on various aspects of 
Mumbai’s housing situation. 

Thus, we meet Nainesh Thakkar, 
whose family for two generations has 
lived in makeshift accommodation on 
the terrace of a high-rise building; Nikhil 
Banker, who manages the accommoda-
tion of 3,400 tenant families in three 
buildings on Marine Drive; Bombil 
Aapa, who has lived in Dharavi, 
described as Asia’s biggest slum, for sev-
eral decades and has witnessed the 
enterprise that flourishes in this grimy 
space; the intrepid transgender, Gauri 
Sawant, who has gained renown due to a 
popular advertisement; and Atika 
Chohan, who, as a single woman, 
struggles to find accommodation. 

We also get to know former mill 
workers and union leaders who experi-
enced the fall of the textile industry and 
the real estate bonanza that was reaped 
by politicians, developers and contrac-

tors. We shake hands with 
Kantibhai, a resident of Kama-
thipura who describes the 
changes in this formerly dis-
reputable area. 

And, finally, we meet 
Shanti Ravi of Koyla Bunder 
who shares with us the intri-
cacies of the several hundred 
acres of land that belong to the 
Mumbai Port Trust but which 
are now home to thousands of 
families that have no legal 
status and simply do not exist. 
Realising the value of this 
illegally occupied land, politi-
cians, oicials and developers 
are salivating at the prospect 
of raising a Dubai in this 
wretched space. 

Mr Bhatia ends Mumbai’s story by 
pointing out that the glitz and glamour 
of Mumbai’s skyline hides “the vast 
numbers of those who can’t afford this 
glossy version of the city they have lived 
in all their lives”; Mumbai’s rise as a 
great global centre is founded on deep 
human misery. 

This is an excellently researched work 
that lucidly throws light on several less-
known aspects of this great metropolis. 

Mumbai’s tale is brought to 
life through the stories of 
numerous humble residents 
who live at the margins of this 
urban achievement and are 
rarely heard or taken note of. 
Mr Bhatia engages with them 
with empathy and ensures 
they complete Mumbai’s nar-
rative by asserting their place 
in its landscape. But the sense 
here is not of hope but despair. 

The space that had once 
compelled India’s diverse 
mosaic to live and work 
together in harmony has now 
become deeply divided and 
violent. Perhaps, we could 
date this to the fierce state- 

and party-sponsored communal riots 
that had convulsed the city in the 1990s, 
when its partisan police force supported 
a xenophobic political party to wreak 
violence upon the Muslim community. 

Those of us who recall the old city 
with deep nostalgia also mourn the loss 
of that unique reflection of cosmopoli-
tan India. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The reviewer, a former diplomat, was a 
resident of Mumbai in his early years
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Hate against India and Indian Ameri-
cans has gone mainstream. It’s gush-
ing forcefully from the many spouts of
social media. You don’t have to doom-
scroll or seek. It’s delivered home,
primed and packaged to incite. Burn,
baby, burn.

Nothing is off  limits. Not your wife
(ask J D Vance). Not your kids (ask Vi-
vek Ramaswamy). Not your food, reli-
gion or clothes (ask millions of  desis
on X). Believers of  the Great Replace-
ment Theory are out in force to decla-
re Indians the new enemy in this new
America. The thesis: their success in
the tech, academic, political and finan-
cial world was gained unfairly by gam-
ing the system, not through hard work.

As a wise political thinker said on X,
‘Like many features of  domestic prod-
uction, other nations have caught up
and now make and export better Amer-
icans.’ The fact that they are winning,
and defying the image of  a struggling
immigrant for the most part, is unac-
ceptable in many quarters. It hurts
deeply, because the US, like all other so-
cieties, is status-conscious and social-
ly hierarchical.

The question of  who is a ‘true, blue’
American is far from settled. White
nationalists consider Indians suspect
because they don’t ‘assimilate’ per the-
ir definition, maintain their cultural
identity, and tend to socialise with oth-
er Indians. Colour of  their skin is the
main thing but… Brown is NOT the
new Black this season, and may not be
for a while. 

According to a Center for the Study of
Organised Hate (CSOH) report, ‘Anti-
Indian Racism on X’, 680 anti-Indian
racist posts on X garnered 281.2 mn
views between July 1 and September 7,

2025. Framing Indians as ‘invaders’
and ‘job thieves’, and calls to deport
them accounted for 69.7% of  the to-
tal posts studied. They got 111.8 mn
views, making immigration and
expulsion-related rhetoric the
primary driver of  engagement.

It's real. And it’s scary. On Ch-
ristmas day, a far-Right ‘jour-
nalist’ Matt Forney provided a new
take on ‘DEI’: Deport Every Indian.
For their own safety, he said helpfully
— because in 2026, hatred against In-
dians will hit a ‘boiling point’ and vio-
lence will follow. Attacks on Hindu
temples, mass shootings and vandal-
ism of  Indian businesses could result.
He deleted the post, but not before ev-
eryone got a screenshot and shared.
Wonder if  Kash Patel’s FBI is moni-
toring the situation. 

Indians are openly being called ‘jeets’
— an ethnic slur — by ‘groypers’, as
followers of  White nationalist extre-
mist Nick Fuentes are known. Every
time Nasty Nick opens his mouth, his
tongue runs away. He is a fan of  Hitler,
Stalin and even the Taliban. But Indi-
ans are unacceptable. They are ‘smelly’
and their food is ‘shit’. 

Uncouth to the core, Fuentes is wag-
ing a war against Ramaswamy to ‘deny’
him the governorship of  Ohio. It does-
n’t matter that MAGA-in-chief  Dona-
ld Trump endorsed the candidate. Fu-
entes asked his ‘followers’ to vote for
anyone, even a Democrat, or not vote
at all, but not ‘anchor baby’ Ramaswa-
my. As for the veep, he is a ‘race trait-

Seema Sirohi

On Monday, the Supreme Court stayed its November ruling on
the Aravali range, offering a breather to those fighting to pre-
serve this ecosystem that plays a crucial role in mitigating air
pollution in Delhi-NCR. Even as governments seek to open the
range to mining and other infrastructure activities — thro-
ugh the front door or side — evidence of  the health damage
caused by Delhi’s toxic air continues to mount. Hospitals and
clinics are already reporting rising respiratory distress. Tho-
se who can afford to leave are increasingly contemplating, or
already making, an exit.

One of  the latest émigrés ‘fleeing’ Delhi’s pollution terrorism
is Akums Drugs and Pharmaceuticals’ finance chief  Rajkumar

Bafna, who stepped down citing serious
health concerns. Bafna, who moved to Del-
hi barely 4 mths ago, has developed a per-
sistent cough. He is not alone. GoI minister
Nitin Gadkari recently said he develops in-
fections within 48 hrs of  being in the natio-
nal capital. Air pollution is a public health
emergency, much like Covid, and demands

the same mission-mode urgency. Yet, governments tend to treat
it as a civic governance issue rather than a health emergency.

The Air (Prevention and Control of  Pollution) Act 1981 does
not place public health at its core. Instead, it seeks to ‘prevent,
control and reduce air pollution’, without reference to health
benchmarks. This framing treats pollution control as an end
in itself, leaving space for competing considerations such as
economic costs and industry capacity. The result is weakened
public buy-in. The law needs to be amended Asap to place pub-
lic health at its centre. Doing so will trigger a necessary shift
in mindset — within government and society — and ensure
that clean air becomes a political priority.

Clean Air Act Needs
An Urgent Clean-Up

Bell Curves n R Prasad

ChatGPT  

SHAIRI  
OF THE DAY

There once was a range  
called Aravali,

Mentioned by the  
ancients in Pali —
One expert said,  

‘Prehistoric and tall,’
Another wonk said,  

‘It’s barely a wall,’
Till they went home shouting, 

‘Jai Bajrang Bali!’

Just hand us corporate 
laws, and watch how  

labour laws trickle down.

The US dollar remains the backbone of the global reserve system, with 
central banks holding approximately $7.4 trillion in dollar-denominated 
reserves. This represents nearly 57% of total reported global reserves. 
The table below ranks the world’s leading reserve currencies, showing 
how global reserves are distributed across major currencies today. While 
the dollar’s share has declined over time, no single alternative currency 
has emerged as a clear replacement...

Reserve Currencies

*(renminbi); Source: IMF’s COFER data, Visual Capitalist

CURRENCY Value ($ million) Share of total (%)

US dollar 7,414,472 56.92

Euro 2,647,978 20.33

Japanese yen                757,831  5.82

Pound sterling             580,798 4.46

Canadian dollar        346,892 2.66

Australian dollar       268,128 2.06

Chinese yuan*      251,259 1.93

Swiss franc  23,228, 0.18

Other currencies             734,874 5.64

All currencies 13,025,462

2,275,618

2,647,978

7,414,472

Composition of international reserves, Q3 2025

Emerging markets like India are bulking up against the-
ir mature counterparts, and continue to offer outsized
returns on investment. EMs provide opportunities to ac-
tive investors that are not available in well-capitalised
markets, which adds to their appeal aside from faster
growth. Some of  the capital locked up in AI stocks in the
US is expected to flow to EMs next year, adding to their
momentum. Weakness of  the dollar is contributing and
the longer it stays under pressure over geopolitical un-
certainty, EMs should benefit from inflows. The EM pack
have made smart choices, while US policies seem wobbly,
and investors have been diversifying to stable demand
overseas. Fundamentals are improving and sovereign
ratings are reflecting the change for EMs. There’s little to
justify being underweight on EMs.

Risk to EMs is posed by sliding US economic performan-
ce, which would pull capital back. But
this is not as big a risk, with EMs less
economically sensitive to the US. In-
vestors are anticipating more interest
rate cuts by the Fed next year, keeping
it behind the curve on central bank ac-
tion by EMs that have completed their
rate-reduction cycles. Expectations of

further easing by the Fed are propping up risky EM assets.
Valuations are not stretched at these levels and can climb
on diversification demand. Resilience demonstrated in
the face of  US tariffs could be tested by geopolitical uncer-
tainty. Yet, the EM pack has acquired immunity after a se-
ries of  shocks to the global economy in the recent past.

The idea of  EMs as risky bets was laid to rest in 2025, and
next year should reinforce the belief. The more they are
subjected to the risk of  trade fragmentation, their domes-
tic demand will be put to the test. It has held up splendidly
so far. There is little to suggest macroeconomic policies will
permit significant deterioration. It has taken emerging
markets years of  fiscal and monetary adjustment to reach
its current state of  stability. That was the biggest draw for
investors this year. And it will remain so next year, too.

It’ll Be a Pop-Out Year
For Emerging Pack
Post-shock EMs have held up splendidly

Letters to the editor may be addressed to

editet@timesofindia.com

New Year Resolution
No. 12: !@&#$-ing
%$!@! Another year, going, coming, through the revolving
door. So, the second-last HETLoR — Honest ET List of  Reso-
lutions — has to be simple, primal and scientifically endor-
sed: your resolution to swear more in 2026. Yes, loudly, pro-
udly and indiscriminately — at passing autos, pigeons, eld-
ers, juniors, at the mirror.… Research in the journal Amer-
ican Psychologist now confirms what every sailor and frus-
trated columnist had long suspected: swearing sharpens
focus, especially during physically demanding tasks. With
a steady stream of  expletives that would make Captain
Haddock blisteringly proud, be liberated to use the choicest
words freely, at a drop of  a hat or stub of  a toe.

Imagine the productivity revolution that will follow: sur-
geons muttering 4-letter words (that are not ‘scan’, ‘cure’ or
‘vein’) as they stitch arteries with laser precision; kinder-
garten teachers unleashing PG-13 tirades that somehow im-
prove finger-painting accuracy; monks chanting obsceniti-
es at an octave lower than you can say ‘holy —’ …you get the
idea. Swearing, since Queen Victoria’s demise, is no longer
a vice. It’s a cognitive supplement, a verbal protein shake.
Every cuss word is a dumbbell for the brain. So, this new
year, enough of  rubbish affirming. Shout profanities at the
sunrise, and get the clarity you always yearned for while
reading this $%#@*! column.

Swearing is good for your brain,
so loosen that tongue

JUST IN JEST

SWAMI SUKHABODHANANDA

Where there are waves prem,
anand and saundarya, a divine
presence opens up. These waves
are the wings of  God. The new
year will come alive if  infused
with the energy of  these waves.
Atrue guru, or master, does not
teach in words; he teaches thro-
ugh expression of  His presence.

Krishn taught Arjun more by
his presence. How was it possib-
leto teach Arjun all that was con-
tained in Gita when the two arm-
ies were readying to fight? It wou-
ld have taken hours for such a
communication to take place. It
was a communication between
two hearts, far beyond words and
time; it was effected through Kri-
shna’s presence. A dream may
last for about 2 mins. But it may
take an hour to relate it in the
waking state. 

Quieten your mind before app-
roaching a master; let there be
prem, anand and saundarya. Life
is the greatest master and scrip-
ture, so treat it with respect and
love. We are like the caterpillar
who is unaware of  its ability to
become a butterfly. We are unawa-
re that we can become a Buddha,
an enlightened being.

AChinese carpenter who creat-
edmany masterpieces of  art was
asked what the secret of  his suc-
cess was. He replied, ‘I approach
atree with deep love and joy and
then ask if  it is willing to be felled.
Only when my intuition says ‘yes’
to a particular tree, I cut that tree
with a prayer in my heart.’ In this
manner, he was able to create mas-
terpieces. Can we live life in the
presence of  a feeling of  divinity?
If  we do, then the new year for us
will have a beauty and depth that
words cannot express.

Beauty of
New Year

The Edit PageTHE ECONOMIC TIMES
6 }

THE ECONOMIC TIMES | NEW DELHI / GURGAON | TUESDAY | 30 DECEMBER 2025 | WWW.ECONOMICTIMES.COM

I
ndia stands at a different cross-
road in end-2025 than it did at
the start. The year has been so
tumultuous that the country is
staring at a complex, unpre-

dictable external environment in the
new year — one that it must manage,
leverage and, where needed, insulate
itself  from, to secure its growth tra-
jectory.

2025 has unsettled key strategic as-
sumptions for New Delhi. Instead,
new uncertainties have entered the
arena as Trumpian transactional dip-
lomacy replaces institutional appro-
aches that offered guarantees and
predictability. What appeared as a
promising start with Washington in
February has turned into an arduo-
us journey. And it’s not just Trump
tariffs but also the White House cosy-
ing up with Pakistani army chief
Asim Munir, and penalising India
with additional duties for doing legit
oil business with Russia. Once oil
was sanctioned, India’s offtake has
dramatically reduced, even as US du-
ties remain in place.

But the US will continue to remain
the most important conversation for
India, given the sheer width and
depth of  the relationship. But expec-
tations have to be drastically re-
adjusted. The Trump White House
is unlikely to cut any slack for In-
dia. And this is in sync with the
way the US has gone about with
a policy to extract more
than give from its allies
and partners.

Trump’s biggest hit on
India has been econo-
mic. Which is why In-
dia must turn to Euro-
pe. There’s a comple-
mentarity to economic
partnership with the
EU for India that the
latter must work out by

closing ongoing FTA negotiations,
especially at a time when EU countri-
es are also facing challenges from
Trump. 2026 could well be In-
dia’s year of  Europe, a rare
historical moment.

The next challenge is geo-
political pressures. In a ch-
anged transactional environ-
ment, the US views frame-
works like strategic partner-
ships and dialogues as a channel to
obtain compliance, not forge joint-
ness. So, it would want India to move
away from Russia, talk less to China,
do a more pronounced bidding to US
interests while not holding itself  back
from engaging with these very coun-
tries for its own gains.

The US wants to peel off  count-
ries from each other and deal with
them individually. So, while seek-
ing anti-China compliance from

countries like India, Trump
is willing to step up US dialo-

gue with China within
a‘G2’ frame, allow ac-

cess to high-end chips
and, in doing so, confus-

ing its larger strate-
gic goal with Beijing
to which many coun-
tries had aligned with.

India, thus, will
have to hold its own
with the US. This is
easier said than done,

since the US has demonstrated
willingness to impose costs on
India for autonomous be-

haviour. Yet, key
US institutions, es-
pecially its securi-
ty establishment,
are under no illu-
sion about the th-
reat China’s giant
tech leaps and gr-

owing military profile
pose. They will continue
to reinforce the precept
with White House, despite their redu-
ced stature and salience, that a strong-
er India is in US interest.

This mixed bag with the US will im-
pact the next big challenge: India’s
neighbourhood. The most significant
difference is in Pakistan’s expanding
profile on the strength of  a new sense
of  comfort with the US. Coupled with
its all-weather relationship with Chi-
na, Pakistan believes it has hit a strate-
gic sweet spot in an uncertain world.

With its current UNSC member
positioning, Pakistan is a significant
2026 challenge. This is further proven
by its growing aggressiveness on Ka-
shmir, terror incidents in the Indian
hinterland, and strengthening anti-
India forces in the neighbourhood.
Which is why India’s continued con-
versation with US security instituti-
ons will be vital, alongside deepening
engagement with the Taliban admin-

istration in Kabul. In fact, the Afghan-
istan reach-out and suspension of  In-
dus Waters Treaty are two issues on
which India could face international
pressure, but can’t afford to yield for
national security reasons.

The broader problem with the nei-
ghbourhood, including the situation
in Bangladesh and Nepal, is the imp-
act they can have on India’s internal
security. India should insulate itself
on this front as both countries have to
go through a political churn, which
will drive up anti-India sentiment. In

Bangladesh, the current anger must
eventually find expression through
the ballot. Till then, India will find
itself  drawn into tough political de-
bates. But just like with Sri Lanka,
matters can be readdressed once
an elected government is in power.

Finally, there’s a new challenge
on cultural issues that will impa-
ct the diaspora. Be it anti-India

targeting by the MAGA brigade
in the US, or anti-Hindu
street sentiment in Ba-
ngladesh, or susceptibi-
lity to Islamic radicali-
sation, these are politi-
cal imponderables for
an Indian state looking
for a stable few decades
of  peaceful growth.

Pre-WW2 US, post-
war Japan, and China
in the 1980s-2000s have

enjoyed periods of  peaceful grow-
th,which took them into the next or-
bit of  development. India is seeking
the same, but in a more uncertain,
transactional, unpredictable global
environment.

While there’s no single formula to
fit the case, or a guaranteed alliance/
grouping with the right answer, issu-
es will find their own friends. That’s
where the answer may lie in 2026. Th-
ere will always be a list of  positive ite-
ms to work on with key countries. If
it’s economic with the EU, it may be
military, tech and culture with Israel,
trade with Gulf  countries, investme-
nts from Southeast Asia, neighbour-
hood-plus with Sri Lanka and Maldi-
ves — the idea must be to remain
open, politically acceptable, and cre-
ate economic opportunities to all. 

pranabdhal.samanta@timesofindia.com

Lights, Camera, Transaction!

Pivotal days around the corner

Pranab Dhal Samanta

STATE OF PLAY India must be nimble to secure its growth trajectory in a bumpy year ahead

Storehouse,
Not Currency
Apropos the Edit, ‘O Mere Sona,
Meri Tamanna’ (Dec 29), the ren-
ewed global rush for gold reflects
unease, not wisdom. Gold has val-
ue as a reserve and a hedge, but
treating it as a currency substitu-
te risks false comfort. Modern
economies run on flexible exch-
ange rates, credible institutions
and disciplined fiscal policy. Ins-
tead of  hoarding bullion, emer-
ging economies should deepen
trade settlement mechanisms,
strengthen financial regulation
and curb reckless public spend-
ing. Central banks buying gold
may steady nerves for now, but
long-term stability will come
from trust in policy, not metal
locked away in vaults.
A Myilsami
Coimbatore

The sudden ascendancy in the
value of  gold and silver is due to
less dependability on the dollar
for international trade, caused
by the undependable Trumpism.
Investment in gold in the current
scenario is not advisable. Mat-

ters immanent
today might be
different in the
imminent futu-
re. India should
take a cautious
path avoiding
complete dep-
endence on the

dollar in foreign trade by persu-
ading other countries in trade
with India through the vostro ac-
count scheme. Be cautious: the
brightness of  gold today should
not bring darkness tomorrow.
K Rajendran
Chennai

Probate: Uncheck.
Will: Uncheck?
Parliament has passed Bills rem-
oving the necessity for probates
in Mumbai, Chennai and Kolka-
ta. What next? Does a will stand
by itself? But wills can be chal-
lenged. How can a judge know
who should be the legal heir bet-
ter than the owner? It is necessa-
ry to make the inheritance pro-
cess smooth and effortless. The-
re is no need for a will. The own-
ershould name his legal heir for
each asset including immoveab-
leproperty to banks, MFs, hous-
ing society, etc. The PAN/Aadh-
aar of  the legal heir should be
submitted to the institution. The
institution should then give an
acknowledgment of  having do-
cumented this in their records.
The owner should give this ack-
nowledgement to the legal heir.
When the owner of  the asset dies,
the legal heir should produce the
acknowledgement to the institu-
tion and the asset will be trans-
ferred without question.
T R Ramaswami
Mumbai

Chat Room

It was a terrible gruesome ac-
cident that killed Professor Ja-
cob Grimes, and from a certain
point of  view it was her fault,
and so for reasons of  both mor-
al obligation and self-interest
—for without Professor Grim-
esshe had no committee chair,
and without a committee cha-
irshe could not defend her dis-
sertation, graduate, or apply
successfully for a tenure-tra-
ck job in analytic magick —
Alice found it necessary to beg
for his life back from King
Yama the Merciful, Ruler of
the Underworld.

This was no small undertak-
ing. Over the
past month she
had become a
self-taught ex-
pert in Tartar-
ology, which
was not one of
her subfields.
These days it
was not any-
one’s subfield,

as Tartarologists rarely survi-
ved to publish their work.…
All existing sources were un-
reliable to different degrees
and devilishly tricky to trans-
late besides. Dante’s account
was so distracted with spite-
ful potshots that the reporta-
ge got lost within.

TS Eliot had supplied some
of  the more recent and detail-
ed landscape descriptions on
record, but The Waste Land
was so self-referential that its
status as a sojourner’s accou-
nt was under serious dispute.
Orpheus’s notes, already in
archaic Greek, were largely
in shreds like the rest of  him.
And Aeneas — well, that was
all Roman propaganda.

Katabasis
R F Kuang

PARANORMAL 
ACTIVITY

Paragraphs From FictionMAGA Cowboys vs Indians
or’ because he married Usha, a prac-
tising Hindu. 

It’s no consolation that Fuentes’
hate is manufactured in bot farms
of  Pakistan, Nigeria, Malaysia,
Indonesia and — hold your breath
— India, to create artificial popu-
larity. Fake handles are directed
to ‘retweet’ every awful claim, often

beating X boss Elon Musk’s own posts,
to say nothing of  his famed algorithm. 

It’s the ‘same low-cost amplification
clusters and engagement farms that
foreign actors often use to manufacture
virality, distort platform metrics, and
manipulate recommendation systems’,
according to ‘America Last: How Fuen-
tes’s Coordinated Raids and Foreign
Fake-Speech Networks Inflate His In-
fluence’, a report this month by the
Network Contagion Research Institu-
te, a think tank dedicated to detecting
threats in the information ecosystem. 

Fuentes, however, is one actor in an
army of  online haters, their racism
palpable and anger against H-1B visas
accumulating over the years in dark
corners of  the internet. This year, they
burst into the open, ripe and raging.
Musk’s no-curbs-on-speech on X, hate
or otherwise, gives them an open field.
Charlie Kirk, the conservative activi-
st who was assassinated in September,
was vocal on H-1Bs. 

‘Perhaps no form of  legal immigra-
tion has so displaced American work-
ers as those from India. Enough alre-
ady. We’re full,’ he said a few days be-
fore being shot. Those who push back

are told to ‘stay home’
and succeed, and whi-
le they are at it, clean
the rivers of  sewage
and trash.

Trump hasn’t said
anything to curb the
vitriol. One can won-
der why. The harshest
irony, of  course, is
that many Indian
Americans voted for
Trump only to have
the MAGAsphere
turn on them.Houston, we have a problem

US will remain the most
important conversation
for India, given the sheer
width and depth of the

relationship. But
expectations have to be
drastically readjusted

Pre-WW2 US,
post-war Japan, and

China in the
1980s-2000s

enjoyed periods of
peaceful growth,

which took them into
the next orbit of

development. India is
seeking the same
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THOMAS JEFFERSON

The care of human life and happiness, and not their
destruction, is the first and only object of good govt

A thought for today

Few films have enjoyed an afterlife like
Sholay. Director Ramesh Sippy’s multi-
starrer, now 50 years old, was restored
and re-released this year to eagerness
and acclaim. It wasn’t always like this.
When first released in the middle of  the

Emergency in 1975, the film was panned by most critics
as too violent, too long and too derivative. One of  the reviews
described it as “a shaggy dog western…monstrously
violent and sprawled in loose limbed abandon.” Also,
most reviews did not devote a single word to Amjad
Khan’s portrayal of  Gabbar.

Director Aditya Dhar’s Dhurandhar shares a few
things with Sholay.Both are extra-large. Dhurandharis
three hours and 34 minutes long, the new Sholay clocks
in at three hours and 24 minutes. Both are technically
first-rate, with some breathtaking photography and
uniformly perceptive performances. Both are the
year’s biggest hits. In both films, the antagonists –
Gabbar in Sholay and Rehman Dakait in 
Dhurandhar – emerge as showstoppers.

Among other things, Dhar’s film has been
roasted for being ultra-violent. Just as Animal
(2023) was two years ago. The truth is that
filmmakers are constantly pushing audiences’
thresholds for accepting more violence. Ramgopal Varma
and Anurag Kashyap, to name just two, have used violence
as a synonym for cool, to celebrate and shock.

Now in the OTT and mobile age, when gore and 
sex have entered our homes the dosage is rising every
season. The beast must be fed. It’s all relative. A critic
wrote 50 years back that Sholay raised “screen violence
to almost unimaginable heights”.

The two blockbusters are divergent too. Sholay is
celluloid fiction. Dhurandhar uses facts to create fiction,
seamlessly weaving terrorist-driven incidents – 
Kandahar hijack, Parliament attack 2001, Mumbai
massacre 2008 – with an imaginative narrative on an 

Indian spy. The film’s support characters are borrowed
from real-life and can be easily recognised by avid 
sub-continent news watchers. 

But unlike Gabbar, a one-dimensional profile in evil,
gangster Rehman has multiple shades. He kills ruthlessly,
but follows a code of  honour, has reel-worthy dance 
moves, loves his son, even takes a slap from his wife. The
script humanises him. The power of  Akshaye Khanna’s
performance lies in capturing every shade, a reason why
he is the movie’s talking point. Probably, Dhurandhar 2,
will offer a more detailed backstory of  Ranveer Singh,
playing the protagonist Hamza.

For over three and half  decades, Pakistan has weaponised
terrorism against India. But in recent years, some 
major spy movies have preferred to find villains 
‘inside’ than outside. Dhar, who has also written and
produced the movie, firmly puts the focus back on 
Pakistan – where a grand alliance of  ISI, jihadis, and
underworld is at work. The treatment is more realistic
than exaggerated. To ensure that nobody misses the 
point, even actual conversations of  ISI handlers during
the 2008 Mumbai massacre are played out.

Undeniably, Dhurandhar’s proactive and muscular
approach to combating terrorism will please the current
political dispensation. But it is also a compelling watch,

especially in a year when terrosim led to an escalated
armed conflict between India and Pakistan.

At a time when national politics is deeply polarised,
film criticism too has taken the same route. Sometimes
a film is primarily condemned and savaged for the 
politics it chooses, and because it differs from the 
critic’s own worldview. Film criticism, then, becomes
an extension of  activism. The film isn’t reviewed. 
The film that should have been made is reviewed. 
The reactions to Dhurandhar, and the sharp counter-
points that emerged on social media, only amplify
the politico-cultural world we live in today. 

The new Mumbai masala has already 
grossed over `1,000cr, a respite for the Hindi 

film industry now facing prolonged spells of  
droughts at the box-office. Interestingly, 
Dhurandhar is being relished in Kashmir’s
only multiplex, as CM Omar Abdullah recently
admitted. From several accounts, despite the
distinct political subtexts, many in Pakistan

have also loved it.
The film’s super success also indicates that

the audience’s appetite for entertainment is 
size-agnostic. Length doesn’t matter. Films 
either command attention or do not. Raj Kapoor’s
lush love triangle, Sangam, was nearly four 

hours long. It became the biggest money spinner
of  1964. Six years later, Kapoor’s sensitive but self-indulgent
Mera Naam Joker, long enough to have two intermissions,
became the flop of  the year. There are such examples
every decade. The 2023 blockbuster, Animal, was just 
10 minutes shorter than Dhar’s movie. Today, the same
viewer, who relishes ‘shorts’ also gulps down a season
of  web series at one go, as they would a mammoth 
James Clavell novel in another era.

When first released, Sholay won just one Filmfare
award – for editing. In a case of  gross overcompensation,
Sippy’s magnum opus was declared “The Best Film 
of  50 Years” by Filmfare in 2005. Who knows how 
Dhurandhar will be appraised 50 years on.

What 2 Movies Made 50 Yrs Apart Tell Us About Film Critics
All pundits had dismissed Sholay as too gory, some have said the same about Dhurandhar. But

these days, film reviewers’ politics often determine the review. Viewers, then as now, don’t care
Avijit.Ghosh@timesofindia.com

As family and friends crowd together in the festive season, high
spirits tend to nudge gatherings towards high swearing. The
adultest adults in the room then put the zip on it, particularly

for the sake of  the young ones. But ultimately, it’s a doomed effort.
Between school and street, movies and music, over the years, most
people grow up getting familiar with phrases like f-up. And the ways
they do this, are of  great interest to scientists, sociologists and histori-
ans. Because it reveals a lot about how our brain and society work. 
A new study in American Psychologist, for example, finds ‘state inhi-
bition’ in uttering curse words. Meaning, it lowers hesitation and

self-doubt, thus improving the ability to perform
physical tasks, like chair push-ups.

All swearing is rooted in some taboo. 
Breakingit can create bonding. As much in a
sterile operating theatre as a raucous factory

floor. Taboos vary from place to place. In Japan,
there’s almost no excretory taboo, so ‘shit’ is not

a cussword. The poop emoji is actually considered
a cutie and sweets shaped like it are good luck tokens. Taboos also
change over time. Religious blasphemy declined in the West as 
authority became secularised – ‘Jesus Christ!’ stopped being 
shocking. In the reverse direction, words that used to be in nursery
rhymes became seriously unacceptable. Steven Pinker points 
out that, “To hear ‘nigger’ is to try on, however briefly, the thought
that there is something contemptible about African Americans.”

Today’s popular cusswords tell us that sex remains Taboo No. 1.
Films like Gangs of  Wasseypur both capture this trend and dish 
it up as exotica. Most sexual swearing is sexist because power, 
honour, and shame are still structured by patriarchy. But while
swearing privately may give you the confidence to ask someone 
for a date, doing it on the date itself  is risky. Some adulting adults,
as noted above, feel it’s crap.

Damned If You Don’t
Cursing can make you feel more confident, less

stressed. But be smart about when to use it

Only one trend really matters for 
food in 2026 – Rupee reached 90 to a 
Dollar in Dec and, while currently a 
bit below that peak, it’s unlikely to
change much. While this should be 
good news for food exporters, tariff

troubles and rising fuel costs will prevent this 
exchange-rate advantage from helping much.

But, there is an upside. This is the time to discover
foods made in India. 

Countrywide, local producers are growing and 
harvesting and cooking and fermenting and brewing up
an amazing range of  produce. Buying from them
doesn’t mean a return to the import substitution
era when Coca-Cola left the country and we were
given a Double Seven cola. It’s more a levelling of
the field where, in recent years, importers have
brought cheap food products by container loads,
undercutting efforts of  local producers.

Lots of  these products were culinary 
equivalents of  export surplus clothing – made
for supermarkets in Australia, Southeast 
Asia or West Asia, with slick packaging and 
appealing prices, but just average mass-produced
food. They are widely distributed in retail 
outlets ranging from upmarket food stores that
tout their sourcing, to small stores often oddly
calling themselves ‘health’ or ‘nutrition’ stores.
Some products have dodgy expiry dates, some
are no longer popular in their primary 
markets – but in India, just being foreign-
made was enough.

These are the products Indian manufac-
turers can replace. And, it doesn’t have to
be just big companies. Small producers
are making quality products, and some
have been doing so for quite a while. It’s
no surprise, for example, that Goa has a
tradition of  making soybean products
like tofu and tempeh, going back to the
hippie era, but how many people would
associate Prayagraj with them?

But in the 1960s, a Japanese professor
visited Allahabad’s Sam Higginbottom
University of  Agriculture, Technology &
Sciences (SHUATS) and started a programme
to make miso paste. That tradition continued.
It has now been developed in a more commercial
way. Meanwhile, in Goa, Prachet Sancheti

has taken fermented products to a new level with his
Brown Koji Boy brand, to create a range of  gourmet cooking
pastes and sauces using soy, chickpeas, mushrooms and
other ingredients.

Small producers like Sancheti always faced hurdles
in managing distribution and payments. But for anyone
willing to reach out to them directly, UPI has simplified
the payment process and one of  the best, most economical
agents for dispatch is, actually, India Post.

In remote locations in the hills, or down the coast,
there are women’s self-help groups making excellent
pickles, preserves, papads, wadis and other products
that can be easily sent, to any location, by India
Post. Perhaps, communications ministry should

find ways to expand this commerce side
of  the service so that it can perform better
than many courier companies.

The miso link with SHUATS is a reminder
of  the wealth of  food knowledge in India’s
agricultural research system. Under ICAR,
an institute can be found for almost every

possible food product, and scientists have
often developed food products that find
commercial use. Some can be odd too – 

like the fishmeal chaklis I once got from 

afisheries institute. But it was an attempt to create a high-
protein product, like the many imported protein powders
sold in gyms across India. There’s little encouragement
at the moment to monetise such research products, but
a policy change at ICAR could help.

Food products have to really work though, in terms
of  taste and how consumers can use them. For proof
how simply promoting a product without considering

how consumers might really
use it isn’t enough, consider
millets. Two years ago, govt

majorly pushed millets. But where
are all those millet products now?
The campaign didn’t engage with
the basic fact that consumers really
don’t like millets, no matter health
and environmental benefits. 

A more credible campaign might have created
more products where millets were blended with
preferred grains, or only more acceptable millets
(like ragi) were promoted, or millets were used
to produce ingredients like alcohol or sugar
(from sugar sorghum, a variety of  jowar) that
could then be used for consumer use.

India has often assimilated new products
that, for various reasons, are suddenly in surplus
here. Tea was little consumed until the 1920s when
the tea industry decided to develop domestic demand
for the tea grown until then for foreign markets.
It took decades, and development of  milky chai,
but now India is hooked on tea.

Bread became mainstream in the 1960s after
India started receiving food aid in the form of
high-gluten American wheat. It made notoriously
tough rotis, but turned into leavened bread,
especially in south India, it has arguably become
as much a staple as flatbreads.

Now it’s time to do the same for all food 
products whose exports are blocked by tariff
wars. Andhra’s vast production of  shrimp can

be sold across India as a tasty, high-protein product –
let dhabas start selling prawn pakodas and prawn 
pulao and shrimp-stuffed momo. Premium Indian
whisky is already doing so well that UK’s Scotch 
industry is in crisis. Why is matcha – a frankly ridiculous
tea product – being imported from Japan when 
Indian tea growers can make similar products, or
promote really great indigenous equivalents like 
the Northeast’s amazing smoked phalap tea? India-
produced food can step up in most areas – the exchange
rate is giving producers reason to try.

Vikram Doctor

Eat, Drink & Discover India
Indian whisky will give Scotch even more competition. Why import Japanese matcha when
tea-growers here can make phalap? Why can’t Andhra’s shrimp, tariffed by Trump, become

pakodas in dhabas? This year, India can get a taste of its own amazing produce

Homegrown: Phalap tea, prawn pakoda, miso & 
fish chakli (clockwise from top left)

In the movie Guide, based on a novel
by RK Narayan, iconic actor Dev
Anand portrays a tour guide named

Raju, who is a happy-go-lucky person
until he undergoes a transformative
experience. He then says, “Na sukh hai,
na dukh hai, na deen, na duniya, na
insaan, na bhagvan…sirf  main hoon,
main sirf  hoon” – ‘there is no joy, no
grief, no religion, no world, no human,
no God, only I Am.’

This profound statement captures
the essence of  the highest Vedantic
truth repeatedly stressed by masters
such as Ramana Maharshi. This ultimate
Truth, emphasised in Ajata Vada teaching
of  Vedanta, holds that creation, birth,
death, or rebirth are all figments of  
the mind. These trigger and activate
their appearances in the steady state 
of  consciousness. The conditioning and

reinforcement of  these appearances is
very intense and personal. We find it
extremely difficult to disengage 
ourselves from this severe entanglement.
The path suggested is introversion 
of  the mind. An inward search to 
find out who we really are. None
can deny one’s existence. ‘I exist,
or i am’ is an undeniable truth
reiterated by our everyday
experience of  deep sleep.
We are unaware of  our
bodily consciousness, yet
we claim to have enjoyed a
good night’s sleep.

Nisargadatta Maharaj
reinforces Ramana Maharshi’s 
teaching by advising us to focus on our
state of  ‘I Am’ to the exclusion of  all
other thoughts. Shirdi Sai Baba reiterates
this with the statement that ‘i give you
what you want in the hope that you 
will want what i want you to have –

imagination and influence our 
judgements and beliefs.”

Ramana says the path is direct and
straight. All other paths ultimately
merge to the one query – ‘Who am I?’
Self-awarenessresults as we inquire within.

Ramana Maharshi’s teachings 
focus on redirecting our attention to the
experiencer rather than the experience,
and on vigilantly connecting with the
state of  ‘I Am’. In Ramana’s words, a
true guru’s authenticity is validated by
the peace experienced in his presence or
remembrance. The guru acts as a guide
beyond the physical frame.

The test is a change in one’s attitude
towards life. The three tenets of  
‘eupraxsophy’ – respect, beneficence
and justice get exemplified through 
our actions. Less judgemental, less 
dogmatic and more inclusive.

Ramana Maharshi’s birth anniversary
is on Dec 30

self-knowledge by abiding in the state of
‘I Am’ – the source of  perennial peace
and happiness. Ramana Maharshi, when
asked, ‘How to be happy?’ mentioned,
‘Be as you are’. The quest and abidance
have to be within. Happiness is our natural
state, akin to searching externally 

for the necklace that one wears.
Introversion of  the mind has

to replace the preoccupation
with the ‘i am the body’ notion.
Metaphorically, this is called
‘invertendo’, reversing 
our perspective from the
external to the internal. 

American philosopher
Paul Kurtz coined the term ‘eupraxsophy’,
a portmanteau of  Greek words meaning
good practice and wisdom. He says, “We
have a streak that runs deep in its nature;
the capacity to be easily deceived, a
tendency to allow our wishes, desires,
fancies, hopes or fears to colour our

Invertendo Helps Realise Tenets Of Eupraxsophy
Vijay Vancheswar

Awhisker separates India from Japan, and the 4th largest 
economy rank, as we head into 2026. But it’s fair to say 
India got here despite, not because of, its policies. Recall 

how, in 2004, enforcing a contract took 425 days on average, with 
40 procedures. Insolvency resolution easily stretched to 10 years.
Even in 2017, a Niti Aayog report said setting up shop in India 
required 118 days on average, with the wait stretching to 248 days in
Assam. Things are better now, but only relatively. An abundance of
regulations continues to be the proverbial spanner in business’s
wheels. So, the PM’s advice to top bureaucrats, to set up “deregulation
cells” for speeding up reforms, and improving ease of  living and 
doing business, demands undivided attention.

There’s no denying that regulation has its place in a modern 
society. We wouldn’t have had seat belts in cars without it, nor 
the Aravalis. But the problem is too much regulation, or as the 

Economic Survey said in Jan – when
“layers of  operational conditions” are
piled, policies become complicated
and incomprehensible. The reams of
quality control orders (QCOs) India
published after 2017 are just one 
example of  this problem. Excellent in
theory – they were intended to keep
out substandard and hazardous 
imports – the orders became a

hurdle for business. The steel ministry alone had over 150 of  
them. Importing raw materials at the right price became difficult,
hurting domestic manufacturing’s competitiveness.

That’s why regulations should be imposed sparingly, only if
they pass the test of  necessity. And those that make no sense, or
have crossed their best-by date, like most QCOs, should be scrapped.
Govt has pressed this point through the year, with the FM announcing
a regulatory reform panel to promote ease of  doing business in 
the Budget. The CEA has also said deregulation is the next 
focus area for India. Some moves, like the Jan Vishwas initiative
to decriminalise minor offences, are already afoot, but getting every
ministry and department to reduce procedures and paperwork – 
as PM has urged – is the need of  the hour.

Tamil Nadu proves the worth of  light-touch regulation. The 
way it handled Ford’s exit, and the Samsung strike last year, boosts
investor confidence. More than big industry, the sector that 
needs deregulation most is SMEs – the biggest job creator – 
that’s hamstrung by costly compliances. If  govt lifts its foot off  the
regulatory brake, India will get to the next trillion dollars faster.

Don’t Be Ruled By Rules
If GOI’s deregulation push leads to genuine lightening

of compliance load, economy will get a huge boost

The neighbouring apartments needed an older man to play
Santa Claus for the annual party and I was roped in for all 
the obvious reasons. Kamala reminded me of  my lapsed 
gym membership – she never misses a chance to stress how 
my generous proportions get me certain roles in every
cultural event. I went over to collect the Santa outfit from 

the stock of  costumes in the school theatre storeroom and was given a damp
musty Santa outfit that smelt of  complete neglect.

I scrubbed thoroughly with soap and water and hung it out to dry in the 
afternoon sun, but the rancid odour refused to disappear. Finally, I was 
forced to generously brandish some body spray sourced from my son’s room – 
a brand that promised to attract admirers like houseflies to garbage. Smelling

like an airport cosmetic store, I walked into the room where Joy
to the World was playing on a loop. 

At first it was just a few curious glances and then people started
sniffing suspiciously, like Indians passing a public restroom. 
Kamala sidled up to me like Lady Macbeth looking for the perfumes

of  Arabia and hissed under her breath, “You’re smelling really hideous!”
Everyone else seemed to have caught the scent of  Santa but was not sure 
if  they smelt something fishy or if  it was just a red herring. Secret Santa was
passé this year – Smelly Santa was a new tradition that we had begun.

The smells of  the festive season are very special and range from the 
heady fragrance of  rum and fruits mixed to make plum cake, to the warm 
wonderful smells of  other special treats like kalkals and marzipan. There’s 
the smell of  new clothes or books as presents are unwrapped and also the 
general scent of  anticipation and excitement that fills the air together with
the gentle melody of  Xmas carols. 

For me, my father was my Santa, and as he held me close to his chest, I 
could smell the fragrance of  talcum powder and soap – a clean, crisp smell 
that far surpassed any expensive perfume in a fancy bottle. Helen Keller 
was bang on: “Smell is a potent wizard that transports us across thousands 
of  miles and all the years we have lived.” Next year I’m making sure that Santa
comes up smelling of  roses.

Scent A Clause

Anil Abraham

You have nose for the festive season
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songs in one’s own language.”
Batadrava, the land sanctified by the

memory of Sankardeva, was once
described by him as fertile and prosper-
ous. While rendering the Uttarakanda of
the Valmiki Ramayana into Assamese, he
identified himself thus: “The village
named Bordowa is unmatched in fertili-
ty / Nourished by the waters of the
Lohitya.” Batadrava is also associated with
a remarkable woman of the Vaishnavite
era — Sati Radhika, whose name too is
remembered with honour.

The Crisis That Threatened
Assam’s Identity
Over the decades, this sacred birthplace
of Sankardeva came under grave existen-
tial threat. Due to continuous infiltration
by Bengali Muslim immigrants, the very
cultural nerve-centre of Assamese life —
Batadrava — faced deep crisis. Under suc-
cessive Congress governments, vast
stretches of this sacred land were illegal-
ly encroached upon, turning the birth-
place of our revered Guru into a zone of
demographic aggression. Encroachers,
sheltered by Congress regimes, took pos-
session of satra lands, naamghars and
institutions central to Assamese cultural
and spiritual life. From Batadrava to
Barpeta, many such centres faced system-
atic assault, which has been a calculated

attempt to uproot Sanatan culture and
replace it with an alien, fundamentalist
identity. This was neither accidental nor
sporadic; it was the result of a long, delib-
erate conspiracy to destabilise Assamese
national existence.

The Sattras established
by Sankardeva and
Madhavdeva, centres of
spiritual, social and cultur-
al life, came under unprecedented threats.
They are custodians of Borgeet, Sattriya,
Chali dance, Jhumura, Dashavatar, ancient
manuscripts and centuries-old heritage.
When these institutions fell into the
hands of encroachers, Assam’s identity,
culture, language and collective self-
respect faced near-collapse.

The Report of the Assam Sattra Land
Review and Examination Commission
revealed alarming realities: over 15,289
bighas of satra land across Assam were
encroached. In Barpeta alone, 7,137 bighas
had been taken over. The same pattern
was seen in Bajali, Nagaon, Lakhimpur,
Dibrugarh, Kamrup, Bongaigaon, Majuli
and Dhubri. Many satras and naamghars
were erased forever.

Our Government’s Resolve
The BJP-led NDA government is fully
committed to safeguarding our pride and
the very soul of our culture. In the Assam

Vision Document 2016-2025, released
ahead of the 2016 Assembly elections, the
BJP committed itself to freeing the lands
of Assam’s satras, along with other reli-
gious, cultural and allied institutions, from
illegal encroachment. Reaffirming this
resolve, our party reiterated in its 2021
Assembly Election Manifesto that the
lands of satras and the sacred worship
sites of indigenous communities would
be restored by removing unlawful occu-
pation. To further strengthen Assam’s spir-
itual and cultural institutions, we also
pledged financial assistance of `2.5 lakh
to every naamghar and indigenous place
of worship across the state.

Going beyond electoral assurances,
our government has taken sustained
and concrete measures to reclaim the
lands of satras, naamghars and indige-
nous worship centres from encroachers.
At the same time, with the objective of
revitalising Assam’s national and civilisa-
tional life, several visionary and transfor-
mative initiatives have been undertaken.

In the Budget for the financial year 2021-
22, as Finance Minister, I had announced
specific measures for the development of
Batadrava Thaan. In that Budget Speech,
I had stated: “Our Government proposes
to develop Batadrava Thaan in Nagaon
district into a centre of art, culture,
research and spirituality. To transform the

precincts of Batadrava Thaan and
its surrounding areas into a
unique cultural, religious and
tourist attraction, the Public
Works Department has prepared

a comprehensive project report. The
total estimated cost of this project is `188
crore. For the first phase of this project,
I propose an allocation of `50 crore.”

The Batadrava Cultural Project
Later, after taking oath as the Chief
Minister of Assam, we oversaw a large
eviction drive towards the end of
December 2022 to clear the encroachers
from the Batadrava area, the sacred
birthplace of Srimanta Sankardeva. With
the aim of transforming this cultural
heartland into one of the foremost
centres of culture and tourism, the
Government of Assam undertook an
ambitious project.

The Borduwa Cultural Project, devel-
oped at a cost of `227 crore, has been
designed not only to make the historic site
a major attraction for visitors but also to
reflect the life, ideals and artistic heritage
associated with Mahapurush Srimanta

Sankardeva and the broader cultural
traditions of Assam. The project has
been implemented across 165 bighas of
land in three phases.

The entire complex has been concep-
tualised in the form of a tree, with the
Guru Asana of Mahapurush at the centre,
from which all other buildings extend like
interconnected branches. The project
incorporates traditional Assamese archi-
tectural elements and cultural motifs,
along with detailed visual representations
of the life of Mahapurush Srimanta
Sankardeva. The various buildings have
been constructed in the likeness of tra-
ditional musical instruments, dance
forms, performance styles and aspects of
Assamese lifestyle.

In addition, the project includes an exhi-
bition depicting the life of Lord Krishna,
a theatre designed for dramas, bhaona
performances and other cultural presen-
tations, a centre for performing arts and
other amenities. For tourists, the project
provides guest houses, a tribal guest
house, a health centre offering medical
services for visitors and staff, and the
Manikanchan Griha — a space designed
to introduce tourists to the artistic dimen-
sions of the naamghar culture intrinsic to
Assamese national life. Other features at
Batadrava Than, such as the Manikanchan
Jalarashi, a viewing tower for security and
surveillance, walkways, and designated
parking areas for vehicles, have also
been integrated into the project.

This project will elevate Batadrava
into a national and international destina-
tion for cultural and spiritual tourism,
taking Sankardeva’s legacy to future gen-
erations. It is our privilege that the
Hon’ble Union Home Minister, Shri Amit
Shah, has inaugurated this iconic project.
For his profound affection towards Assam,
we remain deeply grateful. Assam’s
national existence cannot remain secure
unless the sattras are protected from
encroachment. People of Assam must
stand united to resist any form of religious
aggression. We reject any attempt to
distort history by calling Sankardeva-
Madhavdeva’s sacred land “Sankar-Ajaan’s
Assam.” Such malicious motives aimed at
erasing Madhavdeva’s name and dimin-
ishing Sankardeva’s legacy will never be
allowed to succeed.

On this historic day of the inauguration
of the Batadrava Cultural Project, I reaf-
firm our unwavering commitment to
safeguarding Assam’s identity, culture and
spiritual heritage.

A recent article highlighting India’s focus on
PM10 while PM2.5 remains the real killer struck
a chord with many of us who wake up every
winter to the familiar haze over our cities. It is
disheartening to learn that the metrics we cel-
ebrate as ‘improvement’ often mask the finer,
deadlier particles that lodge deep in our lungs,
causing irreversible damage. 

The piece rightly points out the shortage of
trained pollution control engineers and the sys-
temic gaps in monitoring and enforcement. Yet,
amid the gloom, the example of Kraków offers
a glimmer of hope: a city once among Europe’s
most polluted, transformed through persistent
civil society engagement, public awareness
campaigns, and bold policy shifts like banning
solid fuels for heating. Kraków Smog Alert, a
grassroots movement, mobilised citizens, pres-
sured authorities, and collaborated on region-
al air quality plans, resulting in significant drops
in harmful  pollutants.  I f  a  European 
city could achieve this through collective will,
why not India?

As someone who has spent years grappling
with Delhi’s perennial smog, I see par-
allels and possibilities. Like Kraków,
India has a vibrant civil society ready
to demand change. But unlike
Kraków, where the primary culprit
was household heating, our pollution is mul-
tifaceted: vehicular emissions, construction
dust, industrial outflows, and biomass burning,
amplified by unchecked urban congestion. We
cannot fix this by tinkering at the edges — smog
towers, odd-even schemes, or even cloud
seeding, which the article implicitly critiques
through the lens of misplaced priorities. 
These are symptomatic treatments for a struc-
tural disease: our megacities have grown
beyond sustainable limits, trapping pollutants
in inversion layers and overwhelming enforce-
ment capacity. 

The real threat, as the article underscores, is
PM2.5 — the invisible assassin from combustion
and dust. India’s National Clean Air Programme
(NCAP) targets a 40 per cent reduction by 2026,
yet progress remains uneven, partly because we
chase PM10 reductions (easier from visible dust
control) while PM2.5 sources persist. Kraków
succeeded by addressing root causes through
community-driven bans and subsidies for
cleaner alternatives. India needs a similar par-
adigm shift: not just controlling pollution in
existing cities, but preventing its concentration

altogether through deliberate decongestion and
dispersal.

Imagine decongesting our overburdened
metros by systematically relocating central gov-
ernment offices, public sector undertakings, and
even judicial functions to new locations. Delhi
alone hosts thousands of ministries and PSUs,
drawing millions in commuting traffic and
necessitating endless construction. Shifting
these — perhaps to satellite hubs in Uttar
Pradesh, Rajasthan, or Haryana — would slash
daily vehicle kilometres travelled by 20-30 per
cent, per IIT Kanpur modelling. This isn’t
fantasy; Brazil moved its capital to Brasília in
1960, Nigeria to Abuja in 1991, both reducing
pressure on old hubs. India did it once, shift-
ing from Calcutta to Delhi in 1911. Why not again,
phased over a decade?

Complement this with the creation of green-
field cities, towns, and upgraded villages,
designed from the ground up for low pollution.
Picture 200-250 new cities of 0.5-2 million
people each by 2047, strategically placed along
coasts, rivers, and mountains — harnessing
natural ventilation, mandating 40-50 per cent
green cover, EV-only mobility, and autonomous
local pollution boards with real-time monitor-
ing and enforcement powers. These wouldn’t
be elite enclaves but mixed-income settlements
with land-pooling models like Magarpatta in
Pune or Amaravati’s farmer-inclusive approach,
ensuring equity.

These visions are achievable with AI-opti-
mised planning, modular construc-
tion, and value-capture financing
— total cost 2-3 per cent of GDP over
two decades, offset by health
savings (`2 lakh crore annually

from cleaner air) and productivity gains.
Autonomous pollution mechanisms — local
boards with citizen oversight, real-time sensors,
and strict no-ICE zones — would prevent the fail-
ures plaguing current setups, where engineer
shortages dilute enforcement.

Civil society can drive this, just as in Kraków.
Petitions, awareness campaigns, and collabo-
rations with urban planners could pressure the
government to pilot 10-20 greenfields by 2030.
The NCAP and Smart Cities Mission provide
frameworks; we need the will to expand them
boldly. India’s focus on the wrong metrics
saddens, but Kraków’s story inspires. By decon-
gesting, dispersing, and building anew — with
community at the helm — we can ensure PM2.5,
not just PM10, becomes yesterday’s problem.
It is doable, equitable, and urgent. Let civil
society lead the charge.

India’s higher education system is at a decisive
juncture where long-articulated policy vision
is now confronting the realities of governance
and institutional capacity. The National
Education Policy (NEP) 2020 laid out an ambi-
tious roadmap to transform learning, research,
and academic culture. The introduction of the
Viksit Bharat Shiksha Adhishthan Bill, 2025, cur-
rently under examination by a Joint
Parliamentary Committee, represents a decisive
step towards aligning that vision with a coher-
ent regulatory framework.

For decades, higher education governance in
India has been shaped by regulatory multiplic-
ity. Overlapping authorities, fragmented man-
dates, and compliance-driven oversight have
constrained universities’ ability to innovate.
Within the university system, a persistent
challenge has been the gap between academ-
ic intent and regulatory execution - where well-
conceived programmes, interdisciplinary initia-
tives, and research collaborations are routine-
ly delayed by procedural hurdles. The cost of
this disconnect has been not merely adminis-
trative inefficiency, but a steady erosion of intel-
lectual momentum.

The NEP 2020 addressed this structural
problem by placing institutional autonomy at
the centre of reform, supported by accountabil-
ity. Its emphasis on multidisciplinary universi-
ties, flexible degree pathways, and research-led
learning assumes a governance environment
that enables academic decision-making rather
than restrains it. Yet many universities - partic-
ularly public and regional institutions - have
struggled to operationalise these reforms
within regulatory frameworks designed for an
earlier academic era.

The significance of the Viksit Bharat Shiksha
Adhishthan Bill lies in its shift from microman-
agement to outcome-based oversight. The
proposed framework prioritises student learn-
ing outcomes, research impact, and societal
engagement over procedural compliance. This
marks a clear departure from input-driven reg-
ulation, where adherence to prescribed norms
often outweighed academic results.

The implications for interdisciplinary educa-
tion are immediate. Universities attempting to
integrate technology, social sciences, ethics, and
public policy have long encountered approval
systems anchored in rigid disciplinary silos. A

unified and streamlined regulatory structure
enables institutions to design curricula aligned
with contemporary societal and economic
challenges rather than outdated classifica-
tions.

Research and innovation benefit in similar
measure. NEP 2020 positions universities as
centres of knowledge creation, yet excessive
compliance obligations have
diverted faculty time and institu-
tional resources away from
research activity. In public univer-
sities, this has led to missed
funding cycles and delayed collaborations. A
governance framework that evaluates out-
comes rather than procedures restores acad-
emic focus on inquiry, innovation, and engage-
ment with industry and society.

At the same time, autonomy demands
responsibility. India’s higher education ecosys-
tem remains uneven. While some institutions
possess strong faculty strength and research
infrastructure, many universities continue to
face shortages of academic staff, uneven facil-
ities, and administrative overload. Regulatory
reform must therefore proceed alongside sus-
tained investment in faculty development,
leadership continuity, and institutional capac-
ity-building to prevent the widening of exist-
ing disparities.

The experience of institution-building rein-
forces this point. Academic excellence does not
emerge from infrastructure alone. Universities
that command intellectual credibility have
evolved through decades of mentorship, aca-
demic freedom, stable governance, and shared
institutional values. Rapid expansion without
nurturing these foundations produces institu-
tions that function administratively but lack aca-
demic depth.

Equity and access remain integral to the NEP’s
framework. Its emphasis on regional balance,
inclusion, and support for first-generation
learners affirms education as a public good.
Regulatory reform must strengthen this com-
mitment by enabling quality expansion in

underserved regions and supporting diverse
learning modes, including digital and blended
education, without diluting academic stan-
dards.

Transparency and accountability are central
to institutional trust. Public disclosure of aca-
demic, financial, and operational practices,
along with effective grievance redressal mech-

anisms, strengthens confidence
among students, parents, and society.
Autonomy anchored in openness
ensures credibility rather than insu-
lation.

The Joint Parliamentary Committee’s delib-
erations therefore assume critical importance.
Incorporating the perspectives of universi-
ties, faculty members, students, and state gov-
ernments will determine whether regulatory
reform reinforces academic vitality or merely
restructures oversight.

Together, NEP 2020 and the proposed regu-
latory framework reflect a national resolve to
position education at the core of India’s devel-
opmental journey. In an era shaped by rapid
technological change and complex social chal-
lenges, universities must prepare citizens not
only for employment, but for ethical reasoning,
democratic participation, and lifelong learning.

It is the perfect moment for India to embrace
educational reform, empowering its institutions
to lead the way in driving transformative
changes. The real test is not whether India can
reform its education laws, but whether its insti-
tutions are trusted and empowered to lead this
transformation. When policy vision is matched
with governance rooted in confidence, respon-
sibility, and sustained investment, Indian
higher education moves from ambition to insti-
tutional reality.

From policy vision to institutional trust:
Rethinking higher education reform in India
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Batadrava!
This single word evokes a profound spir-

itual and emotional bond for Assam and the
Assamese people. This sacred land is the
birthplace of the great saint, reformer and
cultural visionary Mahapurush Srimanta
Sankardeva — the architect of our nation-
al consciousness. Among all poets of
ancient Assam, it was he who first connect-
ed Assam to the broader civilisational
landscape of India. In this context, Birinchi
Kumar Barua had observed:

‘The conception of India as our mother
country was conceived by Sankardeva five
centuries ago. He wanted the people to feel
proud of being born in his holy country of
Bharatvarsha, as India provides an immense
opportunity for development of men’s
moral  and spiritual  potentialit ies.
Repeatedly did he emphasise the glorious
and spiritual experience of India.’

Sankardeva’s works are filled with praises
of India and the idea of Bharatvarsha. In the
Bhakti Ratnakar, which he translated into
Assamese, he titled one of the chapters
“Bharat Bhu-Prashansa” — In Praise of the
Land of Bharat. References such as “Bharate
manushya tonu kata punye pay” and
“Dhanya dhanya Kali kal, dhanya nara
tonu bhal, dhanya dhanya Bharat barishe”
express the sacred emotional reverence
that the Vaishnavite saints held towards the
land of Bharatvarsha.

Dr Maheswar Neog described how
Sankardeva, enriched by Indian philosophy
and his pilgrimages to major sacred sites
across the country, absorbed the spiritual
currents of his time:

“He travelled for several years across
northern India, visiting many sacred places.
In two verses of Kirtan-Ghosa, he gives us
a hint of what he saw and heard: ‘From
Odisha to Varanasi, everywhere and in every
place, the cultured and refined sing the
poet’s songs.’ Across India, temples rever-
berated with chants, hymns and devotion-
al songs; a great spiritual wave was sweep-
ing the subcontinent. Out of this rose a
renewed form of an ancient religion —
Bhakti — which emphasised inner devotion
over outward ritual, expressed through

Batadrava Project: The resolve to protect our national existence
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BOOKSHELF | By Elliot Kaufman

ObamaCare Is a Money Pit for Taxpayers

C ongress may yet extend
ObamaCare “enhanced”
premium subsidies. A

new study shows why that
would be a reckless act toward
taxpayers.

Using health insurers’ man-
datory filings, our study, pub-
lished Friday in JAMA Health
Forum, shows that the Obama-
Care individual market has be-
come a money pit for taxpay-
ers. In 2024 they paid nearly
80% of the premiums for sub-
sidized plans—compared with
only 30% in 2014.

Taxpayers paid more than
$114 billion directly to insurers
in 2024—one-third more after
inflation than in 2023, more
than double the amount in
2020 (before the enhanced
subsidies), and more than six
times as much as in 2014. Ac-
cording to the Congressional
Budget Office, this acceleration
continued in 2025.

Why? Through regulations,
ObamaCare banned affordable
insurance options and de-
stroyed independent physician

practices, damaging the insur-
ance and provider markets.
Consolidation, administrative
bloat, high prices and soaring
premiums followed. Our study
shows the correlation between
premium growth and subsidy
growth is nearly perfect.

That’s by design. Subsidies
are calculated so that the pre-
miums paid by subsidy-eligible
enrollees for benchmark plans
fall within a set percentage of

their income, thereby transfer-
ring the financial exposure
from rising premiums to tax-
payers. In 2021 Congress ex-
panded subsidy eligibility to
higher-income households and
lowered income caps for oth-
ers, further burdening taxpay-
ers. In August 2022, it ex-
tended these Covid-era
subsidies through 2025.

Zero or near-zero premium
plans proliferated as the subsi-

dies approached or exceeded
the premiums. In 2024, 90% of
subsidy-eligible enrollees had
access to plans with net premi-
ums of $10 a month or less.

Higher enrollment brings
more taxpayer dollars to insur-
ers and brokers while provid-
ing political talking points for
Democrats. It also creates in-
centives for fraud, as evi-
denced by findings from the
Justice Department, the Para-
gon Health Institute and the
Government Accountability Of-
fice. In a GAO report, 23 of 24
fictitious applications were ap-
proved for premium subsidies,
and 18 were still covered a
year later.

Reckless subsidies lured le-
gitimate enrollees into
ObamaCare plans who would
otherwise have used em-
ployer-sponsored insurance,
crowding out private funding
with taxpayer dollars. We
found that the market size for
unsubsidized ObamaCare
plans shrank by a quarter,
from $23 billion in 2014 to $17
billion in 2024. ObamaCare is
a poor value, a product few
Americans would voluntarily

purchase without subsidies.
Congress has thrown tax-

payers under the bus—forcing
them to pay for nearly the en-
tire ballooning cost of subsi-
dized ObamaCare plans, in-
cluding fraudulent ones.
Taxpayers in employer-spon-
sored plans are also saddled
with higher premiums, higher
prices and stagnant care deliv-
ery caused by ObamaCare’s
market distortions.

What Congress sold to the
American people as targeted
assistance for lower-income
families has become a broad
entitlement with no spending
limit. ObamaCare’s structural
flaws and subsidy design are a
direct attack on taxpayers’
hard work, sacrifice and disci-
pline. Taxpayers, who keep the
economy running and sustain
care for the most vulnerable,
deserve empathy and justice.

Ms. Bai is a professor of
health policy and manage-
ment at Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity. Ms. Plummer is a pro-
fessor of accounting and
medical education at Texas
Christian University.

By Ge Bai
And Elizabeth Plummer

A new study shows
extending subsidies
would be reckless.

OPINION

Americans are granted the political example of George
Washington, who withdrew after two terms as presi-
dent. Israelis have Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion

(1948-53, 1955-63), a genius who nonetheless gave his coun-
try a cockamamie electoral system, undermined and came
out of retirement to challenge his successors, and broke
with his own labor movement to found two new political
parties—one of which later helped form the Likud, led by
Ben-Gurion’s most hated enemy.

Israel’s leaders have never known when to exit the stage.
That’s one conclusion from “A Call at 4 a.m.,” Amit Segal’s
smart and often hilarious crash course in Israeli political
history. Covering a prime minister or two at a time, each
with a different theme, Mr. Segal mines the story of Israeli
politics, as this book’s 2021 Hebrew edition was titled, for
the lessons and the humor.

In Hebrew, Mr. Segal is Israel’s most plugged-in political
journalist. In English, as a new entrant to the select group of
Israelis who explain their country to the West, he is something

almost as rare: not a leftist.
Western news organizations
don’t lack for Israeli journalists
explaining how their country
has got it all wrong—how the
bad Jews are ruining everything
the good Jews once built. Mr.
Segal is one of those bad Jews:
religious, settlement-born and
-raised, and not deranged by the
name Benjamin Netanyahu.

In Israel’s early days, Ben-
Gurion’s Mapai, the bastion of
Labor Zionism, “was a party
with its own state,” Mr. Segal
observes. Then came the sur-
prise Arab invasion on Yom Kip-

pur 1973, on Prime Minister Golda Meir’s watch. “The Israeli
public had gone to sleep peacefully, having entrusted the
Alignment”—led by Labor—“with safeguarding their secu-
rity, only to discover that the guards had fallen asleep on
duty,” Mr. Segal writes. “Forget about corruption and eco-
nomic failures: This is the only sin for which there is no
atonement in Israel.”

The left’s failure gave an opening to the new “national
camp” of the Likud, led by Menachem Begin. He changed
Israeli politics by forging a lasting alliance with the tradi-
tional Jews chased out of Islamic lands. On his ninth try,
in 1977, Begin wrested power from the Labor party. “The
Jews defeated the Israelis,” as Labor’s Shimon Peres would
later lament.

“A Call at 4 a.m.” is for readers who have heard of the
1995 assassination of Yitzhak Rabin but not of the Bedouin
parliamentarian killed by two Druze brothers in 1981 so that
their father could take the Bedouin’s seat. Both sides were
members of the same party, called—what else?—the United
Arab List. It is from this that Israel derives its bizarre
rotation agreements, “a modern adaptation of the Judgment
of Solomon,” by which a single seat, including the prime
minister’s, can be split between two politicians.

About that Rabin assassination: Less-noted is that it
backfired on the hard-right assassin. “The right-wing dem-
onstrations against the Oslo Accords,” Mr. Segal writes,
“disappeared without a trace. The IDF pulled out of Nablus,
Ramallah, and other Palestinian towns in Judea and Samaria
with almost no public protest.” Prime Minister Peres surged
to a huge lead in the polls while pledging to carry forward
Rabin’s legacy. Only Palestinian suicide bombings would
revive the Israeli right and lift Mr. Netanyahu to victory
in 1996.

Rabin’s political legacy, in Mr. Segal’s telling, is not so
much to have chosen peace. It’s to have chosen peace over
the Israeli left’s other priority: secularism. This meant ally-
ing with the ultra-Orthodox Shas party, which would help
Rabin launch the Oslo Accords, rather than with the secular
right-wing Tzomet, which sought to slash subsidies for the
ultra-Orthodox and recruit them to the army.

As an Israeli politician complained in 1992, “all over the
world, the left is judged by its distance from Che Guevara.
Only in Israel is it judged by its distance from Yasser
Arafat.” When the leader of the Palestine Liberation Organi-
zation turned down Labor Prime Minister Ehud Barak’s
offer of a Palestinian state and instead launched the mur-
derous Second Intifada (2000-05), it was all over for the
Israeli left.

The spoils moved to the center, which was soon seized by
Ariel Sharon, the “bulldozer” retired general who, Mr. Segal
tells us, “wrote and erased the same words, built and dis-
mantled the same settlements, opposed and supported the
same policies, and never once looked back.” While still
prime minister, he quit the Likud and founded his
own party, supposedly moving past ideology to withdraw
Israel from Gaza.

Sharon would soon suffer a devastating stroke, but his
Gaza policy survived and curdled. Will the same be said of
the one-man centrist parties left in his wake? Yair Lapid
appointed to his Yesh Atid party’s central committee “his
mother, sister, children and old school buddies,” Mr. Segal
writes. Benny Gantz is his Blue and White party. And when
Mr. Gantz’s junior partner became more popular, he left
their alliance to found a party of his own. The next great
centrist hope, Naftali Bennett (prime minister 2021-22), has
dropped all pretense and called his new party Bennett 2026.

Why this shifting series of men in place of a movement?
Perhaps because Israel’s center has for years declined to
choose peace or secularism or anything at all. Fixated on
defeating “Bibi,” the opposition has failed to develop itself.
Since 2009, Mr. Netanyahu has consistently outwitted them,
governing for all but one year.

How has he done it? For one, Mr. Segal recounts an
exchange with a left-wing media colleague who had charged
Mr. Netanyahu with hypocrisy, listing all the leftish things
he has said and done over the years, including endorsing the
idea of a Palestinian state. So, Mr. Segal asked puckishly,
“why don’t you vote for him?”

“Because I don’t believe him,” the colleague said. “Why
don’t you denounce him, as someone on the right?”

“Quite simple,” Mr. Segal replied. “Because I don’t believe
him, either.”

Mr. Kaufman is a member of the Journal’s editorial board.

A history of modern Israeli politics tells
the story of leaders who won’t exit the
stage and parties that split and split again.

The 20th cen-
tury was char-
acterized by
i n d u s t r i a l
might, lower-
ing the cost of
manufactur-
ing, transpor-
tation and
comput ing .
The 21st cen-
tury so far

has seen spectacular growth
by lowering the cost of infor-
mation and maybe even
knowledge. Here are five
mules pulling this century
along:

• Asynchronous. Face-to-
face meetings. Phone calls.
The “CBS Evening News” at 7.
Beyond first-class mail, life
used to be synchronous. Real
time. Snap decisions. Then
along came answering ma-
chines. Leave a message, I’ll
get back to you later. Life be-
came asynchronous—with
time to think and react.

Then email. A productivity
punch. No one knew if you
were at your desk, by the
beach or on the throne. Then
social media. Facebook. Insta-
gram. Pass along news, gossip
or boast away, and others re-
spond on their own time.

But now social media is
used almost synchronously. In-
stant feedback. “Why didn’t
you like my livestream?” (Be-
cause I took a five-minute
break to enjoy reality?) Text-
ing is asynchronous, but ex-
pectations are for immediate
replies. Zoom meetings are a
great commute killer, but are
we going back to a synchro-
nous lifestyle? Will our pro-

The Five Mules Pulling the 21st Century
ductivity wither? Nah, artifi-
cial intelligence promises to
bridge sync and async. Our an-
swers are already pre-trained.
Don’t ask me, ask ChatGPT.
Back to the beach.

• Asymmetric. World War I
was a symmetrical war, almost
equal size forces dug into
trenches. World War II was
similar, with air forces and an-
tiaircraft weapons neutraliz-
ing each other. Until strategic
mistakes and then the Man-
hattan Project’s big booms
tilted the power. The Cold War
was about missile throw-
weights. Since 1989, the U.S.
has been the sole superpower.
Until China?

For now, wars are small and
asymmetric. Sept. 11, 2001, in-
troduced box cutters and 757s
as weapons. The war in
Ukraine sees drones defeat
tanks. Israel repels thousands
of incoming rockets and mis-
siles. Hamas had to use hang
gliders and hostages to gain
short-term advantage against
a vastly superior foe.

Yes, asymmetric weapons
provide only a temporary ad-
vantage. Airport security
ended air terror. Precision-
guided bombs and tanks de-
feated Hamas. Patriot inter-
ceptors and Iron Dome limit
missiles. The mouse can roar,
but not for long.

But defense against asym-
metry comes at a cost. Inter-
ceptors that cost $100,000
pick off $500 drones. Still, in-
genuity will always win. High-
powered lasers can melt
drones. The U.S. has deployed
a BlueHalo Locust laser
weapon system that can shoot

down drones with $3 of elec-
tricity, also known as “di-
rected energy.” Asymmetric
warfare may be neutralized,
until something else comes
along.

Don’t forget that Google,
Facebook and Amazon were
once startups and asymmetric
threats against big companies
like Borders and Kmart.

• Asymptotic. New technol-
ogy doesn’t merely seep into
the economy, eventually it
grows into a Category 5 storm

and starts tearing up trailer
parks in its path. Investors
provide boatloads of capital to
fund growth. Shares grow like
asymptotic curves—going up
and up, seemingly toward in-
finity! Railroads. Radio. PCs.
Dotcom. Client-server. GLP-1s.
And now artificial intelligence.

Inevitably, stock markets
overshoot. I liken them to up-
side-down waterfalls, acceler-
ating the descent until they hit
rocks. It’s a fun ride, but when
do you jump off?

• Assimilative. A smart
move is to sell all the way up,
until the last investor figures
out the greatness of new
technology, and then eventu-
ally the technology disap-
pears from thought. Electric-
ity eventually assimilated
into the economy and our

consciousness, outlets every-
where. It simply worked. Wa-
ter, natural gas, automobiles,
the web, cellphone coverage.

Someday soon, AI will sim-
ply work. In September, Alex-
ander Arnon, director of policy
analysis at the Penn Wharton
Budget Model, told the New
York Times that AI is “maybe
as big and significant as
email.” Wow, out on a limb.
But you won’t think of it as AI.
Instead, like your smartphone,
it will be a part of life. Then on
to the next thing: quantum
computing, longevity, Mars.
(OK, maybe not.)
• Asymptomatic. Think

about problems we don’t see
coming. There are no symp-
toms until it becomes a huge
problem. Covid is a classic ex-
ample. Years before 2020, on
the back of SARS in China, the
Bush administration took
steps to prepare, including
building an inventory of face
masks. But the scare lapsed,
and no one cared. Stored
masks deteriorated. AI chat-
bots have caused suicides.
Was that avoidable? Are there
GLP-1 long-term side effects?
There are plenty of false
alarms, carbon footprints and
all, and the future is unknow-
able, but watch for symptoms.

I could go on with more
mules. Astute observers will
be aspired and astonished by
so many assurgent and assis-
tive technologies to ascertain,
with aspects that assault all
known associated assumptions
and assertions. I assure you,
the next three quarters of this
century will be astounding.
Write to kessler@wsj.com.

Get ready to be
astounded by how
technology pushes
forward in 75 years.

INSIDE
VIEW
By Andy
Kessler

With all eyes
on the U.S.
Navy’s buildup
in the south-
ern Caribbean,
less attention
is going to the
spike in re-
pression in-
side Venezu-
ela. Dictator
Nicolás Ma-

duro is behaving like a
wounded king.

Things aren’t much differ-
ent in Cuba, where dissidents
are battered, as they have al-
ways been, and the 67-year-
old regime in Havana sits atop
a social and economic time
bomb.

President Trump’s challenge
to Venezuela—and by exten-
sion Cuba—means democra-
cies of the Western Hemi-
sphere have a rare opportunity
to be rid of the region’s two
greatest threats to peace and
freedom. To let the moment
pass without taking action
would be a travesty.

Yet to believe a transition
in either country can happen
without U.S. leadership and
help from the international
community is fantasy. Remov-
ing the tyrants may turn out
to be the easy part. It’s the
morning after when things are
likely to get complicated.

On Dec. 2, Caracas sen-
tenced the son-in-law of Presi-
dent-elect Edmundo González
to 30 years in prison for ter-
rorism. With Mr. González in
exile in Spain, the regime has
turned to targeting his family

Venezuela and Cuba: What’s Next?
as part of Mr. Maduro’s effort
to crush the opposition. Some
900 political prisoners were
held by Mr. Maduro as of
Dec.15, according to the non-
governmental organization
Foro Penal. On Wednesday
Nobel Peace Prize winner and
opposition leader María
Corina Machado posted on X
that she has “received infor-
mation about direct and sys-
tematic threats of extrajudi-
cial execution against political
prisoners” in Venezuela.

It’s popular to blame Mr.
Trump’s Venezuelan oil block-
ade for Cuba’s economic cri-
sis, but the island meltdown is
homemade. From its earliest
days, the revolution stole
wealth—from the capitalists it
imprisoned, murdered or ex-
iled—to sustain itself. Then
the regime became a ward of
Moscow for three decades.

To avoid collapse after the
Soviet Union dissolved, Cuba
opened to foreign investment
and adopted tepid reforms. It
backtracked in 1999 when
Venezuela’s Hugo Chávez, Mr.
Maduro’s predecessor, came to
the rescue. The 2014 drop in
the international price of
crude marked the beginning
of the gradual withdrawal of
Venezuelan support and the
acceleration of Cuba’s eco-
nomic and social decline.

Mr. Maduro’s recent crack-
down on opponents demon-
strates that Mr. Trump’s pres-
sure campaign isn’t cost-free.
Backing down now would
damage U.S. credibility and
devastate those Venezuelans

who have stood up to the des-
pot. A U.S. retreat would also
grant a new lease on life to
the regime in Havana. China
and Russia could continue to
use Cuba for espionage and to
extend their malevolent influ-
ence in the Americas.

In Venezuela, Mr. González
and Ms. Machado have the le-
gitimacy to take the reins on
day one. Ms. Machado has built
her career on a classical liberal

vision for the country, and she’s
popular. She would inherit a
dysfunctional government and
a corrupt judiciary, but her
commitment to a new republic
founded on freedom, property
rights and the rule of law
would give her a good start.

A liberated Venezuela
would need assistance from
abroad, even if key elements
of the military get on board
and swear an oath to the new
government. Meeting the hu-
manitarian needs of a nation
caught in hyperinflation, job-
lessness and hunger would be
a priority. Venezuela doesn’t
need a Marshall Plan. It sits
on the world’s largest oil re-
serves and, with political
will, could rebuild a thriving
economy. But it would re-
quire international financial

aid to bridge the transition.
A lot can go wrong, and the

U.S. needs to be ready for the
unexpected. But those chal-
lenges pale next to what dem-
ocrats face in Cuba—even if
the regime’s insiders run away,
which isn’t guaranteed. There
is no memory of democracy on
the island, and the totalitari-
ans eliminated civil-society or-
ganizations like the Rotary
Club and bar association.
Cuba’s economy doesn’t pro-
duce enough hard currency to
pay its bills. The electrical grid
is held together with duct
tape. Garbage piles high in the
streets. The population is
shrinking. Potable water, hous-
ing and medications are in
short supply. Dengue fever,
chikungunya and oropouche
are running wild.

Cuba can’t prosper without
excising the cancerous dictator-
ship. After that Cubans would
need outside help—a multilat-
eral body to enforce law and
set rules to transform the polit-
ical economy. It’s in the na-
tional-security interest of the
U.S. to lead that effort.

The humanitarian crisis is
urgent but the remedy isn’t a
U.S. occupation of Cuba. Latin
American allies can help, as
can Cuban churches. The les-
son from July 11, 2021, when
thousands of Cubans poured
into the streets to protest the
regime, is that when Cubans
are free, they will emerge to
help their country.

Does the Trump adminis-
tration have a plan?
Write to O’Grady@wsj.com.

The U.S. and its Latin
American allies need a
plan for the day after
the dictators fall.

AMERICAS
By Mary
Anastasia
O’Grady
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The GOP’s Plan Isn’t Much Better Than Mitt’s
The fiscal system is under pressure,

which will only rise in the coming years.
In January the Congressional Budget
Office projected total federal deficits of
nearly $22 trillion through the end of
2035. At the Tax Foundation, we’ve
found that the One Big Beautiful Bill Act
will add $3 trillion, even after account-
ing for the potential economic boost.

Can Mitt Romney’s ideas to hike
taxes address the $25 trillion gap? As
you note in your editorial “By All
Means Raise Mitt Romney’s Taxes”
(Dec. 22): no. Yet Washington should
take steps on both sides of the ledger.

Means-testing entitlement spending,
as Mr. Romney writes, is a must. Our
system provides recipients with bene-
fits much larger than the taxes they
contributed to the programs. Even if
Congress eliminates the cap on the pay-
roll tax, Social Security would be run-
ning deficits again within five years.
The 62% marginal tax rates that many
workers would face are reason enough
not to lean too heavily on that lever to
fund the program.

But in a fiscal negotiation, tax re-
forms should be on the table. Unfortu-

nately, Republicans’ political trades on
the state and local tax deduction and
the president’s suite of temporary ex-
emptions inflated the cost of the OBBBA
by more than $340 billion through
2035. Meanwhile, such provisions as the
exclusion for employer-sponsored in-
surance were left untouched. The latter
alone accounts for more than $5 trillion
in reduced revenue over 10 years.

Higher taxes on investment and work
would raise revenue but reduce output.
The president only seems interested in
raising new revenues via tariffs. We es-
timate $2 trillion in new revenue if the
current tariffs remain in place over the
next 10 years. A federal value-added tax
of 1.5% could achieve a similar amount
with far less destruction to our trade
relationships.

Real fiscal reform requires major
trade-offs and policy changes that meet
the scale of the problem. The options
exist—and we should aim to hold in-
vestment and economic growth harm-
less in the process.

DANIEL BUNN
President, Tax Foundation

Washington
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“En garde!”
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Letters intended for publication should
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include your city, state and telephone
number. All letters are subject to
editing, and unpublished letters cannot
be acknowledged.

Trump Unbreaks the Internet

D id economists underestimate the dam-
age of the Biden regulatory barrage?
One reason the U.S. economy is outper-

forming expectations may be
that the Trump Administra-
tion’s deregulation is offset-
ting tariff harm. Consider how
it has uncorked broadband in-
vestment and saved taxpayers
billions by slashing the Biden
team’s red tape.

Congress appropriated $42 billion in the
2021 infrastructure bill for states to expand
broadband to “unserved” and rural communi-
ties. The spending was unnecessary since satel-
lite services like SpaceX’s Starlink and 5G fixed
wireless services were rapidly closing the so-
called digital divide. Upward of 99% of house-
holds already had high-speed internet.

But Democrats wanted the money, and the
Biden team then used it in an attempt tomicro-
manage broadband nationwide. States receiving
funds had to consult with unions, native Ameri-
can tribes and “local community organizations”
on their plans to expand broadband. This gave
liberal special interests a veto and let them ex-
tort developers.

States also had to submit plans for Commerce
Department review, explaining how theywould
make broadband “affordable” for middle-class
consumers. Biden-era guidance suggested that
states hand out subsidies to consumers or use
“their regulatory authority to promote structural
competition”—i.e., industrial policy.

Providers applying for funds were also ad-
vised to offer “low-cost” plans and provide
“nondiscriminatory access to and use” of their
networks on a “wholesale basis to other provid-
ers . . . at just and reasonable wholesale.” This
was a back-door way to impose utility-style rate

regulation on internet providers.
The Biden crowd also stipulated that broad-

bandproviders give hiringpreferences to “under-
represented” groups, including
“aging individuals,” prisoners,
racial, religious and ethnicmi-
norities, “Indigenous and Na-
tive American persons,” “LG-
BTQI+ persons,” and “persons
otherwise adversely affectedby

persistent poverty or inequality.”
Fiber projects were also given heavy prefer-

ence over satellite and fixed wireless services,
even though the latter could be installed faster
and at a fraction of the cost. These require-
ments delayed projects, raised costs, and added
uncertainty across the industry.

Enter the Trump team, led by assistant Com-
merce secretary Arielle Roth, which removed
nearly all of the Bidenmandates and prioritized
projects in which private operators put upmore
capital so they would have more skin in the
game.Ms. Roth said thismonth the Administra-
tion’s deregulation is on track to save taxpayers
$21 billion.

The average cost for each new household or
business connected in Louisiana fell to $3,943
from $5,245. Louisiana’smost expensive project
had run at $120,000 per connection under the
Biden rules—almost as much as a starter
home—but the Trump team brought the cost
down to $7,547 per connection. Similar savings
have occurred in other states.

The broadband program illustrates how the
Biden combination of spending and regulation
created market distortions and raised costs. It
would be better if Congress let markets allocate
capital, but the TrumpAdministration is ensur-
ing taxpayer funds are spent in a more cost-ef-
fective way that does less economic harm.

Deregulation in
broadband is saving
billions for taxpayers.

REVIEW & OUTLOOK

OPINION

Estrangement Isn’t Always an Act of Rebellion
As a licensed psychologist and

mother of three adult children, I took
particular interest in your report on fa-
milial estrangement (“These Moms Are
Done Being ‘Doormats’,” Personal Jour-
nal, Dec. 17). The key to understanding
these developments involves insight on
both sides, but especially on the parent
whose child has cut ties.

Many of the subjects in your piece
and within my office say they have no
idea why their children cut them off.
Yet it’s rare that anyone at any time
completely blocks someone from his
life. Too often parents hide under the
umbrella of “I just did my best”—
which, while possibly true at the time,
doesn’t serve as an excuse for where
they may have erred. Estrangement
isn’t only for abusive parents or ad-
dicts; it also includes parents who ha-
ven’t looked into their history of child-
rearing to figure out where they may
have failed their children.

There are excellent parents who
work hard to mend their relationships
but who can’t because their child is
immature or suffering from addiction
or mental illness. Yet one thing is for

sure: Referring to one’s children pub-
licly as “ungrateful little bastards”
suggests a remarkable lack of emo-
tional insight and maturity, which will
prolong any estrangement.

JOAN MUNSON
Boulder, Colo.

As a daughter who stepped away to
protect her well-being, I’d like to offer
another perspective: adult children
whose distance was shaped by a par-
ent’s quiet manipulation. Some of us
grew up in families in which a parent
rewrote events, pitted siblings against
each other or assigned blame to which-
ever child was most convenient. By
adulthood, the relationship was already
fractured—by distortion, not neglect.

When these parents later cast
themselves as long suffering, it erases
the years their children spent absorb-
ing confusion, criticism or emotional
instability. Estrangement wasn’t rebel-
lion. We must acknowledge that some-
times the parent is the architect, not
the abandoned party.

MICHELLE A. PECSENYE
Austin, Texas

The Medical Case for Rescheduling Cannabis
Your editorial “Trump Goes for the

Stoner Vote” (Dec. 20) misses some im-
portant aspects of cannabis use in the
U.S. Among them: There is no evidence
that teenage use has risen with legaliza-
tion. Dispensaries are extremely careful
in checking identification, and smoking
simply isn’t as cool when grandma is a
taking a puff or two for her arthritis.

The medical review you cite, which
claims “no medical benefit” to use, is
one study among thousands. It was per-
formed by researchers who, to my un-
derstanding, haven’t treated a single
medical cannabis patient to alleviate
symptoms. The doctors who directly
help patients use cannabis have a differ-
ent vantage. There is abundant evidence
for the efficacy of medical cannabis for
most, if not all, of the claims patients
make. The 2017 report by the National
Academies of Science, Engineering and
Medicine concluded there was “conclu-
sive” evidence of effectiveness in treat-
ing chronic pain and other conditions.

Cannabis doubtless has several po-
tential harms, and certain people

should stay away from it—e.g., teens,
pregnant women, those with a history
of psychosis. We don’t want an unregu-
lated industry running amok, either, as
we experienced with tobacco and alco-
hol. Yet cannabis is less dangerous than
both substances—both of which are ex-
cluded from the Controlled Substance
Act and contribute to hundreds of thou-
sands of deaths per year. We shouldn’t
treat cannabis any different.

As a physician, I suggest we pri-
marily look at how we can reduce pa-
tients’ suffering. With education and
careful regulation we can avoid or
minimize many of the harms associ-
ated with cannabis use, which is al-
ready helping Americans with intrac-
table chronic pain, nausea, anxiety
and insomnia. A majority of Ameri-
cans support legal access to medical
cannabis—so a baby step in this direc-
tion, rescheduling cannabis into a less
restrictive category, is a step in the
right direction.

DR. PETER GRINSPOON
Harvard Medical School

Auburndale, Mass.

Delighting in Doppelgangers
Thank you, Jason Riley, for not

making your column “Identity Politics:
My Professional Look-Alikes” (Upward
Mobility, Dec. 24) a diatribe about rac-
ist white people who mistake black
people for each other.

Sitting at a restaurant bar in Sacra-
mento years ago, I looked at the man
next to me and did a double take, saying
aloud that he was the spitting image of
Steve Baskerville, the CBS Morning
News meteorologist. He replied that ac-
tually he was Spencer Christian, the
weather forecaster for the competing
ABC “Good Morning America” show.
Seeing my distress, he chuckled and
said I wasn’t the first to mix them up.
I’ve never forgotten his kindness.

BENJ POLLOCK
Seattle

Mr. Riley’s column was delightful,
but I felt sad when he revealed that
his doppelganger is someone named
“Robert George.” In contrast, when I
flew to New York in 2014 for a TV
game show, three people at the airport
asked for my autograph. Later that
day, a lady from Tahiti ran up to me in
Central Park and exclaimed: “I didn’t
realize Harrison Ford was so young!”

WILLIAM D. JOHNSON
Asheville, N.C.

Pepper ...
And Salt

The U.S. Sleepwalks Into ’26
In your editorial “Europe Wakes It-

self Up on Defense” (Dec. 17) you write:
“Some European leaders finally see the
dangers clearly, but do voters?”

How about Americans? We spend
approximately 3% of GDP on defense.
To rebuild our military to meet modern
challenges—nuclear submarines, air-
craft carriers, F-35 Lightning jets,
Golden Dome protection—we need an-
nual spending in the 5% to 6% range.
Yet we debate extending Covid-era
ObamaCare subsidies, and entitlement
reform remains a nonstarter. Where
can we buy a European alarm clock?

DOUGLAS P. WILEY
Ft. Lauderdale, Fla.

Oregon Punishes the Freedom Foundation

P ublic-worker unions and their progres-
sive allies go to great lengths to protect
union power, and now they’re trying to

censor critics. A new Oregon
law is targeting a think tank
that informs workers of their
First Amendment right not to
pay union fees.

The censorship is masked
in the good-government lan-
guage of fighting fraud, but don’t be fooled. The
Workers Fraud Protection Act, which takes ef-
fect Jan. 1, makes it “unlawful to falsely imper-
sonate a union representative” and imposes pu-
nitive fines. The law cites a definition of fraud
that includesmerely giving a “false impression”
of union matters.

The bill was written specifically to give
unions a cudgel against the Freedom Founda-
tion. The nonprofit sends mailers informing
workers of their right to decline union represen-
tation. Unions say the FreedomFoundationmis-
leads workers by using union colors and logos
to make the mail seem as if it is coming from
the union itself.

But a look at the sample mailings show the
Freedom Foundation or its Opt Out Today slo-
gan is clearly visible on themailings. It’s often
part of the return address on the letter. The
mailings alert workers that under their “Janus
rights” they can save $700 a year in “maximum
annual dues deduction savings.”

Theunionsareupsetbecause themailingspro-
vide a ready-made response letter. “I authorize

the FreedomFoundation to transmit this notice
to theOSEA [OregonSchools EducationAssocia-
tion] and/or my employer on my behalf,” one

mailing says.All theworkerhas
to do is fill out name, address,
employer, date, email, phone
and signature.

Themailing is a shrewdway
to make it easy for workers to
exercise their right under the

SupremeCourt’s landmark2018 Janus v. Afscme
ruling. Public unionswith the help of Democrats
in many states make it harder for workers to
learn about that right with such limits as a nar-
row period for opting out each year.

The Oregon law escalates this campaign by
trying to silence the Freedom Foundation. Un-
der the bill, a union representative alleging a vi-
olation can bring a civil action to “obtain dam-
ages.” The bill says a plaintiff “shall receive
statutory damages in an amount of $6,250 per
incident in any action in which the plaintiff es-
tablishes that the defendant falsely imperson-
ated a union representative.”

A mere accusation under the law will entail
significant legal defense costs. A $6,250 fine per
incident adds up quickly, and the law is intended
to coerce the Freedom Foundation to stop its
Janus-rights mailings. This looks like a First
Amendment violation.

The collusion between governments and
public unions is a scandal in plain sight that
robs taxpayers andworkers. TheOregon lawde-
serves a legal challenge.

The nonprofit alerts
workers of their Janus
right. Unions hate that.

MAGA’s Latest Stolen 2020 Election Theory

T he 2026midterms are coming, and Re-
publicans have work to do if they want
to hold Congress. Yet the nation’s

MAGAminds are still looking
back at 2020 and stretching
to justify President Trump’s
delusion of a stolen election.
The latest involves the embar-
rassing news that Fulton
County, Ga., failed to have its
poll workers sign many of the tabulator tapes
for early voting.

“I have not seen the tapes myself, but we do
not dispute that the tapes were not signed,” an
attorney for Fulton County told the Georgia
State Election Board during a December hear-
ing. “It was a violation of the rule. Since 2020,
again, we have new leadership, and a new build-
ing, and a new board, and new standard operat-
ing procedures, and since then the training has
been enhanced.”

The admission rocketed around the MAGA-
sphere as a claim that Georgia’s results in 2020
included 315,000 illegally counted votes. Mr.
Trump lost the state by 11,779 overall, and Ful-
ton County, which includes much of Atlanta, is
a Democratic stronghold, where Joe Biden car-
ried 73%. The refrain on the right is that the un-
signed tapes somehow prove Mr. Trump has
been correct about the election all along.

Yet Georgia’s ballots in 2020 were counted
three times, twice by scanner and once by hand,
five million of them. “In 73% of Georgia’s 159
counties, the margin of the hand count varied
from the original by 10 voters or fewer,” these
pages reported at the time. “In a quarter of
counties, the two numbers exactly matched.”
In other words, the hand tally validated thema-
chine count.

Unsigned tabulator tapes are a problem, and
that thismistakewas so apparently widespread
during early voting in FultonCounty is an indica-
tor that its election office deserved an overhaul.
Yet an error by poll workers isn’t a reason to

throw out tens or hundreds of thousands of bal-
lots cast by Georgians who did nothing wrong.
“A clerical error at the end of the day does not

erase valid, legal votes,” Geor-
gia Secretary of State Brad
Raffensperger said.

Robert Sinners, a spokes-
man for Mr. Raffensperger’s
office, provided further expla-
nation to the Center Square

news site. The signature requirement “wasn’t
even part of the election code—it was a proce-
dural rule,” according toMr. Sinners. “Based on
the reports from appointedmonitors whowere
on site in Fulton County reviewing the conduct
of the election—there was sloppiness that
needed improvement, but outright fraud was
not a concern.”

This is all getting more attention than it de-
serves becauseMr. Raffensperger is running for
Governor, and his GOP primary opponents are
using the Fulton County mistake against him.
But his opponents offer no evidence that the er-
ror produced fraudulent ballots.

Elections are supposed to run by the book,
and Fulton County’s blunder is bad for public
confidence. Yet so are Mr. Trump’s constantly
shifting claims that the 2020 electionwas stolen,
with every irregularity claimed as supposedly
proving history’s biggest fraud. The reality is that
the U.S. has thousands of election jurisdictions,
with different rules, counting millions of votes.
It’s always possible to find screw-ups.

The important question for people whowant
the truth is what any particular goof says about
the underlying ballots, and whether it involves
enough votes to be decisive. For 2020 the evi-
dence says no. Even ifMr. Trump hadwon Geor-
gia, he’d have lost the Electoral College to Mr.
Biden by two states.

Mr. Trumpwill never admit his 2020 claims
were partisan nonsense. But Republicans who
care about the future could do theirman a favor
by refusing to keep indulging them.

This blunder by Fulton
County, Ga., isn’t what
Trump’s allies claim.
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House Republicans Had a Great Year
crat offered any policy solution that
involves anything else?

House Republicans have a differ-
ent approach. We start by asking the
right question: What’s driving the
problem?

In one of the most productive first
years of any Congress in our life-
times, we’ve gone to work answering
that question. House Republicans
passed 441 bills. We voted to codify
70 of President Trump’s America
First executive orders, clawed back
billions in wasteful spending through
rescissions, and repealed 23 harmful
Biden-era regulations with the Con-
gressional Review Act.

Close observers of Congress may
also note something that didn’t hap-
pen. For the third consecutive year,
House Republicans avoided the
dreaded Christmas omnibus, sparing
American taxpayers another pork-
filled funding bill rushed through at
the 11th hour. Remember Nancy
Pelosi’s approach of “pass the bill to
find out what’s in it”? No longer.

Chief among our accomplishments
was the Working Families Tax Cuts
package, signed into law on July 4,
which delivered the bulk of the Re-
publican agenda in one bill, and, cru-
cially, early enough in the year that
its effects can be felt quickly.

This included the largest middle-
and working-class tax cut in Ameri-
can history. This spring, the average
American family can expect to see a
$10,000 increase in take-home pay
and a tax refund of $1,000 to $2,000
per household.

Families will also benefit from tax
exclusions for tips and overtime,
real tax relief for seniors, an ex-
panded child tax credit and tax-free
savings accounts for every newborn
American.

We also made permanent incen-
tives that help small businesses pro-
vide child care and paid family and

medical leave, giving Main Street a
leg up in recruiting and retaining tal-
ent. These job creators will also see
a massive boost from reforms that
reward innovation, including a now-
permanent small business deduction,
100% expensing for research and de-
velopment, and a permanent bonus
depreciation provision, so business
owners can immediately write off
capital investments.

These reforms are paired with our
generational investment in border
security, a rollback of Democrats’
harmful green-energy agenda, and
landmark reforms to Medicaid and
the Supplemental Nutrition Assis-
tance Program that restore integrity
to taxpayer-funded programs by re-
moving illegal aliens and establishing
common-sense work requirements
for able-bodied adults.

All this comes against the back-
drop of costs that have been rising
for years. Consider this: When Presi-

dent Biden took office, the median
age of a first-time home buyer was
33. Following his term, it reached an
all-time high of 40.

President Biden inherited near-re-
cord-low inflation of 1.4%. Four years
of Democrat control added $8.5 tril-
lion to the national debt, quadrupling
average inflation year over year. But
hitting most Americans today is the
cumulative 21.5% increase in prices
over Mr. Biden’s four-year term.

Does anyone seriously believe the
same party leaders who championed
the ruinous policies of Bidenomics
are prepared to fix the destruction
they themselves created?

Any party serious about governing
must recognize the economic chal-
lenge before us is twofold. First, we
must put out existing fires and con-
tinue tackling inflation, strengthen-
ing a labor market in recovery, and
putting more money back into Amer-
icans’ wallets.

Second, we must look for sources
of enduring prosperity: deregulating
and reshoring American industry,
securing our economic dominance
over competitors like China, and fi-
nally getting our nation’s debt under
control.

This work takes time. The good
news is the course correction is un-
der way.

March brought the first drop in
consumer prices since 2020, while
this month Americans saw core infla-
tion cool to 2.7%, a near five-year
low. After losing $2,900 in purchas-
ing power under President Biden,
workers’ real wages are on track to
increase by nearly $1,200. Gasoline
prices have hit a four-year low. A to-
tal of $9.6 trillion in domestic and
foreign investment is surging into
our economy. And a powerful combi-
nation of spending cuts, interest sav-
ing and continued economic growth
is expected to reduce the deficit by
trillions of dollars, resulting in
higher take-home pay, lower interest
rates and a stronger economy.

Even with the slimmest of con-
gressional majorities and historic ob-
struction from Democrats, President
Trump and Republicans have kept
our promises, restored order and laid
the groundwork for an extraordinary
new year—from containing the bor-
der crisis and stabilizing inflation to
securing historic tax, trade and peace
deals.

Next year, we’ll celebrate the
250th anniversary of our nation’s in-
dependence, as Americans experi-
ence the tangible results of common-
sense governance: refunds reaching
bank accounts, factories breaking
ground, and the fruits of all this
work coming to bear. The best is yet
to come.

Mr. Johnson is speaker of the
House.

By Mike Johnson
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I n the final days of this year,
211 House Democrats voted
against House Republicans’
bill to address the rising cost
of healthcare. That wouldn’t

be remarkable except that in 2017,
196 Democrats, including the cur-
rent minority leader, urged Presi-
dent Trump to adopt almost identi-
cal reforms.

The Lower Health Care Premiums
for All Americans Act does exactly
what it suggests. The bill would ex-
pand healthcare access and reduce
health-insurance premiums by an es-
timated 11%, while saving taxpayers
tens of billions of dollars. These are
bipartisan policies by definition.

So what gives? The answer has
less to do with policy than with pol-
itics. As their record-breaking shut-
down made clear, today’s Demo-
cratic leadership is interested not in
finding solutions but in preserving
issues for November.

For all we hear of “affordability,”
it was the Biden-Democrat tax-and-
spend agenda that made American
life significantly less affordable. Take
healthcare. Premiums have soared,
quality has plummeted, and fraud
has become rampant ever since
ObamaCare took effect 12 years ago.

Today’s Democrats offer nothing
new: more government, higher taxes
and costly bailouts for insurance
companies—paid for, as always, by
the taxpayer. Has any national Demo-

In 2025 we passed tax
cuts, helped businesses
expand, and repealed
harmful regulations.

OPINION

Smartphones and the Childhood Epidemic of Myopia
Parents and politi-
cians are waking up
to how social media
and smartphones
can harm young
people’s mental
health. How many
realize that staring
at screens all day
can make kids liter-
ally shortsighted?

Ophthalmolo-
gists are raising alarms about an epi-
demic of childhood myopia. Near-
sightedness typically develops
between ages 3 and 10, when the eye-
balls are rapidly growing, though it
can progress during adolescence and
young adulthood.

While genetics plays a role, spend-
ing more time focusing on things up
close—whether reading books or
watching YouTube videos—signifi-
cantly increases the risk. It causes
the eyeball to grow longer from front
to back, making it harder to focus
farther away. Ever wonder why chil-
dren who buried their heads in books
were more likely to wear glasses?
Now you know.

Studies have found that the more
time kids spend outdoors, the less

likely they are to become near-
sighted. Sunlight stimulates the re-
lease of dopamine in the eye, which
slows lengthening. Alas, children
these days spend many of their wak-
ing hours indoors, fixated on screens.

The incidence of myopia is highest
in Southeast Asia—maybe not sur-
prising given the heavy cultural em-
phasis on academics—where an esti-
mated 80% of students who complete
12 years of school are myopic. Rates
are somewhat lower in the U.S.—41%
in urban areas and 16% in rural ar-
eas—but have increased following
the Covid school shutdowns.

For most people, having to wear
glasses is merely an annoyance. But
myopia also increases the risk of cat-
aracts, glaucoma, retinal detachment
and other eye diseases later in life.

A surge in pediatric myopia
prompted governments in China,
Taiwan and Singapore to limit
screen time for kids and recommend
that schools increase time students
spend outdoors. In 2018 Chinese
President Xi Jinping declared that
increasing myopia posed a threat to
the country’s future that required
comprehensive social and govern-
ment responses.

Severe myopia can be a disquali-
fier for Chinese air force pilots,
which made recruitment a challenge.
The Chinese Communist Party pro-
posed a five-year plan to reduce the
prevalence of myopia among children
by at least 0.5% annually by 2023. Its
goal is to keep prevalence of myopia
at less than 38% among primary-
school pupils and 70% in high school.

The government recommended
that schools limit electronic-device
use to 30% of instruction time and
provide two hours of outdoor activity
a day. This month Beijing proposed a
ban on smartphones, computers and
other screens for children up to 3
and required schools to conduct vi-
sion tests twice a semester.

Early diagnosis is critical since
medical relief is possible. Atropine
eye drops are typically used to di-

late the pupil before eye exams.
Studies from Singapore and Hong
Kong in the early 2000s showed a
low dose of atropine administered
before bedtime could also reduce
myopic progression.

The Food and Drug Administration
hasn’t approved atropine for this use,
but ophthalmologists sometimes pre-
scribe a very low dose off label. Some
pharmacies can produce the drug in-
house, known as compounding, but
the consistency varies and the acidity
causes eyes to sting. The FDA has
documented quality-control problems
at multiple compounding pharmacies
that make atropine products.

Enter U.S. biotech firm Sydnexis,
which developed a safer atropine for-
mulation with fewer side effects. In a
four-year trial, the Sydnexis drug
dramatically slowed progression—by
more than 50% in children who ex-
hibited the fastest disease progres-
sion and were at the highest risk of
severe myopia. Yet even though the
drug met all the FDA’s previously
agreed-on benchmarks, the agency
rejected it this fall.

The FDA claimed it wasn’t per-
suaded by the data, though the Euro-
pean Union and U.K. approved Sydn-

exis’ drug this year. The U.S. is a
global outlier, as there are approved
versions of low-dose atropine in all
other major markets. China approved
a home-grown pharmaceutical com-
pany’s low-dose atropine drops last
year.

This Sydnexis rejection fits an FDA
pattern this year of blindsiding com-
panies by arbitrarily changing stan-
dards for approval. Chief Medical Of-
ficer Vinay Prasad has taken the
shortsighted view that many medica-
tions that slow disease progression
aren’t worth their cost to the health-
care system.

Given the large potential market
for Sydnexis’ eye drops, might cost
considerations have influenced the
FDA’s decision? Just asking, as FDA
Commissioner Marty Makary and his
boss, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., like to
say. Pediatric ophthalmologists are
urging the FDA to reconsider and
look at the big picture.

Children would be better off if
they spent more time running around
outside. But some would still become
nearsighted, and treating the condi-
tion early can prevent major eye
problems in the future. China hasn’t
lost sight of that.

Time indoors looking at
screens can cause eyeballs
to elongate, leaving kids
nearsighted for life.
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Baker and host Jeffrey Goldberg on
PBS’s “Washington Week With the
Atlantic,” Dec. 26:

Baker: I saw a tracker online. It
said that [President Trump and his
administration] have achieved or are
in progress about 50% of the things
that are in Project 2025. There’s lots
therefore left still to do.

One of the things that they’ve
been very successful at, and I
would expect to see more of, is
their war on DEI, on the notion of

diversity, equity and inclusion, the
notion that diversity is an admira-
ble goal, even if you don’t necessar-
ily want quotas. They have man-
aged in just a very short amount of
time to create a new culture in the
country—not just in the govern-
ment, across the board—where pri-
vate employers feel the need to re-
treat from DEI. And you’re going to
see, I think, an acceleration of that
in the second year. . . . I think the
question, though, is in a multicul-
tural country, at some point does
that begin to go too far for people

and by the midterms? We’ll see. . . .
Goldberg: To be fair, the Demo-

crats, according to polls at least,
have gone too far in the identity-
politics area.

Baker: There’s a backlash by peo-
ple who feel like things got crazy.

Goldberg: The opening was cre-
ated.

Baker: I talked to a young poll-
ster, a college pollster, who asked
people in New York at a focus group:
What word do you associate with
the Democratic Party? He says, “HR
department.”

Notable & Quotable: DEI and the Democrats

Fusion Power Has a Bright Future, but It’s a Ways Off

W ill fusion reactors soon de-
liver emissions-free power?
New investment momen-

tum—underscored by TAE Technolo-
gies’ merger with Trump Media &
Technology Group—has bolstered op-
timism. But a clear-eyed look at the
science shows there are major hur-
dles between today’s excitement and
practical fusion energy.

Fusion would work by heating hy-
drogen to form a plasma where nuclei
combine and release energy. In prin-
ciple, such a plasma can act as an en-
ergy amplifier, producing far more
energy than it takes to create and
sustain it. But in practice, the plasma
in a commercial reactor would need
to multiply energy between 20 and
60 times, a threshold no system has
approached.

The first challenge is confining the
plasma. Magnetic confinement de-
vices—whether the doughnut-shaped

tokamaks used in the International
Thermonuclear Experimental Reactor
project or the linear configuration
pursued by TAE—rely on intricate
magnetic fields to hold the plasma
together. Despite decades of effort,
no magnetic confinement system has
achieved a plasma energy gain
greater than 1—that is, break-even.
China has invested heavily in its own
tokamak program, achieving record
plasma temperatures and confine-
ment times. Its rapid progress under-
scores the global stakes and the need
for sustained U.S. leadership.

A second approach, inertial con-
finement, uses the plasma’s own iner-
tia to slow its dispersal. The National
Ignition Facility at Lawrence Liver-
more National Laboratory creates
such plasmas by directing 192 power-
ful laser beams onto hydrogen-con-
taining targets. NIF first demon-
strated net fusion energy release in
December 2022, with more recent ex-
periments achieving a “target gain”

of 4.1. But once the inefficiency of the
laser system is accounted for, the
overall gain relevant to power plant
feasibility drops far below 1.

Increasing gain is only the first
hurdle. Another major challenge is
the “first wall problem.” Particles
emitted from a fusion plasma will
erode the reactor wall, contaminating
the plasma and rendering most
known materials brittle and porous
within months. Identifying materials
that can survive such extreme condi-
tions remains a formidable task, and
they can’t be fully tested without the
plasma that future reactors aim to
produce. Inertial confinement faces a
less severe version of this issue, since
its chamber walls can be placed far-
ther from the target.

A third challenge is securing
enough fusion fuel. First-generation
reactors will almost certainly be
fueled by the hydrogen isotopes
deuterium and tritium. Deuterium is
abundant, but tritium is scarce be-
cause it is radioactive, with a half-
life of only 12.3 years. A fusion plant

powering a single gigawatt data
center would consume several times
the world’s current tritium inven-
tory each year. Any viable reactor
must “breed” its own tritium by ex-
posing a lithium blanket to the fu-
sion-produced neutrons—a process
not yet demonstrated at scale.

Sufficient gain, a durable first wall
and effective tritium breeding are the
essential technical advances on the
path to practical fusion energy. Most
knowledgeable observers believe
these are 15 to 20 years away—al-
though today’s surge of interest could
accelerate the progress. Even then, fu-
sion will need to compete on cost and
reliability with other energy sources.

Fusion research merits sustained
government and private investment,
because practical fusion energy
would transform the world and be-
cause the research produces technol-
ogies of immediate value. TAE’s work
has already yielded advanced power
electronics for the grid and electric
vehicles, while the Energy Depart-
ment’s inertial fusion program has
produced advanced high-power la-
sers, microfabrication techniques and
ultrafast electronics, including those
used in modern automotive radar.

Fusion energy remains a worthy
pursuit—not because it is imminent,
but because it is hard. Its promise is
real, but so are its challenges. Only by
acknowledging both can we make the
disciplined, long-term investments
needed to turn scientific milestones
into practical energy.

Mr. Koonin, a physicist, is a senior
fellow at the Hoover Institution. He is
an independent governor of Liver-
more Laboratory and has been a paid
adviser to TAE.

The necessary technical
advances are likely 15 to 20
years away, but research
yields quick dividends.

By Steven E. Koonin


