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Ageing Alone

ndia is quietly approaching a demographic turning point

Dangerous drift
J

Foracountrybuiltonpluralism
andlinguisticnationalism, this
representsaprofound
ideologicalrupture.
Bangiadesht‘snutmerely

iti

igrowar d

radicalisati hyrdeszgn.The

that its political vocabulary has vet to fully lge.

‘While public debate remains dominated by growth rates,

employment numbers. and infrastructure expansion, a far
slower transformation is unfolding beneath the surface - the
steady ageing of the population, often in isolation and
uncertainty. For decades, Indian society relied on the family as
the primary institution of elder care. That assumption is now
fraying. Urban migration, smaller households, longer life
expectancy, and changing social norms have altered how
ageing is experienced. A growing number of older Indians are
living alone or with equally frail spouses, navigating declining
health with limited daily \uppﬂrl What was once absorbed
pn\ ately within creas ing a public

enge. The arc not muely g

Ageing brings predictable medical and functional needs ~
mobility assistance, chronic disease management, memory
care, and companionship. Yet India’s health system remains
overwhelmingly designed for acute treatment rather than
long-term care. Hospitals may address illness, but they are
poorly equipped to support ageing, Policy responses exist, but
they operate in silos. Pension schemes offer modest income
spital expenses, and legal
provisions mandate family responsibility. Still. none of these
adequately address the core issue: who provides day-to-day
care when family support weakens or disappears? Financial
assistance without accessible services leaves seniors
lhcomum]]) prolec{cd but practically vulnerable.

alz cially stark for those without savings or
isted living facilities and specialised care
re expanding, but rhey remain out of reach for most
Indians. Meanwhile, publicly supported elder-care institutions
are 100 few to meet even a fraction of the demand. The result is
an uncomfortable gap between longevity and dignity. There is
also a deeper societal cost. Loneliness among older adults is no
longer an exception. Social isolation contributes to mental
distress, accelerates physical decline, and increases dependence
on emergency healthcare. These outcomes ultimately place
greater strain on public systems ~ the very systems that
proactive investment could strengthen rather than overwhelm.
India’s ageing challenge should therefore be viewed not as a
welfare obligation alone, but as a matter of long-term economic
planning, Countries that age without preparing for care
infrastructure often pay later through rising healthcare costs,
reduced workforce participation among caregivers, and
widening inequality between those who can afford support and
those who cannot, What is needed is a shift in thinking.

Elder care must be treated as essential social infrastructure,
much like schools. mddﬁ or hospitals. This includes training
geriatric s, expanding ity-based care
networks, supporting h()me -care \u\'icm and ensuring income
security keeps pace with inflation. Reliable data on living
arrangements and care needs must inform policy. rather than
assumpuuns rooled inan earlier social red]uy India has

1in life e chall now is
ensuring that longer lives do not translate into greater
vulnerability. As the population greys, the measure of
development will not lie only in how fast the economy grows,
but in how humanely it supports those who built it.

tragedyofthe Yunusregimeis
notmalevolencebut
miscalculation. The
assumptionthattechnocracy
alonecouldstabiliseadeeply
politicalcrisis has provenfalse

hen Muhammad Yunus

assumed charge of Bangladesh’s

interim government in August

2024, the moment carried a
symbolic weight. A Nobel laureate stepping
inafter mass unrest was meant to reassure
investor: calm lhe streets and restore faith
ininst Il

lleged had crumbled

has in reality been survival finance.
Bangladesh is now operating under an

under%hm.kh Hasinas! tenure. Yunus pronised
mlu ica |I

ality.and overallstabili
the reset of order in Bangndcsh after years
of political pnl:ms ion. Eighteen months
later, those promises lie in ruins.

From a slowing economy to the collapse
oflaw and order, from the breakdown of the
garment export backbone to a sharp rise in
Ll)n“ﬂllﬂd[ Vi mlence Bangladesh under the

j daphaseof systemic

ded IMF rescue package exceeding
$5.3 billion, including ECF, EFF and RSF
facilities. Each tranche comes with painful
conditions marred by tax hikes. currency
liberalisation and cuts to subsidies that the

records and national crime data show a

sharp rise in criminal activity in 2025

compared to 2024. Robbery cases jumped

over 40 per cent. Snatching surged by more

than a third. Murders increased. Total

rchalered criminal LdS& crossed 181000,
0l

Yunus government has struggled to
implement politically.
The result is a mmp!ue pdr’\]\SH as
rm: ced the
diluted, then re-announced, while the
cycle of uncertainty persists and the
eu)nom) dnlu. \osccmr betterillustrates

Insmhlhly Th isnotconfined
Lo one sector or one crisis. It s across the
board -beit economic, s itutional,

cl the Ready-Made
Garmem (RMG) industry, the Lountry

and the cumulative effect is pushing the
country into a zone of chronic fragility.
This lsnolmuvjy aﬁrxrv )'xnrpu‘tmmmn_

Itisastor

c spine and employer of over 4
million workers.

Since Yunus took over, between 113
and 260 garment factories have shut

has created space forradical Iorccs.mnnnal
networks, and sectarian intolerance to
flourish. The most immediate signal of
decline is economic.

Bangladesh’s GDP growth fell to 37 per
cent in FY2025, down from 4.2 per cent the
previous vear, a sharp deceleration for an
economy that once was marching on a
consistent 6-7 per cent growth rate. The
IMF has been explicit about the causes of
this decline as it pegs it to the political
disruptions following the July 2024 unrest,
production stoppages, policy uncertainty
and weakening investor confidence.

Inl]anon has rcm.uned s[ubbomly high,

ly from thy ious year. This

isnotjust almu\ numbcmll reflectsadeeper
breakdown in state authority.

Local mmmumucs increasingly rely on

ity

and lhc criminal svudlu[ﬁs
operate withgrowingimpunity
inside Bangladesh.
Political uncertainty
combined with complete

organizations that now read the signal as
intolerance now carries limited or no
consequences.

For a country built on pluralism and
linguistic nationalism, this represents a
profound ideological rupture. Bangladesh
is not merely unstable; it is slipping toward
radicalisation by design.

The tragedy of the Yunus regime is not
malevolence but miscaleulation. The
assumption that technocracy alone could
stabilise a deeply political crisis has proven
false. Yunus entered office with moral
authority but without a political machine,
without electoral legitimacy and without
control over entrenched bureaucn\acs. In

political y has

tr

tit.Intryingtobeneutral,

and command structures.
The interim government’s

1L became ineffective.
As performance declined, accountability

down, d ding on the time window . inability torestore confidence  vanished. Asinstitutions weakened, intolerance
used by industry bodies and labour  Thewriteris in lhenﬂcot law hasallowed  grew.Astheeconomy slowed, crimeaccelerated.
monitors. Job losses range from 96000 an fear der,aclassic  Eachfail dedtt Jadesh
to more than 220,000, independent  marker of state decay. today is paying the price of governance
Exportorders ¥ nd margin: journalist and dangerous  without authority.
have collapsed. The small and medium columnist transformation has been visnowat theed,
manufacturers are disappearing from social. Between August2024  instability. Thequeslmnnownsnolwhuhﬂr
the economic ladder. and June 2025, civil society  the Yunus grvl:mmemhds failed its promises.
The causes are both structural and groups documented over  The real question is whether Bangladesh
political. Bangladesh blames it on weak 24001 i i inoriti can arrest the sllde before instability

global demand, but its problems go deeper
as the rising production costs, energy
shortages, labour unrest, and above all,
policy drift has stalled its economic
growth engine.

As factories shut, entire districts have

erodingg power

discontent. Foreign exchange reserves

curremly remain under prcssure, !on.mg
intoa

on lMl- dlsbursemcnlblusl tomeet external

What was sold domestically as

Breaking Point

hat is unfolding in Iran is no longer a story of
protest alone. It is a story of rupture between a
state that increasingly governs through fear and a
society that appears to have crossed the threshold
of endurance. The demonstrations that erupted after the
country’s currency collapsed were, at first, familiar in form.
Economic anxiety has driven unrest before. What followed,
however, was unprecedented in scale and severity. Within days,
peaceful gatherings turned into scenes of mass bloodshed, with
security forces deploying live ammunition, pellet guns and
sweeping detentions across major cities. What distinguishes
this moment is not only the number of deaths, but the intimacy
of loss. Protesters speak not of distant casualties, but of friends,
neighbours and relatives killed in front of them ~ shot in streets,
struck by pellets aimed at faces, or dving later from untreated
Wi ounde dueto tear 01 arrest. In many cases, death did not end
's were allegedly pressured to pay large
sums to retrieve bud s or to accept falsified records that
reclassified protesters as members of the security forces. Such
practices served both to punish dissent and obscuire the true
human cost of the crackdown.

Independent rights mnmmrs wmkmi., from outside the
country have begun agrim ledger. Ti of
deaths have been confirmed, with many more under
investigation, including children among the victims. Their
insistence on linking fatalities to names and locations stands in
stark contrast to official claims portraying the unrest as
criminal violence rather than civic revolt. The widening gap
between lhue competing narratives has itself become

ial. As information di and
cnmmumc.\unn collapses, truth becomes contested terrain.

This internal crisis is unfolding alongside escalating external
pressure. As the regime confronts its deepest legitimacy
challenge in decades, the United States has intensified military
posturing and revived threats tied to the country nuclear

The convergence has proved iili

Officials continue to project defiance, insisting authority
rcmams intact. Yet the scale ol [lu crackdown suggests

ility rather than O secure in
consent rarely need to fire live rounds at crowds; force
dominates when persuasion fails. What now confronts the
leadership is not merely unrest, but erosion. The economy
shows little sign of recovery. Public trust has frayed. Each
funeral, each detained body, each silenced family deepens the
divide between ruler and ruled. History offers few examples
where repression of this magnitude pmduccs dumhle 5lab|hl\
Streets may be cleared arily, but al
are reshaped irreversibly. Once citizens witnes
violence, fear loses its binding power. Iran may succeed
suppressing demonstrations for now. Yet beneath the imposed
calm lie accumulated grief, unresolved anger, and a widening
moral breach. A state can dominate public space, but it cannot
easily reclaim lost legitimacy. The tragedy unfolding is therefore
not confined to casualty figures alone. It lies in what the
violence reveals: a leadership running out of anda
society no longer convinced that silence ensures survival.

: 34 f

“stabilisation” by the Yunus administration

[ Tie Ko

slipped into distress. For many
households, the garment sector was the
last barrier between stability and poverty
Its erosion is now feeding social volatility
and crime.

If economic decline is the first warning,
lawlessness is the confirmation. Police

Hindus, Buddhists, and Christians. These
included killings, sexual assaults, rapes,
temple desecration, arson, and mass
intimidation.

This spike did not occur in a vacuum.
Political pamlyens has created space for
radical
on (hL erecls of Bangladesh with near
impuni

The Yunua government’s response has
been hesitant, reactive and at time:
Its failure to decisively prulu:l mmorlum
hassentadanger i

Melting Hlmalaya meltlng morality

oday’s Nepal is passing through

politicaland

a transitional period in which

democracy exists, but democratic

culture is weak; there is a
constitution, but constitutional conduct
is questionable. And there is political
freedom, but the absence of moral
responsibility is clearly visible. In such
times, remembering Mahatma Gandhiis
notmerely historical worship but becomes
anecessary ideological intervention. The
question is not whether Gandhi is ‘still

mural f’ulure Gandhi's vision teaches us
that violence done to both nature and
society ultimately springs from the same
moral decay.

For Gandhi, the meaning of politics

In Gandhi's vision, the rLla(mnshlp wuh

owns the water, whose 2
natureis not oneofuse but of and whodecides. Gandhi

religious radma]lsm fills the vacuum left by
aretreating state.

What began as an interim experiment in

1 i fonary

£ y
tale that good intentions cannot substitute
for po\\u‘ legxumac) and pcrmmmmc
crisisis nolonger

It is systemic and unless the trajectory
changes soon, the country risks entering a
decade defined not by growth and resilience,
but by drift, division and decline.

d, whose forest
id that harmony

But today, the Himalaya is being view cd

asaresourcein the language of clectric

stone, tourism and profit. When glaciers

meltand sudden floods oceur, it is called
a’

without justice is an empty slogan. The
sameis necessary toconfront the climate
crisis through a genuine participation of
local communities in decision-making

was the impact on the life of
AMenil

sandhit

language,

u[ today,

violence.

1fromabove. Neither

the weakest person. If Gandhi

were to see Nepal today, he W
could ask: Isn't the burden of e
the climate crisis falling first
onthepoor, Dalits, indigenous

relewnuoda) ornot’butwhetherpresent ~ groups, Madheshis and w5 er
learn from inali il iti
Gmdhnm thought for a better future. And isn't this merely an extension of

Ncpal loday is facmg [wo crises
ibl d her
slowly swpmg mlo lhe veins of souet\
The first:
inthe formof melting Himalayan glaciers,
erratic monsoons, floods, droughts and
livelihood crises. The second crisis is the
erosion of social hdrmuny which is
deepeningduetoi s, unequal
devdnpmcnmnd ower- icdis

/INN

his violenceis not neutral. Its greatest
burden falls on those very communities
whosevoices donot reach the corridors
of power. This is the point at which
the climate crisis begins to break
social lmmony because Llnequdl

social injustice? In Gandhi's vision, the
climate crisis is not a technical problem
but the result of a greed-based development
model. Nepal’s current development
discourse speaks the language of this
very greed, such as excessive mining,

of rivers and the turning of forests into
‘project sites’.
“The Himal

The mistake of viewing these two crises

LettersTo The Editor | 53¢
Left amark

Sir, Eulogized as the BBC “voice of India”,
Mark Tully won the hearts and minds of
millions in India and around the world. He
held iconic status in Indian journalism. His
was an easily recognizable face.

His was a broad, disarming, beatific
smile. He studied theology to become a
clergyman, but ended up becoming a
world-famous journalist. He adhered to the
golden rule of journalism, ‘Facts are sacred,
comment is free. The BBC correspondent
saw history in the making and chronicled it
truthfully. Millions listened to his voice with
rapt attention in this part of the world for
over four decades.

Hisreporting was authoritative, sensitive
and free from ‘sermonizing’ and reflected
India’s vibrancy and diversity. His on-the-spot
reporting of tumultuous events was relied

merely
fonof civili

tr thefi

q
politics. Nepal's (hvemq |s its strength ~
ethnic linguistic, ohical.
Gandhi considered diversity not as a
cause of conflict but as the basis for
dialogue. But when the state consistently
leaves certain regions and communities
behind in the name of development,

is the consent of affected communities
taken, nor is their knowledge valued.
Gandhi would consider this a violation
of modern Ahimsa (non-violence), where
no bullets are fired, but the basis of life i
snatchedaway. Climatejusticeand social
justice are the same struggle.

The central tenet of Gandhi's politics
was justice. Today, at the E,lubal level,
there is talk of ‘climate just

is

ice’, but in

Nepal's context, it remains incomplete
until it is linked with social justice. A
society thatisdivided from within cannot

protect nature. And development that
by

ditor@thestatesman.com

on for its authenticity. His coverage of the
Bhopal disaster, the siege of the Golden
temple and the assassination of Indira
Gandhi won him pnpuldr acclaim.

l‘hc lamc.d |ourn.1h S cxpu]smn from

in 1975 and his narrow escape from mob
fury while reporting the demolition of the
Babri mosque, described by him as ‘the
gravest setback to secularism’ in 1991

epaper.thestatesman.com

diversity produces discontent rather than hing the poor cannot be
h.xmmnv Today, social tension in Nepal  sustainable. Gandhis solution was less
isnot muc:l\ aquesnun ofidentitybutof  technicaland more moral, i.e., simplicity,
the of res s, like who  restraint and community.

themselves becamenewsstories. The criticism
that he was indulgent of dehumanizing
povertyand caste inequalities was unfairin
that he was empathetic to their victims.
Even as he identified himself as a Christian,
hevalued all faiths and held them in respect.
His broadcasts and books conferred a
certain immortality on him. The legendary
Mark Tully made no secret of the sense of
belonging he felt in India. He described
himselfas ‘an Overseas Citizen of India’ and
sometimes as ‘a relic of the Raj’ and made
India, the land of his birth, his home.
Yours, etc., G. David Milton,
Maruthancode, 26 January.

Women's role

Sir. This refers to the article by Manas
Das remebering India’s first woman martys T
i Kuyili (Jan.26).. \

Kuyili stands out in Indian history for her
extraordinary courage and crucial
contribution to the early resistance against
British colonial forces.

Beyond the dramatic moment of her
sacrifice, Kuyili's legacy lies in what her
courage represented: the role of women as
active and indispensable fighters in India’s
freedom struggles long before the more
widely known movements of the 19th and
20th centuries.

Herleadershipin the battlefield chall [

y norms and highlighted how
determination, loyalty, and strategic action
could face down superior military powers.
Though llermmc is. lcsslamﬂmr in mainstream

erful symbol
of ILJIlesa resistance and selfless devotion
to her land and people.

Yours, etc., Narayanan Kizhumundayur,

Thrissur, 27 January.
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SATURDAY INTERVIEW

‘Health systems will be resilient’

ver the last two years,
Chhati ‘

medical, nursing and p.uamcd)m[

asteady recalibration of its
public health system, with
empha;ts on pnmdrv care, workforce

cadres, with add

currently underway. The introduction
of regular online recruitment for
specmlM doctors has also improved

revention.
Muwngbqondmm{in\'m responses,
the State has sought to strengthen
institutions and expand access in
underserved regions.

In this interview, Chhattisgarh
Health Minister Shyam Bihari Jaiswal
spoke with Shishir Roy Chowdhury
about how these reforms, particularly
at the grassroots level, are shaping
long-term health outcomes in the
state.

Q: What has guided heaith
sectorreforms in Chhattisgarh
over the last two years?

A: The central objective has been
to shift from a reactive model of
healthcare to a preventive and
systems-oriented approach.
Strengthening institutions, improving
early diagnosis, and ensuri inuity

and reduced delays.

tribal areas. As an administrative
step, the renewed strengthening
programme has been initiated from
Jangla village of Bijapur, underscoring
the commitment to extend healthcare
reforms to the most remote and
vulnerable populations.

Q: Whatrole hasinfrastructure
layed i ing Q:How
service delivery? totherisein non-commnnimhle
A: Infrastructure development diseases?

has been guided by the need for
regional balance. New district
hospitals, civil hospitals, mental
health facilities, Maternal and Child
Health (MCH) hospitals and pnmarv
health centres have bees

A: Early detection is crucial.
Large-scale screening for hypertension,
diabetes and cancer has been
undertaken. enabling timely
intervention and hnlpmg reduce

across the State. At the same time,
public health laboratories are being
strengthened to enhance diagnostic
capacity and disease surveillance.

Q: Arogya

long-term {financial
strain on families and the healthcare
system.

Q:Maternaland child health
outcomes are often scen as

are hllcreasingly central to

primary healthcare. How are

they belng slreng(hcnzd’.'
A:Th

of care have been key priorities. A
resilient public health system can
only be built through consistent
investmentin primary care, especially
in regions that have historically
remained underserved.

Arogya Mandirsis aligned with the
ionarticulated by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and Chief Minister
Vishnu Deo Sai to build a healthier
Chhattisgarh through robust pnma:y
healthcare. The focus is on
comprehensive services thatintegrate

v

Q:Howhasthesm!eaddrssed prevention, wellness, and treatment
human atthe ity level.

gaps in healthcare? Large-scale health and wellness

A:Hum: campsand led screening and

tohealthcare delivery. Recruitment  telemedicine services have improved

has therefore been prioritised across

access, particularly in remote and

f system strength.
What progress hasbeen made?

A:Maternal and child health remains
acore priority. Immunisation coverage
has crossed 94 per cent, and targeted
health and nutrition support has

and community participation. TB
treatment success rates have improved,

A: The next phase will foc:
quality certification of health institutions,

been extended to thousands of  several gram panchayats havebeen  strengthening public health laboratories,

malnourished children. These outcomes  declared TB-free, and malaria p(hmvmr ex pundmg dxg:ml hed]lh services,

reflect sustained frontline engagement, Ims dedmec sharply du and

supported by primary 1¢fforts. E: i The aim is to ensure that the system

healtheare platforms suchas Ayushman  has been carried out in tribalregions,  remains resilient and responsive

Arogya Mandirs. w:[h identified patients linked to  across both rou[me "md cmerncmy
dical care. T t situations.

Q:What has been theapproach
towards communicablediseases
like TB and malaria?

A: The focus has been on early
detection, treatment completion,

isonlong-termdisease mamﬂemml
rather than isolated interventions.

Q: Whatarethe department’s
priorities going forward?

primary healthcare, parluuldrl\ m
remote and tribal regions, is essential
to ensuring that improvements in
access translate into lasting public
health outcomes.

Delivery, not intent, defines governance

T.K. RAMACHANDRAN

wo path-breaking

interventions by the

Government have had a

greatimpacton planning,
execution and monitoring of large
projects - PM Gati Shakti and
PRAGATI. We look at the latter in
this piece.

The 50th high-level review under
the PRAGATI (Pro-Active Governance
and Timely Implementation)
framework marks a fundamental
shift in how the Indian State approaches
governance, moving from intent to
delivery, procedural compliance to
outcomes, and fragmented authority
to coordinated, timely execation.
PRAGATI is thus not merely an
administrative innovation; It represents
a deliberate re-engincering of
governance architecture. How did
this model of governan
results when others have fa

Delays in public projects have
become almost axiomatic. Yet they
rarely stem from a lack of policy
clarity or financial sanction. They
arise because governance systems
are fragmented. Ministries function
vertically; States and the Centre act
sequentially: and disputes circulate
without a forum empowered to
impose resolution. Accountability
diffuses even as activity multiplies.
The core problem is weak coordination
and silo-based review mechanisms.
aresult, the broader objective
of project delivery is often lost. Many
projects remained stalled for y

discussions, field visits, constituting
committees, and  endless
correspondence is ineffective. This
was an approach in which discussion
was mistaken for decision, activity
for work, movement for progress
and mere intent for dthmvemenl

attention at the highest level. It
facilitates decisive action and
transforms review into a binding
framework for results. Decisions
taken during these reviews are final,
time-| hnund anddigitally recorded,
ensurmg,'\Lmumablllt\ isclearand

PRAGATIadds

structural failures by redesigning
how decisions are taken, synchronis

and enforced. Functioning as a
system integrator, it brings
decision-makers across Ministries,
Gm and districts onto a single
titutional and digital platform.
It collapses delays caused by Illc

Technology acts as a critical
enabler. Real-time data, geo-spatial
visualisation, and live interaction
with field authorities eliminate
information asymmetry between
stakeholders and ensure that
decision-making is grounded in
evidence. Importantl: (echnnlogv

movement, yumdlutmnal bi;
dence.

due to land issues, envir
or forest clearances, regulatory
approvals, contractual disputes, or
inter-State coordination challenges.
Inamulti-ministry and multi-State
political economy where each entity
lords over the domain it controls, it
is difficult for anyone to convince
the other.

When several States and Ministries
have to contribute to project completion,
the old approach of having meetings,

and inter-
Most importantly, it restores a
birds-eye view of execution, allowing
leadership to identify where the
system is constrained rather than
where a file is pending.
‘The Prime Minister’s role in cf
RAGATI reviews is central to its
effectiveness. His direct engagement
sends an unambiguous signal that
delivery is a national priority and
that execution failures will receive

ivejudgment
rather than replacing it, reinforcing
leadership responsibility within the
system.

What  distinguishes PRAGATI
from earlier review mechanisms is
its insistence on closure. Issues
remain live until resolved and are
continuously tracked by the Cabinet
Secretariat and the Prime Minister's
Office. Explanations no longer
substitute outcomes. Over time, this
discipline has reshaped administrative

behaviour, encouraging Ministries
and States to anticipate and resolve
problems before escalation becomes
necessary.

The outcomes are clearly visible
and measurable. Projects worth over
Rs 85 lakh crore have seen accelerated
progress. In recent years, ten projects
of the Ministry of Ports, Shipping
and Waterways (MoPSW) were
reviewed under PRAGATI, enabling
carly resolution of bottlenecks and
faster execution. I will use two
projects as examples.

The National Maritime Heritage
Complex at Lothal is a massive
project involving many Ministries
at the Centre like Culture, Defence,
External Affairs, Railways and
Highways as well asthe Government
of Gujarat. Also, since several coastal
State pavilions are to be set up, the
concerned States are also part of
the project. Bringing the NMHC
project onto the PRAGATI agenda
last year immediately spurred action
at multiple levels. Usually, the agenda
is notified a few months before it is
taken up for review by the Prime

Minister, pre ing an opportunity
for different stakeholders to address
issues with a sense of urgency. The
result is that most issues that can
be sorted at an official/ministerial
level are already sorted out and only
intractable residual items requiring
guidance or direction are taken up
during the actual review.

Similarly, the Jal Marg project,
whichis beingimplemented on NW-1
that passes through Uttar Pradesh,
Bihar, Jharkhand, and West Bengal
was reviewed under PRAGATI twice.
This project is now at completion
stage withmost pending issues resolved.
PRAGATIunderscores acritical truth:
public value is created not merely by
announcing schemes, but by ensuring
that sanctioned investments translate
into outcomes. Stalled projects have
progressed not because policies were
rewritten, but because execution

pathways were simplified and
.nmunl.iblluv enforced. Equally
significant is PRAGATT's contribution
tocooperative federalism. By placing
Chief Secretariesand Union Secretaries
on a single real-time platform, it
replaces fragmented responsibility
with shared ownership of results.

PRAGATI@S0 stands as evidence
that governance outcomes are a
function of institutional design.
Dismantlingsilos, restoringa birds-eye
view of execution. and prioritising
closure, PRAGATI demonstrates
that effective governance is not just
about doing more, but also about
doing what is already sanctioned,
faster, better, and together. Timely

xecution accelerates access to
ervices, boosts the economy, reduces
regional disparities, and strengthens
public confidence in the State’s
capacity to govern.

PRAGATI is both a record of
leadership-driven delivery and a
blueprint for governing complexity.
The global attention and applause
that it is receiving are proof of this.

(Thewriter is ex-Secretary, Ministry of Ports
Shipping and Waterways.)

Crossword | No.293361

ACROSS 11 Backache after 24 Pester captain 3 Relative having a displaying royal
beginning to prune boidly going to cheerful manner finery (5,6)

1 Engineer claims plant (8) effect military without any frills 12 Uncle, man lacking
ideainvolving old 13 Mix 3 ingredients evacuation (7) (@) money and close to
interactive for sandwich filing 25 Demanding 4 Anger breaks over
websites ) individual, TV chef in Maine (10)

(6.5) 14 President observed  ultimately manager  making US trailer 15 Briefly test

7 Greek character going around hotel  to you and me X coupling that holds
from university in grand fashion @) 5 Partywithpeanuts  new rotating pin
returning cured of (10) 26 They discern provided reguiarly (®
speech 16 Many got so thoughts of fear for Will, maybe? 17 Go to work,
impediment? confused about stopping workers. (8) perhaps? (7)

) right art of fine going underground 6 No fewer than fifty 19 Clerics decide a

8 Rural virus, mostly dining (10) @,7) invading a Conservative is
accompani 18 Wife quits golf club revolutionary accommodating
stomach pain in bitterness DowWN state )

) @) (2,5) 20 Band of very cold

10 Unpleasant 21 Number really 1 Support American 7 Absolute timing a ‘weather reported
atmosphere when discontented over being consumed by duet represented )
old lady goes worker's status as shame (7) (11 23 Star doesn't go
behind this rent payer (8) 2 School bus many 9 Honour Holland conversing in
writer s back 22 Dubbing for film regularly filled, typically Spanish
(6) musical (6] forming queue (6) announced @)

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

NEWS about Russia emanating from Riga is
often of an alarmist character, but there is no
reason to doubt the statement that friction
between the Soviet and the Mukden Government
still continues. After all in spite of his apologies
and promises it is hardly likely that the heart of
General Chang is changed. We are told that on
the one hand Chang while releasing some
prisoners is making others and on the other the
Bolsheviks are following up their first demands
with more vigorous ones. The astute Chinese
Inspecting General probably hopes to yet obtain
Japanese aid. The Russians on their part seem
tobe hoping that Japan, having remained neutral
so far, will continue to forbear whatever happens.
Certainly the speech made in the Diet by
Katojust before his deathindicated the existence
of some anxiety in Japan to maintain good
relations with the Soviet. There is in that country
now a powerful labour party which is not in
sympathy with the imperial ambitions of the
wealthy and aristocratic classes. It might make
trouble if the Government threatened a war with
Russia to protect the interests of Japanese traders
in Mukden. At the same time, so intense is the
patriotism of the Japanese people, if a war did
come the Labour party would hardly dare to
continue to protest against it.

NewsItems

PRINCE’S HUNTIN
FIELD MISHAP

REVIVAL OF
NATION’S FEARS

(FROM OUR SPECIAL REPRESENTATIVE.)
'LONDON, J/

THE thirteenth hunting mishap of the Prince
of Wales has revived the controversy whether
he should not restrict his dangerous pleasures.

The Daily Express says that the Prince’s ardour
in the hunting field is causing serious concern.
The Prince is an asset of the Empire and is not
a private but a national figure. While nobody
wants to see the heir to the Throne molly-coddled
it is surely possible for him to ride to hounds
without taking unnecessary risks.

The Daily Graphic hopes that the accident
will not inspire another silly agitation for the
restriction of the Prince’s sport. Falls are a daily
occurrence during the season and nineteen out
of twenty pass unnoticed, but the Prince’s position
and personal popularity are the cause of fears.

JAPAN’S PART IN
WORLD PEACE

DISORDER ELEMENTS
INFAR EAST

(BRITISHOFFICIAL WIRELESS.)
RUGBY, JAN. 29.

A BANQUET in honour of Prince Chichibu of
Japan, who is making a prolonged sojourn in
England tostudy social and other conditions, was
given by the Japan Society last night.

Prince Chichibu said that during his short
study in England he had already learnt to know
much (vt the charm of England, her scenery, hcr
ancient buildings, her culture and that k
which made him realize the valuable work w hich
the society could do in extending the knowledge
of Japan and Japanese art, literature and life. It
was his sincere hope that East and West might
continue to learn much from each other to the
lasting advantage of both and to the lasting
peace of the world.

Lord Salisbury
sondolenceswitly

ter expressing his pmlnund
apan on the great I

by the death of Viscount Kato, alluded to the
smoothness with which diplomatic relations with
Japan invariably proceeded. The tendency was
now towards the combination of the Powers.
Locarno was an example of the effort for an
inclusive one great international agreement. The
League of Nations was another example of the
same great tendency towards universal agreement
along the path of peace.

_ In various parts of the world, and in the Far
especially, the elements of disorder were
profoundly alarming, and it was of vital importance
that the Powers, which by long tradition and the
habit of national discipline were able to act as a
check and a control on the forces of disorder,
should bethemselves as nearly perfect as possible.
Japan was one of these Powers.— Reuter.
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A job well done
The Survey has laid out an ambitious
economic and governance plan
T hrough his Economic Survey 202526,

Chief Economic Adviser (CEA) V. Anan-
tha Nageswaran has once again shown
the value of level-headed analysis while eschew-
ing sensationalism. With the global economy in
flux and the Indian economy displaying stability,
the need of the day is pointed analysis of current
data for future policy. In this, the Survey has deli-
vered. It has charted out a broad framework for a
medium-term economic and governance strate-
gy, highlighting the concept of an ‘entrepreneu-
rial state’ that is more risk-taking, agile, and will-
ing to experiment. The CEA is pushing for a
forward-looking dynamic shift to policymaking
that is willing to fail and learn in the quest for
much-needed growth acceleration. Now past the
turbulent COVID-19 pandemiic, it is time to look
ahead with policy filling the economy’s sails. The
Survey acknowledges that this will not be easy.
Indeed, it assigns a 10%-20% probability to the
global economy, in 2026, descending into a crisis
worse than that in 2008. Even its best-case scena-
rio is a worsening of conditions as they were in
2025. Yet, the Survey does paint a favourable pic-
ture of India’s economy, backed with facts and fi-
gures. It also does not shy away from pointing out
some emerging risks and developing problems.
At the macro level, it points out that the falling
rupee does not reflect India’s economic funda-
mentals, and the depreciation is due in large part
to capital flowing to countries with more deve-
loped Al industries and to safe-haven assets. A
weak rupee is good for exporters, but India pre-
dominantly depends on imports — and those
have become more expensive. If trade negotia-
tions have revealed anything, it is that India is not
strategically vital to any merchandise supply
chain. To address this and other structural weak-
nesses, the Survey outlines an ambitious plan to
focus on strategic resilience and, eventually, de-
velop “strategic indispensability”. It also argues
for greater fiscal flexibility for the Centre to ad-
dress geopolitical and geoeconomic uncertain-
ties, but, simultaneously, cautions States against
fiscal populism. The reasoning is clear: while the
Centre has managed to more than halve its fiscal
deficit ratio in five years, an increasing number of
States have fallen into revenue deficits in this pe-
riod. This cannot be ignored, despite the political
attractiveness of unconditional cash transfers. It
is noteworthy that four major States go for elec-
tions this year, only one of which is currently led
by the BJP. The Survey points out several other
emerging problems, such as the impact of etha-
nol production on food security, the real costs of
the ongoing shift to renewable energy, the lack of
adequate fodder, and, not insignificantly, the im-
pact of “compulsive scrolling” on smartphones.
Each of these merits attention, and the Survey
has done its job well by highlighting them.

Stay the course
Equity rules may need modifications,
but they are essential
0 n Thursday, the Supreme Court of India

stayed the University Grants Commis-
sion (UGC)'s Promotion of Equity in
Higher Education Institutions rules, calling them
“too sweeping”. Notified in January, the rules
sought to address all forms of discrimination, in
particular caste-based, on campuses after years
of activism, litigation and tragic suicides such as
Rohith Vemula that shocked the nation’s con-
science. The Court had mandated the UGC to
draw up these rules. The 2012 UGC framework on
this issue had been almost completely ignored by
HEIs. Caste and caste-based discrimination is a
persisting reality and addressing it should be a
political, social and educational priority. Many
students have faced it, leaving lifelong scars, and
sometimes ruining lives. UGC figures show that
the number of such complaints in HEIs has more
than doubled in the last five years. The draft rules
were made public last year for discussion and the
rules have been notified with changes. There is a
case that the new rules are a dilution of the 2012
framework that identified many more and press-
ing forms of discrimination, and had separate
sections that dealt with problems faced by SC/ST
students such as not fulfilling reservation norms.
But what is different is that the new rules seek to
implement the setting up of equal opportunity
centres, equity committees, equity helplines and
squads, and time bound complaint resolution
through better monitoring, oversight and repre-
sentation in the inquiry committees. An HEI's
non-compliance with these rules can invite UGC
action, p bolstering c i
Campuses in parts of northern India have seen
protests against the new rules on two counts. The
rules define caste-based discrimination as only
those against SC/STs and OBCs, and there is no
provision for action against false complaints. At
one level, the former may seem unfair to general
category students who appear to have been de-
nied recourse. Though it is self-evident that caste-
based discrimination is almost exclusively against
lower castes, the Court could consider leaving
out the explicit definition. This may mar the pol-
itical signalling in the context of what led to the
original Court directive but could be considered
so as to achieve the overall goal of the new rules.
Also, the draft rules of 2025 offered provisions for
addressing false complaints. Putting them back
in could have a chilling effect on complainants
from marginalised sections. But a solution could
ensure that only complaints proven to be motiv-
ated to frame someone were actionable, not all
complaints that were merely unable to prove dis-
crimination.
cM
K

Green steel can shape India’s climate goals trajectory

ndia stands at a defining moment. Last
year, while addressing COP30 delegates in
Belém, Brazil, Union Environment Minister
Bhupender Yadav committed the country
to submit a revised, more ambitious Nationally
Determined Contribution (NDC). This is an
opportunity for the country to position itself as a
leader — not just with a revised pledge, but with
clear plans for the economy-wide
decarbonisation needed to meet it, including in
those sectors that are hardest to decarbonise.
No industry is more critical here than steel.

A chance to lead

As one of the largest growing economies, the steel
sector is the cornerstone of India’s gros

driving infrastructure and industrial
development. In fact, to reach the country’s
latent potential, steel production would need to
more than triple from the current approximately
125 million tonnes a year to more than 400
million tonnes by mid-century. This is
unprecedented growth in the given time and will
surely come at a cost. The sector accounts for
around 12% of the country’s carbon emissions
today, largely due to its continued reliance on
coal.

Much like other emerging economies, India
faces a twin challenge of ensuring continued
development, while meeting long-term climate
targets.

Vital to achieving both of these goals will be
avoiding locking in high carbon infrastructure.
The investments made in the steel sector today
will determine the long-term outlook of the steel
industry. Absence of ambition on the transition
could lock in billions of dollars of carbon
inefficient technologies. This would not only be
environmentally disastrous but also render the
Indian economy unattractive in the medium to
long term.

Global markets have spoken. Around the
world, we are seeing countries take important
strides to transition the steel sector. China, for
example, is slated to ramp up its scrap-based
secondary steel making production and
investment in green hydrogen to reduce reliance
on coal in steel making.

Meanwhile, the European Union has been on
the de-carbonising journey for around two
decades. Its Carbon Border Adjustment
Mechanism (CBAM) is driving the shift to cleaner
steel making for those exporting steel to the
region.

Countries unable to demonstrate low-carbon
production will face steep border charges, risk
losing access to premium export markets and
being called out as laggards in energy transition
that the world really needs to make. Early movers
in green steel will secure a decisive competitive
advantage. India’s steel sector cannot afford to

> |
Sanjiv Paul

is a steel industry
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Locking in
billions of
dollars in
carbon
inefficient
technologies
will be
environmentally
disastrous and
harm the
Indian
economy

delay. These warnings have long been noted by
India’s steel sector, which is already taking steps
in the right direction. Tata Steel has piloted
mjectmn of hydrogen i in blast furnaces, scaled
power p and
explored carbon capture solutions. Meanwhile,
JSW Steel and JSPL are exploring green hydrogen
integration, while the Steel Authority of India
Limited (SAIL) is modernising blast furnaces and
exploring low-carbon production routes.

This change has been driven from the very top
of companies. It requires bold strategic choices
and sustained investment in innovation. And
while this progress is important, the sector can
and should be doing more.

It must move quickly from pilots to
demonstration plants, and then to full-scale near
zero technologies. Small- and medium-steel
manufacturers also have to adapt to the reality of
climate emergency by adopting best available
technologies and raw materials to produce more
carbon efficient steel.

The sector shou]d 1o longer be i mvesung in

as-usual high carbon i blast
furnace technology. All new capacity needs to be
low to near zero carbon, as soon as possible.

Policy progress so far

Making these bold moves requires responsible
executives and boards to have confidence in the
trajectory of the sector. This is where consistent
policy signals to guide long-term industrial
planning come into play.

India has made important strides to set
direction for the steel sector. The release of the
government’s Greening Steel Roadmap in
September last year set a practical pathway for
the sector’s decarbonisation. This publication of
Green Steel Taxonomy in December 2024 made
India the first country to formalise such a
definition. The National Green Hydrogen Mission,
expanding renewable capacity and carbon
emission intensity targets for 253 steel units
under the Carbon Credit Trading Scheme (CCTS),
demonstrates momentum.

Yet, a year on from the Taxonomy launch, the
policy incentives to really shift investment away
from coal-based blast furnaces are yet to
materialise and India risks being the only country
to continue to add expensive age-old technologies
in its economy.

The barriers to green steel are significant but
solvable: limited supply and the high cost of
green hydrogen; insufficient renewable energy
dedicated to industry; limited availability and the
informal nature of the scrap market in India;
consistent and assured availability of reasonably
priced natural gas as the transition fuel;
identification and development of natural carbon
sinks for sequestration; lack of long-maturity,
low-cost debt for green steel projects and the

need to de-risk them; and the need for workforce
upskilling and technology support. Many of these
are challenges of policy and investment, areas
where India has demonstrated rapid
transformation when it wanted to, as seen in
renewable energy over the past decade.

To seize this opportunity, we need the
government to act as a fair regulator for the
sector and set clear, stringent short-, medium-
and long-term carbon emission targets for
industry to plan its capital investments. This
would include rolling out the carbon price regime
at the earliest, which would provide an
appropriate mechanism for dispersing this cost of
green steel through the value chain.

In Europe we have seen that near zero
emission technologies could become viable only
after the carbon price reached $90-$100 a tonne
of COz. India can learn from this experience when
it comes to scheduling its own carbon emission
targets.

We need to see the Green Steel Taxonomy
socialised well, creation of a domestic market
through a public procurement policy for green
steel and promotion of greener products with
appropriate certification mechanisms and
labelling in place.

Natural gas will be a transition fuel for the steel
industry as it moves towards hydrogen-based
production. The government needs to make
natural gas availability for the steel sector a
priority. Companies would find it difficult to
afford infrastructure for green electricity, green
hydrogen or pipelines for natural gas or pipelines
for evacuation of captured CO: on their own. The
government needs to set up hubs in key areas for
development of green steel where costs of this
infrastructure can be shared.

With low-carbon manufacturing capacities
having a capital intensity which is approximately
309% to 50% higher, these policies are expedient
and become urgent in the Indian paradigm. Steel
producers may need some fiscal support too, to
make this transition possible. The smaller players
will definitely need some additional support to
ensure that the transition is equitable.

A strategic imperative

Green steel can no longer be optional. It is central
to India’s climate goals economic future, and
global leadershi; sle industriali

India has already demonstrated global leadership
in renewable energy deployment, climate
diplomacy, and clean-tech scaling. Steel is now
the next frontier: a critical test and an
unprecedented opportunity.

By combining decisive corporate action with a
robust, market-aligned policy framework, India
can decarbonise steel, secure economic
competitiveness, and shape global industrial
standards.

The 27th amendment, Pakistan’s democratic dilemma

ast year, between November 12 and 13,

Pakistan’s legislature passed the 27th

Amendment, or PCA, which subsequently
received presidential assent. Presented as a
‘measure to reorganise aspects of the military
command structure, the amendment has
consequences that reach far deeper into the
constitutional order. The PCA significantly
diminishes the central role of the Supreme Court
in Pakistan’s constitutional order. By transferring
original jurisdiction over constitutional
interpretation, fundamental rights and
federal-provincial disputes to a newly created
Federal Consntuuonal Court, or FCC, the

the Court from
the most consequential questions of governance.
In recent years, it was precisely this

jurisdiction that enabled the top court to
adjudicate landmark political cases, including the
Panama Papers case and the Memogate
controversy. Stripping the top court of this
authority not only fragments constitutional
adjudication but also weakens its position as the
ﬁnal guardlan of Lhe Consm‘utlon leavmg it
v ble to i ion under
executive influence.

Strains in the region

The passage of the PCA must be viewed against a
broader regional backdrop. South Asia is
navigating a period marked by political
instability, security concerns and institutional
strain. These pressures are not confined to
national borders. For countries in the Global
South, where institutions are often tested by
competing imperatives of security and
governance, constitutional choices carry
long-term consequences.

For India, examining such developments in its
neighbourhood is neither voyeuristic nor
adversarial. As the region’s largest constitutional
democracy, India has a direct interest in how
constitutional norms evolve — or erode — around
it. The of judicial ind dence or the

nor

of executive dominance e
in South Asia carries cautionary lessons.
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At the core of constitutional governance lies
what English jurist A.V. Dicey famously described
as the rule of law, a doctrine premised on the
absence of arbitrary power, equality before the
law, and the central role of independent courts as
sentinels of rights. In Dicey’s conception, the law
exists to restrain authority, with courts serving as
the institutional bridge between power and
liberty. It is precisely this equilibrium that the
PCA unsettles.

By diluting the Supreme Court’s position as the
final arbiter of constitutional questions and
vesting that authority in a newly-constituted FCC,
the PCA risks weakening institutional
independence. Courts, in Dicey’s framework, are
not mere forums for adjudication but
constitutional guardians tasked with keeping
executive power within bounds.

The federal constitutional court question
1t is in this constitutional light that Pakistan’s
creation of the FCC warrants scrutiny. While
specialised courts are not inherently problematic,
removing constitutional adjudication from the
Supreme Court unsettles a balance that was
carefully restored by the 18th Constitutional
Amendment. It sought to depoliticise judicial
appointments by strengthening the Judicial
Commission of Pakistan and also insulated the
judiciary from executive dominance.

What is more troubling is the scope that it
creates for executive influence over the FCC's
composition and functioning. Constitutional
courts derive legitimacy from independence, not
mere existence. When constitutional
interpretation is shifted to a newly constituted
forum that is vulnerable to executive preferences,
judicial review risks becoming an extension of
power.

In early 17th century England, King James I
asserted that, as sovereign, he could personally
adjudicate disputes. This claim was firmly
resisted by Sir Edward Coke, then Chief Justice,
who declared that the king was subject to the law
and could not sit in judgment. Coke’s refusal to
allow royal intrusion into judicial proceedings

marked a defining moment in constitutional
history.

This episode established a principle that
continues to animate modern constitutional
democracies, that is judicial authority must
remain independent of executive will. Courts
cannot function as neutral arbiters if they operate
under the shadow of political power. The struggle
between Coke and James I was not merely
personal. It was foundational, affirming that the
rule of law requires courts to be insulated, even
from well-intentioned rulers.

Why it matters for India

The latter half of the 20th century marked the
birth of new nations, as societies emerging from
colonial and monarchical pasts embraced written
constitutions and republican governance.
Constitutional texts became instruments of
restraint, designed to bind power. The 2ist
century, however, presents a more unsettling
picture. Across regions, republics are increasingly
reshaping their constitutions not to deepen
democratic guarantees but to legitimise
concentration of power.

The PCA reflects this troubling shift. By
reconfiguring judicial authority under the
shadow of executive influence, it risks
transforming the Constitution from a shield into a
tool of governance. In inter-war Europe of the
1930s, democratic breakdown did not occur
through abrupt coups but through formally valid
legal changes that steadily hollowed out
institutions. Power was acquired electorally, and
then consolidated by rewriting constitutional
checks in the name of stability and necessity.

For India, the lesson is not one of comparison,
but of caution. Constitutional democracy does
not survive on text alone but on the continued
independence of courts, respect for institutional
boundaries, and a shared commitment to
restraint. How republics treat their Constitutions
today will determine whether this century is
remembered for democratic renewal, or for the
quiet dismantling of the spirit of constitution
from within.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

ip and
The order remanding the
issue of grant of censor
certificate to the film Jana
Nayagan will only further
delay its release. Apart from
the producers of the film
being hurt, people too
would lose an opportunity
to get to know what the
film is all about. Freedom of

views. It is a right

, particularly in
movnes, is important for the
dissemination of ideas and

guaranteed under Article
19(1)(a) of the Constitution.
The landmark judgment of
the Supreme Court, in S.
Rangarajan vs P. Jagjivan
Ram (1989), emphasises in
more than one place that

freedom of

freedom of expression
cannot be suppressed on
account of threats of
violence. The Court further
held that such an act would
“tantamount to negation of
the rule of law and 2
surrender to blackmail and
intimidation. It is the duty
of the state to protect the

itis a liberty guaranteed by

if the fundamental right to
freedom of speech and

since pression is subordi to

the restrictions imposed

nine minutes of tennis that
pushed his body and mind
to the limit. ltwas a

testament to resilience,

the State” upon it. focus, and relentless
Though a reasonable N.G.R. Prasad, determination. In those
restriction can be placed Chennai high-pressure moments,
under Article 19(2), it Djokovic did not just
cannot supersede the right Legends never quit survive. He thrived.
itself. The way the situation Novak Djokovic has done it A.P. Thiruvadi,

is going about, it appears as | again after four hours and Chennai
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Students protesting against the 2026 UGC regulations at Delhi University. SUSHIL KUMAR VERMA

Cracks on campus

Students from the general category or upper castes believe that the UGC's 2026 regulations, introduced mainly

to address caste discrimination on campuses, will create a divide and villainise them. They worry about several

ofits provisions, including the lack of protection against false complaints. While the Supreme Court has stayed

the regulations, anger has not yet subsided, report Abhinay Lakshman and Mayank Kumar

Delhi

n a crisp January morning, 22-year-

old Amit Mishra from Ballia, a first-

year student at Lucknow University,

marched from the faculty of law to
gate number 3 of the campus — a 3-kilometre-
walk. He was joined by 60 others. The banners
they carried did not bear logos of political parties
or student unions or associations.

The students had come together to protest the
2026 regulations of the University Grants Com-
mission (UGC), a statutory body that regulates
higher education in India. Called the Promotion
of Equity in Higher Education Institutions Regu-
lations, 2026, these rules were introduced prima-
rily to address caste discrimination on campuses
across the country.

As protests at the university picked up, de-
monstrations against the UGC’s new regulations
intensified — not only in parts of Uttar Pradesh,
but in Delhi, Madhya Pradesh, and Uttarakhand
as well. Claiming that the regulations would “di-
vide” campuses along caste lines and “villainise
general category students,” the agitators de-
manded that they be rolled back immediately.

“We cannot permit the future of our upcom-
ing generations to be jeopardised,” Mishra said.

What the new regulations say
The 2026 UGC regulations, notified in early Janu-
ary, replaced the version in effect since 2012.
In the new regulations, the UGC, for the first
time, introduced the term ‘caste-based dis-
crimination,’ defining it as discrimination on
the basis of only caste or tribe against members
of “Scheduled Castes (SCs), Scheduled Tribes
(STs), and Other Backward Classes (OBCs)”. This
was also the first time that the UGC was explicitly
protecting OBC students from caste discrimina-
tion. The representation of OBC students on
campuses has been rising ever since reservations
for the category were introduced in higher edu-
cation in 2006 and operationalised in the subse-
quent years.

The UGC introduced this term, along with
stricter provisions for grievance redressal me-
chanisms and institutional accountability, to ad-
dress concerns that the previous regulations had
been inadequate. In 2019, the mothers of Rohith
Vemula and Payal Tadvi — students from margi-
nalised caste and tribal backgrounds, who had
died by suicide in 2016 and 2019, respectively, al-
leging caste discrimination — had approached
the Supreme Court. They had emphasised that it
was essential to revisit the 2012 regulations.

After seven years of hearings in the Supreme
Court, the UGC notified the new regulations on
January 13, 2026. Immediately, protests broke
out. Students belonging to the general category
principally took issue with the definition of
‘caste-based discrimination’ and the removal,
from the final draft, of provisions to act against
complaints believed to be false. They argued that
the UGC’s definition of caste-based discrimina-
tion made clear who could be a potential victim.
This, they claimed, discriminated against “gener-
al category” or “upper caste” students by leaving
them out of its scope. Several leaders from the
ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) also opposed
the regulations.

Petitions were filed in the Supreme Court of
India, challenging these aspects of the 2026 regu-
lations. On the 16th day of the agitation, a Bench
led by the Chief Justice of India, Justice Surya

Kant, stayed the regulations, calling for the UGC
to revert to the 2012 rules.

But by this time, the regulations and the dis-
course around them had already exposed a crack
inside campuses along caste lines. Widening for
over a decade, this crack simply culminated in a

e

I entered DU
with a score
of over 80%.

inwastoldi flashpoint this January.
had‘gobbled | Rising anger
up aseat One morning, outside the Delhi University (DU)
because Arts Faculty building in north Delhi, students
had availed shouted, “Tum jaativad se todoge, hum rashtra-
myself of SC vad se jodenge (You break us with casteism, we
— will unite us through nationalism)”. With more
Teservation: than a dozen officers of the Delhi Police keeping
é:umT'f\";" watch from across the road, students, mostly
Student men studying law, began gathering at the gate.
Delhi University One of them held up a copy of the new regula-

tions, explaining why these should be protested.

Naveen Pandey, a third-year LLB student at
DU’s Law Centre 1, pointed to the definition of
caste-based discrimination in a copy of the new
regulations. “Does the UGC mean to say that
caste discrimination is always going to be com-
mitted by general category students,” he asked.
“Are they saying that general category students
do not face caste discrimination?”

Another student said, “This will only create
further division on campus. Reading this, stu-
dents from the general category may hang out
only with other students from the same category,
fearing false complaints.”

In front of Lucknow University’s Vivekananda
Dwar, 489 km away, Mishra said, “These regula-
tions allow swift action against accused students
without sufficient safeguards. Our concern is not
with acting against genuine offenders; it is that in
the absence of provisions, those making false al-
legations will not be penalised.”

Vishal Singh, a sociology student at Lucknow
University, added, “As per the regulations, a sup-
posed victim’s identity will be kept confidential if
requested. This is a big loophole. It will be ex-
ploited by divisive elements on campus. It is
against the concept of natural justice.”

In front of DU too, protesters argued that the
secrecy of the complainant’s identity would pre-
vent them from defending themselves.

take shape after solidarity groups emerged on so-
cial media platforms, including WhatsApp, Insta-
gram, and X, where a “simple gist of the loo-
pholes in the UGC regulations and their likely
adverse consequences” were shared.

Outside the DU’s Arts Faculty gate, Pandey
pointed to one such chat group. “We left access to
the group open so that students from all walks of
life could join the protests,” he said. “But let me
show you what happened within hours of setting
it up.” He scrolled through the chat till he arrived
at one message. It read, “Jisko UGC se appati ho,
vo gurukul taraf chale jaye. Wahan toh Drona-
charya ji hain (Whoever has an issue with UGC
can just go to a gurukul, or traditional Indian resi-
dential education system. There you will also find
a Dronacharya).”

Pandey looked up. “What would you call this,”
he asked. “Is this not caste discrimination against
those of the general category and upper castes?”

The message referred to the gurukul run by
Dronacharya, a master archer and teacher of
warcraft, in the Hindu epic, Mahabharata. Dro-
nacharya was precluded from teaching anyone
but the royal Kshatriyas of the kingdom of Hasti-
napur. The obligation forced him to refuse train-
ing to Eklavya, who belonged to a caste consi-
dered lower than the Kshatriyas.

He then scrolled further till he found another
message, by a fellow student of the law centre,
mocking the reservations for Economically
Weaker Sections (EWS), introduced in 2019 by
the Union government. Pandey said, “They call it
the Sudama quota and make fun of us by calling
us ‘Sudama quota wale’. [Sudama, a poor Brah-
min, is known as Lord Krishna’s childhood friend
in the Mahabharata.] Can we file a complaint
against this under ‘caste-based discrimination’?”

In one of the petitions filed before the Su-
preme Court challenging the 2026 regulations,
Mrityunjay Tiwari, a post-doctoral researcher at
the Banaras Hindu University, has cited slogans
and graffiti in higher educational institutions as
signs of caste discrimination against general cate-
gory students or upper castes. The petition re-
ferred to slogans such as ‘Brahmins leave the
campus’ being graffitied in December 2022 on a
wall inside Jawaharlal Nehru University, and
‘Brahmin-Baniyawad Murdabad (Down with
Brahminism-Baniyawad)” being raised at Ashoka
University in Haryana in 2024.

has been shaping experiences of students across
higher education campuses for a few decades
now. The death of Vemula in 2016 accelerated the
formation and activism of student groups such as
the Ambedkar Periyar Phule Student Circle,
which advocate for stricter implementation of
the 2012 anti-discrimination guidelines.

Even as Dalit, Bahujan, and Adivasi students
narrated their lived experiences of caste discrim-
ination — manifested in derision towards re-
served categories, caste-based questioning, and
“casteist” remarks passed off as “ice-breakers” —
those from the unreserved category, or students
from the general category or upper castes, said
that it is they who are facing discrimination on
campuses.

A 201920 student survey conducted among
about 550 undergraduate students in the Indian
Institute of Technology, Delhi, had found that 11%
of respondents across the SC, ST, OBC, and gen-
eral categories reported knowing professors or
administrative staff who had made casteist re-
marks. The survey added that 6% of general cate-
gory respondents, 9% of OBC respondents, and
26% of SC and ST respondents had reported this.

Observing the protesters chanting slogans out-
side the DU campus, Aniket Gautam, a postgrad-
uate student at the political science department,
said, “I come from an SC background. I entered
DU with a score of over 80%. I remember the re-
marks I had received for ‘gobbling up a seat’ be-
cause I had availed myself of the reservation.
Some people even said they wished they could
get SC certificates to enter college campuses.”

Gautam, who is associated with the Students’
Federation of India, a Left-affiliated outfit, added,
“If they want to label these casteist remarks ‘ban-
ter;’ should we also say that referring to a ‘Suda-
ma quota’ is banter? How is the EWS quota
anything but a reservation for upper castes?”

Yet, a few dozen metres away, Pandey asked,
“With these new regulations in place, would we
ever be able to have free and democratic political
discourse? We are terrified of what will happen
when universities like DU hold student union
elections. Will allegations made by some general

d in the heat of ¢ igning be under-
stood as caste discrimination?”

Drawing comparisons

While the agitation largely centred on the claim
that the 2026 regulations divide campuses, some
protesting students have also called for explicit
representation of the general category in the
monitoring and accountability mechanisms that
the UGC plans to establish as part of the
regulations.

ee

They [students who are not in the general
category or who are not upper caste] call the
quota for Economically Weaker Sections the
Sudama quota and make fun of us by calling
us ‘Sudama quota wale’. Can we file a
complaint of caste-based discrimination?
NAVEEN PANDEY

Student, Delhi University

However, largely, the protesting students said
that the 2012 regulations are better than the 2026
ones. Other sections of society also believe this,
though for the opposite reason: they argue that
the new regulations have diluted the definition of
‘discrimination,’ leaving its determination open
to interpretation.

The 2012 regulations had defined ‘discrimina-
tion’ and covered varied forms of it, including
specific types of discrimination faced by SC and
ST students. On the other hand, the 2026 regula-
tions have introduced the term ‘caste-based dis-
crimination’ and shortened the definition of ‘dis-
crimination’. They have eli d a sub-section
on the types of discriminations faced by SC and
ST students at various stages of their university
education, such as admissions and interviews.

‘The 2026 regulations have provided for insti-
tutions to set up equity squads and equity com-
mittees, calling for fair representation in these
mechanisms of SCs, STs, OBCs, minority groups,
women, and persons with disabilities. The 2012
regulations had provided for the assignment of
justone official as a liaison officer on campuses to
monitor implementation of regulations.

The 2026 regulations also have stricter ac-

It also recalled chants by the Birsa Ambedk

[ lity prescribing p

Phule Students’ Association in Jawaharlal Nehru
University last year, echoing the Mandal-era slo-
gan “tilak-taraazu-aur talwar, inko maaro joote
chaar” — which means that the vermilion mark
representing Brahmins, the balance scales repre-
senting the Baniyas or trading community, and
the sword representing the Kshatriyas or warrior
class should be hit with shoes.

“I can promise you that the students chanting
these slogans do not understand the difference

Students against the regulations in
Delhi, Lucknow, Varanasi, Allahabad, Gorakh-
pur, and Meerut said that the protests began to

Protests against the regulations, in Lucknow. SANDEEP SAXENA

between Br (1 ) and Brah-
mins,” Pandey said, asserting that there is only
one way of perceiving these slogans — hostility to-
wards upper caste people. “How will these regu-
lations help us report these complaints as caste-
based discrimination?”

Neha Upadhyay, a first year LLB student at DU,
who was among the few women at the protest,
added that these new regulations “are further di-
viding the campus into caste categories”. Ex-
plaining why she was at the protest, Upadhyay
pointed to an incident she had seen on social me-
dia. “In Shri Ram College of Commerce (SRCC), a
reserved category student complained of caste
discrimination when a general category woman
he had asked out on a date rejected him. How is
this okay,” she asked.

On January 29, the SRCC put out a public state-
ment. Acknowledging the rumours circulating on
social media, it clarified that “no such alleged
act/incident has been reported in the college”.

Being ‘casteist’
While the protests highlight the divide between
the reserved and unreserved categories, this rift

for institutions found not following these rules.
These include loss of accreditation and being de-
barred from offering degrees. These provisions
were absent in the 2012 version.

While hearing petitions seeking the streng-
thening of the 2012 regulations, the Supreme
Court was informed about the status of their im-

1 ion, including the of SC/
ST Cells and Equal Opportunity Cells (EOCs). Ac-
cording to an affidavit submitted to the Court by
the UGC, only 3,522 higher educational institu-
tions out of more than 50,000 in India had res-
ponded to the regulatory authority’s call for re-
porting. Of these, 3,067 had set up an EOC and
3,273 had set up an SC/ST Cell.

But even as the Court stayed the 2026 regula-
tions, the anger has not subsided. There are calls
for a Bharat Bandh, or nationwide strike, on Fe-
bruary 1, demanding a full rollback of the 2026
regulations. This anger has largely been directed
towards the BJP by upper caste groups in parts of
north India, particularly U.P., which is heading
towards Assembly elections in 2027.

As Asad Rizvi, a Lucknow-based political ob-
server, noted, “Upper castes are the core voter
base of the BJP and the key driver of the party’s
success in the State. Upper caste office bearers of
the party have even resigned from party posts in
some districts, expressing displeasure with the
UGC regulations. If they think the ruling party is
not protecting their broader interests, it may ne-
gatively impact the BJP regime.”

abhinay.lakshman@thehindu.co.in;
mayank kumar@thehindu.co.in
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Resilience over applause

In an uncertain world, fiscal prudence and
competitiveness matter more than ever

HE UNION BUDGET for 2026-27, to be unveiled on Sunday, is

being framed under an unusually heavy cloud of external uncer-

tainty. The global economy is fragmenting, geopolitics is intrud-

ingdirectlyinto trade and capital flows,and the rules-based order
that once offered predictability is steadily eroding. For India, this means the
familiar playbook of growth, fiscal and external financing can
no longer be taken for granted. Trade is increasingly a theatre of strategic
rwalryratherthansunple commerce,with tariffs,subsidies,and technology
controlsdeployed asinstr of Addvolatileenergy markets,
climate-related disruptionsand the risk of financial contagion,and the back-
drop forpolicymakingcould scarcelybemore challenging. Against this back-
drop, the Budget’s primary task is not to chase short-term applause but to
reinforce resilience. India cannot fullyinsulate itself from global shocks, but
it can reduce vulnerability.

Thatrequiresresisting fiscal uri d ds for di
intensify. The credibility earned over recent years through gradual consoh~
dation must not be squandered. Markets will scrutinise not just the head-
line deficit number, but the quality of expenditure and the realism of rev-
enue assumptions. Public capital expenditure will rightly remain the
centrepiece of the Budget, having supported demand and helped crowd in
privateinvestment.But thatalone cannot carry the burden indefinitely. The
nextphase must focus on lowering the cost of capital,easing regulatoryfric-
tions, and restoring private-sector risk appetite. External uncertainty also
sharpens the need to rethink India’s growth drivers. Services exports have
providedvaluableballast,but theycannotbe the soleengine inaworld where
technology access, data flows,and visa regimes are increasingly politicised.
Manufacturing exports, deeper integration into global value chains, and
greaterscale in goods production are nolongeroptional.

The Budget must therefore align incentives, trade policy,and logistics
reforms to make Indian firms globally competitive, not merely protected. A
volatileglobal environmentalso placesa premium on domesticsavingsand
financial stability. The Budget mustavoid aggravatingstructural imbalances
through populist measures. Fiscal profligacy, however tempting politically,
risks raising borrowing costs forhouseholds, firms,and the sovereign alike—
precisely when global capital is becoming more selective and risk-averse. At
thesametime, uncertaintyis noexcuse forinaction.If anything,it strength-
ens the case for difficult reforms. Disinvestment and asset monetisation,
sporadically pursued, need renewed urgency. Recycling capital locked in
underperforming publicassets can fund infrastructure, easefiscal pressure,
and signal seriousness to investors without adding to public debt. Equally
important is support for the economy’s shock absorbers—micro, small,and
medium enterprises, exporters,and workers. Targeted credit support, faster
refunds, simpler compliance,and predictable policy can help smaller firms
navigate global turbulence.

TheEconomic Surveyreleased thisweek revised India’s potential growth
rateupward from 6.5%to 7%—arespectable number. But potential growth
means little if the external account remains hostage to global risk aversion
and geopolitical fractures. In uncertain times, confidence itself becomes a
policy variable. A credible medium-term fiscal path, transparent assump-
tions,and consistent messaging can anchor expectations even when exter-
nal conditions deteriorate. This Budget will not have theluxury of optimism.
But it does not need pessimism either. What it needs is realism—about the
world as it is, the risks India faces,and the reforms required to grow despite
them.Inanageofglobal disruption, the strongest signal the Budget can send
is that India is prepared—not just toweather uncertainty, but to outgrowit.

China’'s carmakers should
take a page from Xiaomi

FOR THREE YEARS, China’s auto sector has been defined bya profit-sapping price
war. Now, thets dcharging more.If others follow, they
could p ially delivera critical win for ryand for China.

Xlaoml the consumerelectronics maker that outdid Apple bysuccessfldlybreak-
ing into the market for electricvehicl ier this month f
its bestselling SU7 sedan. What surprised the public was the price: 229,900 yuan
($33,000),a hike of 6.5%.

Facing a market contraction at home and protectionism abroad, this yearwill be
challenging for Chinese carmakers. But if Xiaomi can build a genuine community of
customerswilling to paya fair price,others should considerasimilarapproach. Doing
sowould put the sector on a more secure footing, and those that don’t survive can
help spark a penod ut' badly needed consolidation.
itslashed pricesonits Shanghai-made
models in October 2022. Eventually, others joined in, creating a cycle of neijuan, or
involution,a broad social concept that refersin this case tointense competition mar-
ked by price wars. The government began to crack down on the phenomenon in the
middle of 2025.1n fact,aweek after the Xiaomi launch, China’s top market regulator
gathered majorcar makers towarn them, ycl again,against aggressxve dlscuunung

Acompanyraising; pncesm
truism. But that’s ftheChinacarmar technolog;
at ices. BYD: i le.In Februarylast
year,it set the bar for provldmg an advanced driver assis-
fits most houtrais-

ing prices, sending its shares to a record high—an example
rivals would follow. So far, no other major manufactureris
jumping on the Xiaomi bandwagon. More than a dozen
brands including BMW and Volkswagen have cut prices or
rolled out incentives since the beginning of the year to lift
sales,according to Bloomberg News.

Perhaps Xiaomi’s trajectory is too unique to mirror ex-
actly.Chief Executive Officer Lei Jun built the companyinto
thewarld s third-largest handset makeraround itsAndroid-

"Wl
JULIANA
Liv

its 2010 in Beijing,Ayear later,
itlaunched mobile phones and nowhas more than 18,000
retail stores selli yuuugu ras| s.um cleaners.
Lei i i
ittogrow the EV business. (Hi 'ﬁmoriginalCEO‘ issaidto
be saving Xiaomi one billion yuan in marketing costs ayear.)
Butwhile his infl status may be hard tc late, other should

consider whether they have—or can build—a connection with customers to enable
them to raise prices. Thisis particularly important inayearwhen costsarerising.

Higher prices for essential metals have mcrcased the ptoducnon cost of battery
cells by 15% in the past three month: analysts
Joanna Chen and Jason Zhao. The chief executive of]ZV maker Nio, William Li, has
reportedly said the price of memory chips is surging like “crazy”. But he has duwn
played theideaof passing thecosts to in hersign of ht for
their With 150dil vehicles,China’s car
industryis too big forits own good. While comohdatmgwon 't be easy, that’s exactly
thepathitshould take. Evenif the government’s crackdown ondiscountingseemsto
beworking, itis not enough.Ct i yekedouta
small gainlast year,compared toa 8%declinein 2024.

AsT'vewritten before, China'sambitious but risky bet on its industrial giants has-
n'tyet paid off. ically. By daring to raise prices, Xiaomi is taking things in the
rightdirection. But y must follow for tobeasuccess.

HE UNION BUDGET has st-
eadily acquired the trapp-
ings of a national event.
Markets hold their breath,

televisionstudios turn thea~
trical,and i i i
speech will unveil tax cuts, reform break-
and growth allat

® POWER POINT
BUDGET IS NO LONGER—IF IT EVER WAS—THE SOLE OR EVEN PRIMARY VEHICLE FOR REFORM

Beyond the Budget glare

SHYAMAL MAJUMDAR

shyamalmojumdar@exprassindia.com

once. Yeta closer of policy-
making under Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman suggests that this annual
hype is increasingly uuwarranted Many
ofthemost

action, legislation, and administrative
decisions. Market reforms—from changes
m bond market microstructure to tighter

settle-

suresofrecent norms and i
announced,and implemented well out- ment systems—have similarly emerged
side the Budget framework. through regulators rather than Budget

and harsh,evenif thedocument performs
its core function competently.

To be clear, the Union Budget is not
irrelevant. It remains the principal state-
ment of the government's fiscal strategy.
It allocates resources, signals priorities,

@ BETTING ON GROWTH

Chief Economic Adviser V Anantha Nageswaran

If global financial markets and the political situation
do not deteriorate to the extent that sentiment
gets affected in financial markets and in the
business community, then | think the upper

end is well within reach

ased notifications—allows course correc-
tionand reducesdisruption.In thatsense,
the shift away from Budget-centric re-
form may reflect greater policy maturity.
Theobsessionwith the Budgetalsodl»
torts public

governance. It fosters the illusion that
th,investment,andjobs can bejump-
started byasingle fiscal document, rather
thanby regu-
lation, d .umrltv
Itencouragesa short-term focus on give-
aways and headline numbers, at the exp-
ense of longer-term institutional reform.
None of this is to deny that Budgets
matter politically or symbolically. They

This is not a peculiarity of one year or pronc sets deficit targets,and anchors account- remain ‘democraticaccount-
one government. It reflects a deeper shift moreto deepen]ndla ’sfinancialarchitec- ability to Parliament. But its role is fre- ablllty,when the govemmen( lays its fis-
in how economic governance nowworks. turethan many! fiscal quently ially in an era Tk Tativ-
In a large, complex, and fast-thanging Evenin ﬁsmlmanagement where the when many policy levers lie outside the Butnar
economy, Budget annual budgetary cycle. and intent is not i
tinuous rather than episodic. The Budget preme,realityi incre- Indeed, some of the tation.Thereal work of reform happensin
remains important, but it is no longer—if mental.Subsidyrationalisa- ~ As India's economy most far-reaching decisi- the monthsandyears between Budgets—
iteverwas—thesoleoreven primaryvehi- tion, adjustments to food I d ons are better taken away inministri and legi
cle forreform. andfertilisersupport,chan- grows arger.an from Budget day prscisely Perhaps the problem, then, is not with

Consider some of the most impactful | gesinimportduties,calibra- more P because they the butwith theexp-
decisi ing thisg tions of windfall taxes, and governance wnII ility. Tax rate changes, for | ectations placed upon them. As India’s ec-
tenure. Thesh in shiftsincapital inevitably rely instance, may need to res- onomy gmws ]arger and more comple)g
in September 2019, which reset In(ha 'S priorities have often been stead: pond to global P
investment proposition, was introduced executed between Budgets. more on ea_ Ve ents or domestic shocks eady technoc[anc decision- ruakmgand
through an Ordinance, not a Budget These decisions, taken in technocratic rather than an annual piec
speech. The production-linked incentive inflation shocks decisi ki ti bl y ref- ublicdiscoursewould recognise '.hlsshlfL

(PLI) schemes, which now underpin
India’s manufacturing push across elec-
tronics, pharmaceuticals,and automo-
biles, were rolled out through cabinet
approvals and detailed notifications,
largely outside the Budget spotlight.
Labour law reforms—long regarded as
politically fraught but economically nec-
essary—were enacted through Parlia-
ment1 notannounced on Budget day.

po
global commodity swings,
or supply disruptions, can

and less on annual

ormsoftendemand consu-
Itation, iteration,and seq-

matz-.mllymﬂumcegmwﬂl set pieces ucncmg that do not lend
and fiscal to one-off
they rarely command the announcements. Struc-

attention reserved for February 1.
This divergence between perception

tural changes—in labour markets, logis-
tics, energy, or digital governance—are

Dialling down the hype around the
Union Budget would not diminish its
importance; itwould put it in proper per-
spective. It would allow Budgets to be
judged on what they are meant to do—
manage public finances responsibly—
rather than on what they cannot realisti-

typically legislative or ini; ive in

and practice helps explain why Budgets
isappointing” Each

year, the

financial
sector reform. The clean-up of bank bal-

exercis
ingtaxcuts,instant mnsumpncnmvwa],
tnmsformanonal [eforms across land,

torbanks, lid: of stat d

labour,and

lenders,and repeated refinements to the
Insolvencyand Bankruptcy Codewere not
Budget-centric exercises. They unfolded
over several years through regulatory

solidation. The Budget, constrained by
arithmetic, politics, and macroeconomic

nature, rmultiple years.
There is alsoa political economy dim-

ension. The Budget has become such a

high-stakes event that it can deter bold-

ness rather than encourage it. Announc-

u]g major reforms ina televised speech,

marketand political
raises the costof missteps. Bymntrasi, ro]—

callyachi itwould focusattention
whereitincreasingly belongs: on the qui-
eter, less glamorous but far more conse-
quential business of pclicymaking
beynnd theEudget glare.. Indm secononnc

sionsare takenwhen theyare needed, not
when the calendar demands a grand an-
nual reveal. As former US Treasury Secre-

realities, can seldom meet pecta-
tions.Whenitdoes not, theverdict is swift

lingout
consultation papers, pilot projects, or ph-

tarylarry esaid,“Economic
policyis notan event; it’sa process.”

Only policy can build confidence

SEEMA KEJRIWAL

Partner, BMR Legal Advocates

If Budget focuses on narrowing overly broad definitions,

issuing practical circulars, and removing friction points,
it can create the tax environment global investors look for

A CLEAR PATTERN in India’s tax land-
scape is now hard to miss—the Supreme
Court(SC) has, i | case:

high court rulings that favoured taxpay-
ers.While a SC verdict brings finality, it
exposes a larger structural concern. Busi-
nesses conu.nue to operate under laws

often

varies, and impact becomes clear only
after years of litigation. In such an envi-
ronment,long-terminvestmentand com-
mercial planning inevitably suffer.

At the same time, a stable tax policy
cannot mean drafting laws with broad,

‘may contins itasad l One example is India’s withholding tax paye[s would be expected to defend.
Ontheother! detailed operatio- ‘hani idl Across sectors, tegu.latlon
nal guid has historically worked ts heavyburden of de- hasn’tkept pacewithrapi

better.The Central Board of Direct Taxes’
(CBDT) 2013 circulars for R&D centres
helped resolve long-standing confusion
on how Indian captive units should be
characterised. The rollout of Place of
Effective Management regulations to
tax passive offshore income of non-res-
ident firms controlled from India
showed similar restraint, with clear
carve-outs, particularly the turnover
threshold of 50 crore, preventing un-

duction on payments to non residents
evenwhen treauasdearlygmnt rehef lea-

iness models, Gaps remain—! formstance,
unclear rules on digital lending a]gunth—

dingto d trans-

m g
ks, ta ofcr andclas-

Aclearcircular

uatic Idingi rtquhcu
will meaningfully ease investment flows.
Transferpricingisanotherareainneed

sification of platform-based digital
services. Giving businesses a clear, safe
pawa‘aythat protectsthem Erom penalt-

of sharper boundaries, especially in the

new Income TaxAct. The concept. nf“con—
trol’;which

arisewouldgo. alongway in buﬂdmgcurk

fidence: industries.

remains abstract and subjective. Courts

As the Economic Survey reminds us,
investors do not benchmark a country
againstitsown past; they compareit with
all otheravailable opportunities. Change
in goal posts—be it by way of law,admin-
istrative practices, or reversals of lower
court decisions—often rattle them. Per-
ceptions of tax certainty,administrative

fairness, and regulatory clarity matteras
dli

muchash reform.

catch-all provisions.. AJawthau:mteduu necessary scrutmy These had historically linked it to
callyapply i rate concrete indi like

enforced onlyin some creates unpredict- that clarity and specifici ia?. shareholding to avoid
ability. Selec)t,ive enforcement,vl:hether reduce dti}s,putespwithoz India's tax system Lumecessnry%lisputes; buta
mtennonal orincidental,adds a layer of  eroding the tax base. does not lack legal  ocepesc ruling has noton-
arbitrari oddswi The SC'sdecisioninthe ~ provisions. It lacks  lycreated anew frontier for
sound tax policy. Sumlarly, orculaxs that Tiger Global casehas,how-  predictability and  taxand transfer pricing di-
heavily favour the tend ever, oncem— poriodic sputesinindiabut mayalso
not yinfl CBDTci .. create for
enceaudit pasmons on thc gmund This holdingthat ~ ©OF its Indian brands seeking to

makes them ineffective as guidance and

lobal franchises.

older circulars may no

distortive in practice. longer apply if the legal

The experience with India’s safe har- landscape has changed, it has introduced
bourrules edto uuu.lwln for havelong
calmhigh-pitched tran: .erpnr h guidance.Astraif ward

ments, they were intended to providea
simple,low-dispute path forroutine tran-
sactions. But therigid conditionsand un-
realistic margins have kept most taxpay-
ersaway.Recent efforts towiden eligibility
are welcome but they don’t address the
core problem.If the safe harbouris misal-
i i ial reality, i

g
willavoid it while the revenue department

clarification from the CBDT that a circu-

lar remains valid until explicitly wit-

hdrawn would goalong wayin restoring
omecirc-

ulars have uutlrved theirimportance and

Employee Stock Owner-
ship Plan taxation remains an area of
practical difficulty. Today, companies
issue a wide range of instruments like
phantom units, restricted stock units,
reverse-vesting shares,etc.A CBDT circu-
lar cxplalningvaluation and timing of

India’s tax: systemduesnot lacklegal
provisions. It lacks predictability and
periodic guidance or its consistency.
Courts can close disputes, but they can-
not build the confidence needed for new
investment. That responsibility rests
squarely with policy. If the Budget
focuses on narrowing overly broad defi-
nitions, issuing pramcal circulars,and

taxationforeachwauld“ if ﬁrm

‘Theupcoming Budgetalso presentsan

incentive plans. Most high
court matters decided in favour of tax-

iction points, itcan
create the tax environment global
investors look for—fair, clear, and
dependable. That is what will ultimately

opportunity to address p: where
broad drafting creates avo;dable friction.

HE EDITOR

Shift towards equities

The Economic Survey highlights a
cultural shift from traditional savings
towards equities. In absolute terms,
individual investor holdings have risen
to T84 lakh crore in September 2025
from X8 lakh crore in FY14, evenas
deposits fell from 58% in FY12 to 35%
in FY22. This must be seen to signal a
structural maturity rather than fixation
on returns. Our economy resembles
earlier phases of advanced economies

in the 1980s-90s, when households
gradually migrated from deposits to
capital markets as inflation fell, finan-
cial intermediation deepened, and
market access widened. Deposits still
dominate, but equities are being
layered on top. That said, uncertainty
would linger over low real deposit re-
turns, asset inflation, and anxieties on
future employment and retirement.
Equity participation is being shaped
as much by aspiration as by anxiety,
reflecting confidence in our growth

ngtheapexcourtto
hear the revenue’s case, which the tax-

story and a hedge against macro-
financial stress.
—R Narayanan, Navi Mumbai

Need for reform

Apropos of "Reform or drift" (FE, Jan-
uary 30), the government has mana-
ged fiscal deficit well, and projected
GDPisat 6.8-7.2%, but sustaining that
in a complex geopolitical scenario will
be tough. Also, if foreign investors are
hesitant about India due to complex
tax rules and regulatory hurdles, the

India preferred
investment destination.

government must address it seriously.
Indeed, the government, private sec-
tor, and households have to do their
part to keep our economy on the right
trajectory. High capital cost and a lack
of optimum utilisation of current facili-
ties is forcing the private sector to
invest in greenfield projects. Cutting
red tape at all levels and fast-tracking
legal reforms will help the economy.
—Bal Govind, Noida
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{ OUR TAKE }
Unleashing
animal spirits

Amid the global churn, the budget must convey
the message to the political executive and
bureaucracy that it can’t be business as usual
verybody in India has demands of the budget.
The range varies from structural reforms to
specific reliefs such as taxes or a new scheme
targeted ata poll-bound state. The government,
of course, has its own priorities such as the fiscal glide
path. In normal course, the balance is often decided by
the larger political economy cycle; pre-election budgets
tend to be more populist while prudence is prioritised
when political concerns are not so pressing.

The Narendra Modi government prioritised
prudence even in its pre-election budget before the
2024 Lok Sabha elections. The markets rewarded it—
India received three ratings upgrades last year —but
thereis good reason to believe that the BJP did lose a bit
of political capital because of this decision. It has more
than recovered from those setbacks by now.

The 2025-26 Economic Survey, tabled in Parliament
on January 29, suggests that fiscal prudence will
continue to guide the budget’sapproach this year as
well. This also means that the budget might not score
very big on the populist parameter. So far, so good.

However, the Survey has also made it clear that justa
balanced fisc is not going to be enough to take India
forward on the path of becoming a developed country.
Ithas said so because it believes that the external
environment has changed discernibly, and a large
disruption awaits despite India doing nothing wrong in
the domestic economy. This, in a way, raises the bar for
the budget which will be presented on Sunday. Being
responsible is not going to be good enough. The need of
the hour is to be radical.

‘What more can the budget do to build a firewall
against external headwinds and rejuvenate animal
spirits in the domestic economy? The survey has made
it clear that the approach cannot be one of autarky or
giving up on manufacturing. That the Economic
Survey and the Union Budget are being presented in
the same week when India signed an FTA with the EU,
which embraces trade openness at a level hitherto not
seen in India, is not justa coincidence. What is even
more important is the Survey’s suggestion that India’s
problem is not so much aboutintent and ideas for
reform, but the inability to align the larger incentives to
make sure that all economic stakeholders act in sync. It
has been courageous enough to flag that the
bureaucracy is often risk averse rather than proactive,
the political class is populist rather than prudent, and
even capital is pursuing narrow interests rather than
acting in a way which would further national interest.
Unless this vicious cycle is broken, India’s economic
trajectory will continue to face an almost
insurmountable gravity.

Can the budget take this problem head on? Last year,
itannounced steps such as an Administrative Reforms
Commission. The finance minister, while speaking at
the Hindustan Times Leadership Summit last year,
highlighted the importance of convincing states to not
getcarried away by the short-term political gains of
measures such as cash transfers. Will the 16th Finance
Commission awards— they will likely be tabled along
with the budget on Sunday - provide any institutional
nudges to improve the quantity as well as the quality of
states finances without making the states feel that their
fiscal autonomy is being squeezed?

One could go on adding individual things to the list—
but the larger point is more important. The world, as
weknow it, is changing. The transition will not be
painless. Business as usual cannot be an option for
India at this moment. The budget must convey this
larger message unequivocally.

The moment has
come for reliable
renewable power

Budget could push renewable
energy round-the-clock to the
centre of India’s power strategy

udget 2026 will be a decisive

moment for India’s energy transition

and the Viksit Bharat 2047 goal.

State utilities and public sector buy-

ers are expected to sign long-term

power purchase agreements that
will shape India’s electricity mix —and public
finances — for the next two decades. These con-
tracts, often running for 20-25 years, will deter-
mine whether India’s future power system
remains anchored to coal or pivots towards
clean, reliable alternatives.

This inflection point comes when India’s
renewable energy story is both impressive and
incomplete. Installed renewable capacity has
crossed 260 GW, and non-fossil sources now
account for over half of total installed
power capacity, well ahead of the
country's 2030 commitment. Yet,

India’s past energy budgets, through

that has long limited renewable energy’s ability
to meet baseload and peak demand, reframing
clean power not as an alternative but as a credi-
ble substitute for conventional thermal genera-
tion. The economics are now aligning with this
shift. Battery energy storage costs have fallen
by over 80% over the past decade, and recent
Indian bids show storage-backed renewable
tariffs in the range of ¥2.1-2.8 per unit for stor-
age services, making bundled RTC power
increasingly competitive with new coal. Cru-
cially, RE-plus-storage projects can be commis-
sioned within two to three years, allowing the
power system to respond more quickly to rising
demand.

Yet this raises a more fundamental policy
question for Budget 2026: If reliability is now
the binding constraint of India’s clean energy
transition, are public finances aligned with this
goal? And if RE-RTC is to become the backbone
of India’s future power system, where must the
budget intervene to unlock it at scale?

Transmission infrastructure
remains the most critical bottleneck.
Renewable capacity has expanded far
faster than evacuation and halancmg

i
Budget 2026 must gni h
installed, but by deli

will be judged not by
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move beyond pilot allocations and create a
clear financial architecture for storage deploy-
ment. This includes viability gap fundmg for

$3.4 billion in foreign direct investment in
FY25, reflecting strong global appetite for clean
energy assets with predlcmhle returns, Yet
investors between

battery energy storage systems,

long-tenure financing through public sector

lenders, and targeted support for domestic stor-
ing under existin,

capacity and reliability. Projects that offer firm
power, long term offtake certainty and grid

linked incentive (PLI) frameworks. Pumped
hydro storage, which offers long-duration bal-
ancing critical for multi-day reliability, also
requires upfront public investment for site

ttract lows capital. Budget-
ary instruments such as sovereign-backed
guarantees, blended finance facilities and
credit enhancement mechanisms can help
crowd in international finance for RE-RTC pro-

public spending and policy support, infrastructure, leading to and ;ects lowering the cost of capital and nccelerab

prioritised capacity creation over sys- curtailment, and und i Without these inter-  ing dep! without public

tem reliability. Despite rapid renewa- Aparna across multiple renewable-rich corri-  ventions, storage will scale too slowly to meet ~ finances.

ble growth, coal still dominates elec- Roy dors. Studies by the Central Electricity ~ the ty demands of a high- By di coal ion across all
hours of the day, RE-RTC delivers sustained

tricity generation during evening and
night-time peak hours, when demand
surges. Grid congestion, curtailment
and rising variability are already imposing hid-
den costs on the power system, even as electric-
ity demand is projected to grow at 6-7% annu-
ally through the next decade. Faced with the

Authority indicate that transmission
additions are lagging demand growth
and renewable deployment, with sev-
eral interstate corridors already operating
under stress.

Budgetary support must, therefore, prioritise
high-capacity green energy corridors, dynarmc

political and economic risk of power

line rating advan

states are increasingly tempted to fall back on
new coal-based procurement as the “safe”
option.

and grid digitalisation. Capital support through
centrally funded transmission schemes, cou-
pled with faster regu]amrv appmva]s and risk-

Inthe ab; f firm and di clean

to ensure that

power, India risks locking itself into a paradox
where renewable energy grows on paper, but
coal remains indispensable in practice. Renew-
able energy round-the-clock (RE-RTC) must
move to the centre of India’s power strategy.
By combining solar, wind, energy storage
and flexible generation into a single dispatcha-
ble product, RE-RTC closes the reliability gap

aring
renewable power can move seamlessly from
generation centres to demand hubs.

Storage is the second pillar of reliability and
the weakest link in current budgetary frame-
works. While falling battery costs have
attracted private interest, grid-scale storage
remains capital intensive and commercially
risky without public support. Budget 2026 must

grid.

Equally important is the procurement and
market design framework that underpins
power reliability. India’s electricity system
remains locked into long-term coal-based
power purchase agreements that prioritise
fixed capacity over flexibility. These contracts
constrain utilities' ability to procure innovative
products such as RE-RTC and impose long-
term financial liabilities as coal costs rise. Bud-
get 2026 should support reforms that enable
aggregated RTC procurement, facilitate mar-
ket-based ancillary services, and strengthen
real-time and day-ahead power markets. Public
funding for digital platforms, forecasting tools
and system operators can significantly improve

i i and reduce i

grid
costs, making RTC

reductions in air pollution, not just marginal
emissions gains. Cleaner air translates into
lower health expenditures, higher labour pro-
ductivity and improved quality of life-outcomes
that are central to a developed economy but
rarely priced into energy planning. As the cli-
mate crisis increasingly disrupts economic
activity, the resilience benefits of a clean, flexi-
ble and reliable power system will only grow.

Budget 2026 must recognise that the success
of the energy transition will be judged not by
megawatts installed, but by megawatts deliv-
ered — reliably, affordably and cleanly.
Anchoring public spending around RE-RTC is
nota departure from India’s clean energy strat-
egy: it is its necessary evolution.

viable at scale.
India’s renewable sector attracted a record

Aparna Ray is fellow and lead, climate change and
energy, ORF. The views expressed are personal

How customs reform can
help India’s export strategy

he government of India had set an

ambitious target of achieving $1 trillion

in merchandise exports. However,

India remains far from realising this
goal, with merchandise exports standing at
around $437 billion as of FY 2024-25. This
shortfall is also reflected in India’s low and
largely stagnant share in global
exports, which has hovered around
2% for some years. In the current
global environment, characterised by
supply-chain realignments, India has
an opportunity to significantly expand
its export footprint. To seize this
opportunity, the Union Budget 2026
should prioritise a competitiveness-
driven trade reform agenda. A funda-
mental principle to keep in mind is
that cost-efficient imports are essential for
scaling exports, Accordingly, a key element of
any competitiveness strategy must be the facil-
itation of imports of intermediate and capital
goods, which are critical for domestic produc-
tion, export competitiveness, and deeper inte-
gration into global value chains.

Following significant reforms in FY
2025-26, including income tax and Goods and
Services Tax rationalisation, the next major
reform priority should be customs, as indi-
cated by the finance minister, Nirmala Sithara-
man, at the HT Leadership Summit. Customs
reforms are essential to facilitating ease of
importing, which in turn can support higher
exports. In this regard, there are several con-

Prerna
Prabhakar

crete areas where the Union Budget can deliver
meaningful gains. This article discusses three
broad aspects of customs reform.

First, rationalisation of the customs duty
structure is essential to simplify import com-

Second, and closely related, is the urgent
need to correct the problem of inverted duty
structures (IDS) in the customs schedule, par-
ticularly where intermediate inputs and capital
goods face higher tariffs than the final goods.
As of 2023, nearly half of India’s imports con-
sist of intermediate inputs, capital goods, and
raw materials that face tariff rates above 5%.
This suggests potential cost inefficiencies
when downstream industries utilise these

mediate goods across the customs schedule
should attract lower tariff rates than finished
products, to support cost-effective manufac-
turing and deeper global value chain integra-
tion. Addressing these distortions should,
therefore, be a priority in the upcoming Union
Budget.

Third, the focus must shift to customs pro-
cedures and port-level delays, which continue
to disrupt supply chains and can adversely
affect the timely fulfilment of export orders, an
increasingly important determinant of com-

pliance and attract greater foreign i
Currently, imports into India are subject to
multiple layers of duties and cesses,
‘making the process of importing both
burdensome and costly. While last
year's budget reduced the number of
basic customs duty (BCD) slabs to
eight by merging several rates, many
products were made subject to addi-
tional levies such as cesses, the social
welfare surcharge (SWS), and the
agriculture infrastructure and devel-
opment cess (AIDC), which has meant
there is little change in the effective customs
duty ultimately faced by importers.

If the aim is to meaningfully improve the
ease of doing business in India, this layered
tariff structure needs to be addressed in the
upcoming budget. At present, India’s customs
schedule combines relatively high tariff rates
with a complex duty structure, which sends
adverse signals to foreign producers consider-
ing locating their operations in the country. To
this end, it is also important to present a com-
prehensive view of all applicable import duties
and charges, including customs duties, anti-
dumping duties, other levies, and GST, so that
importers can accurately assess the total cost
of importing a product.

inputs.
For instance, sorm!ol a key m(ermedla(e
used in phar ttracts a

BCD of 20%, while several finished pharmaceu-
tical products face a lower BCD of 10%. Simi-
larly, in the automobile sector, certain truck
parts attract a BCD of 15%, whereas fully built
truck imports are taxed at 10%. In the electron-
ies sector, static converters, critical intermedi-
ates, are subject to a BCD of 20%, while com-
pressors that use these converters attract a
lower BCD of 15%.

Such cases illustrate the persistence of
inverted duty structures, which weaken
domestic supply chains and discourage effi-
cient production. As a guiding principle, inter-

CUST! OMS REFORMS ARE
ESS

G,
INTURN C AN SUPPORT
HIGHER EXPORTS. IN THIS
REGARD, THERE ARE
SEVERAL CONCRET
WHERE THE
BUDGET CAN DELIVER
MEANINGFUL GAINS

he World Wetlands Day marks lhe

Conserving wetlands to
nurture nature, society s

the Brahmaputra, from the tanks of the Dec-

We(lands conservation in India is sup-

ties. The nationwide network of wetlands
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P in global markets. Delays in cus-
toms clearance raise transaction costs, create
uncertainty for exporters, and weaken India’s
reliability as a production and sourcing desti-
nation.

To address this, the Union Budget should
allocate resources for faster and more efficient
customs clearances, with a strong emphasis on
end-to-end digitalisation of customs processes.
Such reforms would not only improve supply-
chain efficiency but also enhance India’s attract-
iveness for global value chain participation.

For India to achieve its export targets and
establish itself as a strong player in global
value chains, it must adopt an import strategy
that enables access to cost-efficient inputs, In
this context, customs reforms can play a criti-
cal role by addressing key challenges such as
the multiplicity of duties, inverted duty struc-
tures, and delays in customs clearance. If
designed and implemented effectively, cus-
toms reforms can help India leverage emerging
opportunities in the global economy and pro-
vide a much-needed boost to the manufactur-
ing sector.

Prerna Prabhakar is fellow at the Centre for
Social and Economic Progress (CSEP).
The views expressed are personal
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ment policy recognises wetlands as a vital

enceof Parties of

ambassadors of wetlands. At the 15th Confer-
‘onvention held

signing of the Ramsar Ct
treaty for the conservation and wise

Over the past decade, the Union govern-

lagoon:

context, and helps understand recent news events
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tionand secured d it Pro- ith the Union Budget due on February 1
place (cur over fmu' decades MOEFCC’s ﬂagv moungSusmnableuﬁslylas for the Wise Use —amid external headwinds — the focus
N: 1 Plan for Conserva-  of Wetlands, marking a global endorsement of is on keeping toa development path that
Mission LiFE asa tool for wetland governance. serves India well. To do this, learning

useof The theme for
this year, Wetlands and traditional knowledge:
Lelebratmg mltural hmuga rmgs close for

tion of Aquauc Ecosystems (NPCA), aims to
the full

vation
thmugh policy reforms, institutional
mechanisms, and international

Indiaasit ftradi-

One of themost notable

tional i ing wetland eco-
systems and preserving cultural identity.
‘The importance of wetlands in sustaining
vital ecosystems, forming a critical link
between land and water with lakes, rivers,
floodplains, marshes. mangroves, pea!]an

has been the rapid
expansion of India's Ramsar net-
work: The number of sites has risen
096 from 26 in 2014 (anincrease of
about 269%) — the highest in Asia,
and third-highest in the world. The

Bhupender
Yadav

range of wetland biodiver-
sity and ecosystem services within
developmental plans and pro-

Akey feamre OI ourapproach has been the

growing
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As a step towards participatory
conservation and the wise use of wet-
lands, the government launched
Mission Sahbhagita in May 2022,
This aims to enable community-
driven efforts for the conservation

and lagoons, can't They are
agents of water security, climate regulation,
food production, and livelihoods. Wetlands
have sustained India’s civilisational journey

million
hectares (10% of the known wetland
extentof the country). A recognition of Udai-
purand IndoreasWedand Cities stands testi-

for millennia, from the Himal high-alti-
tude lakes to the floodplains of the Ganga and

mony inurban devel-
opment plansand programmes.

and management of India's wet-
lands, The Save Wetlands Campaign
was also launched as part of this Mission.
India’s approach to wetland conservation is
inspired by the belief that transformative

this, the Centre has sought to
move towards participatory governance. Con-
servation and management interventions
ensure integration of traditional knowledge
and practices for wise use. By placing culture

from history is as important as looking to the future.

Against this backdrop, political scientist Devesh
Kapur and former chief economic adviser Arvind

ian's A Sixth of

India’s D QOdyssey offers cli yed
insights. The book looks back at the policy course
India took over the past close-to-eight decades, ana-
lysing the choms made where these worked, whem

atthe heart of wetland conser Indiai
i fvlied i

they an

these. It flits b iew b d

enhancing climate resilience, and ensuring
wetlands nurture both nature and society.

scrutinising aspects of the journey so far, underlin-
ing nnphdtly in each mse why familia uarmﬁves

about India’s always b A Sixth of
Bhupender Yadavis Union minister for Alkey partofthe bookouthnes the paradoxofaState  Devesh Kapur and
environment, forest &climate change. that both overreached and remitinspe-  Arvind
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Golden lessons

Sovereign gold bonds offer some policy lessons

s gold prices head for the stratosphere, this is

turning up the heat on an unexpected entity,

the Government of India. As rising global
prices and a depreciating rupee propel bullion prices
to over¥16,000 per gram, the Government is having to
sharply hike its budgetary allocation to redeem
maturing Sovereign Gold Bonds (SGBs).

Areport in this newspaper estimates that
in the upcoming Budget, the X700 crore
outlay earmarked for the Gold Reserve Fund
may need to be revised significantly higher.
FY25 outlays for these bonds turned out to be
over three times the budgeted number. This
may be a recurring issue for the government
aslongas gold prices remain elevated. The
government issued 67 tranches of SGBs
betweenFY16and FY24. The FY18and FY19
tranches coming up for redemption now,
were issued at a face value of between 32,800
and 3,300 per gram, while current market
prices hoverat over ¥16,000 per gram. While
the government has been gettinga lot of flak
for this miscalculation, the criticism is unfair.
When they were first introduced in 2015,
SGBs were seen asa policy instrument to
allow Indian households to park their savings
in their favourite asset, without adding to the
country’s import bill or skewing its current
account balance. At that time, gold had
delivered a mere 5 per cent return in the
previous five years and ruled at 32,600 per
gram. Initial SGB issues in fact met with tepid
response, despite the government
sweetening the offer with an annual interest
and a capital gains tax exemption. At the
time, hardly any market participants
anticipated that gold would soar to such
astronomical heights. It must also be
recognised that while the SGBs have proved a
very expensive form of borrowings for the
government, they have delivered stellar
returns to retail investors who bought them.
This is not such a misfortune. Even after
recent gold price gains, SGBs account for less
than ¥2 lakh crore of outstanding
government borrowings, which is quite
manageable for the fisc.

Having said this, there are useful policy
lessons to be drawn from the SGB
experience. One, whenever the government
decides to rely on non-Rupee denominated
borrowings, it would be prudent to hedge
against price risks. In this case, buying
physical gold to match outstanding SGBs
would have been self-defeating, but hedging
against adverse price movements in the
currency or commodity derivative markets
could have been explored. Two, the
government probably went overboard in
offering complete capital gains tax
exemption on SGB proceeds, at a time when
other forms of bullion investments were
taxed.

Finally, when issuing market-linked
instruments, regular investments that
smooth out price risks are better than
lumpsum investments that are highly
influenced by point-to-point price
movements. This holds good both for the
buyer and seller. Any future gold deposit
scheme to woo retail savers should learn
from mutual funds’ Systematic Investment
Plans.

OTHER VOICES.

The
Guardian
Military strikes won’t help civilians facing brutality
The brutality of Iran’s crackdown on protesters is almost unfathomable.
Despite the authorities cutting off communications and destroying evidence, it
is clear that a regime never reluctant to shed its citizens’ blood has done so
with unprecedented zeal, sensing an unprecedented threat from unrest across
the country, challenging not only its policies but its very existence. Officials
have reported 3,000 deaths, but human rights groups have tallied many more,
and a network of medical professionals has estimated that 30,000 could have
been killed, Security forces shot people dead as they fled a fire and are
arresting doctors for helping the wounded. Alongside the fury at this vengeful
regime is anger at another leader: Donald Trump, who urged Iranians to keep
protesting and promised them that “help is on its way” - then played down the
slaughter. conoon, sanusry 2

|_CHINADAILY |

Military adventurism risky Middle East bet

The clamor caused by the United States’ unilateral actions-against Venezuela
and its land-grab attempt of European territory shouldn't mask the fact that
tensions in the Middle East have reached a critical point due to its
transactional geopolitical calculus. Over three months after the first phase of
the ceasefire deal in Gaza was reached, Israeli military strikes have yet to stop.
As China’s Permanent Representative to the United Nations Fu Cong urged ina
UN Security Council meeting on Wednesday, it is incumbent on all parties,
Israel in particular, to fully comply with the ceasefire agreement and work
toward a comprehensive and lasting ceasefire. The humanitarian situation in
Gaza remains grave. seumc. swusa2s

Quantum
deadline; Ada

or be expose

NATIONAL SECURITY ISSUE. Regulators, governments
must respond to impending cyberwarfare threats and
prepare post-quantum cryptography plans

AJAI CHOWDHRY
AJAY SINGH

he capture of Nicolas

Maduro succeeded not

through sheer military

might but through digital

disruption, sending
shockwaves across the world, showing
that cyberwarfare can topple regimes
without traditional combat. Yetas
disruptive as this was, it pales in
comparison to the looming quantum
threat — “Q-Day” — the moment when
quantum computers will be capable of
breaking today’s encryption standards,
unleashing systemic havoc across every
sector of society.

Knowing that classical encryption like
RSAand ECC is vulnerable to quantum
algorithms, adversaries are undertaking
“harvest now, decrypt later” attacks
through which they are stockpiling
encrypted data today to unlock
tomorrow. Without migration to
post-quantum cryptography, sensitive
financial, military, and health records
face exposure. This is not justan IT
issue; itisa critical boardroom priority
and national security challenge
demanding urgent action.

Imagine a scenario where global
banking systems collapse overnight as
transactions are decrypted and
manipulated, accounts drained,
payment networks disrupted, and stock
exchanges thrown into chaos. The ripple
effects would trigger market crashes,
erode trust in financial institutions, and
destabilize economies worldwide.

Also consider the possibility of
military communications, satellite
controls, and encrypted command

systems being taken over. Adversaries
might spoof signals, disable radar, or
hijack drones, ona global scale,
undermining deterrence and
sovereignty.

In another scenario, hospitals could
lose access to patient records, with data
stolen or altered, endangering lives,
while power grids, water systems, and
telecom networks are simultaneously
disrupted, plunging cities into chaos.
The interconnectedness of modern
infrastructure means that a
quantum-enabled attack could cascade
across multiple sectors at once.

The urgency of preparing for Q-Day
cannot be overstated. The three-year
horizon suggested by lonQ’s CEO
Niccolo de Masi is already alarmingly
short.

Bain’s latest study delivers awake-up
call. The study predicts that 70 per cent
of executives expect quantum-enabled
cyberattacks within five years while the
restbelieve it could happen in just three.
Yet most organizations are still stuck in
passive mode-waiting for someone else
tolead the response.

Quantum computing research is
accelerating, and breakthroughs often
arrive earlier than expected.
Complacency is dangerous. Moreover,
the “harvest now, decrypt later” strategy
means that even if Q-Day is years away,
the damage is already being prepared.
The threat is not hypothetical; it is active

Regulators should
enforce post-quantum
cryptography adoption
in banks, payment
networks, and stock
exchanges, with
quantum-safe protocols for
SWIFT transfers

and ongoing. Regulators across sectors
should prepare detailed post-quantum
cryptography (PQC) migration plans,

replacing vulnerable methods like RSA

o
businessline.
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mitigate disruptions. In healthcare,
regulators should ensure PQC for
patient data storage and transmission,
with hospnrals required to maintain

and ECC with quant t
algorithms even before the more
powerful quantum computers arrive
may be from China.

Organizations must also generate
Cryptographic Bills of Materials
(CBOMs) — inventories of
cryptographic assets, protocols, and
dependencies. CBOMs reveal where
weak algorithms are embedded,
enabling prioritized migration. Without
them, institutions may not even know
their risks.

Regulators should launch PQC pilots
without waiting for full certification,
since real-world testing exposes
interoperability and performance issues
earlyand ensures migration is underway
before Q-Day. Alongside PQC
algorithms, which use mathematics to
resist quantum attacks, Quantum Key
Distribution (QKD) addsa
physics-based layer of protection by
making key interception detectable.
This defence-in-depthapproachis vital
for sectors managing sensitive,
long-lived data, and organizations can
accelerate resilience by partnering with

fe backups.

T defence, regulators must accelerate
the deploymen( of quantum-safe
communications, satellite encryption,
and secure command systems to ensure
military readiness. QNu Labs, an Indian
start-up in collaboration with the Indian
Armyand the Department of Science &
Technology’s National Quantum
Mission, has already demonstrated
India’s first extensive quantum-safe
communication backbone througha
500-km quantum key distribution
(QKD) network.

‘TRAINING, A PRIORITY

Regulators should require organizations
to educate personnel on quantum risks
and quantum-safe practices, ensuring
that migration plans are not confined to
technical teams but understood across
leadership.

Organizations must plan to upgrade
data centres, communication systems,
and critical infrastructure to withstand
quantum attacks. Scenario-based
exercises simulating quantum-enabled
attacks should be initiated as well,

established firms and start-ups offering
quantum-safe solutions.

ROADMAPS AND TIMELINES

In finance, regulators should enforce
PQC adoption in banks, payment
networks, and stock exchanges, with
quantum-safe protocols for SWIFT
transfers and interbank
communications.

In energyand utilities, regulators
must require PQC integration into
Supervisory Control and Data
Acquisition Systems (SCADA) systems
and grid controls, with redundancy built
into power and water systems to

revealing ilities, testing
response protocols, and buﬂdmg
resilience.

The quantum threat is real, imminent,
and systemic. Migrating to PQC will not
only help ward off current threats to
data, communications, and
infrastructure, but ensure that they
remain protected for at least the next 25
years, while safeguarding against the
impacts of Q-Day.

c o-Founder of HCL;
author of Cyber Storm: Unleashing the Power of
Quantum Computing & Artificial Intelligence.
Views expressed are personal

Canada breaks away, India hedges its bets

The US President’s belligerence and erratic policymaking is splintering alliances and redrawing new ones

THE WIDER
sLE. )
A
PARAN BALAKRISHNAN

ill the US recover from the
s ;‘ ; reign of King Donald? The
question remains an open

one, but the damage to America’s
standing abroad is already plain. Across
capitals from Ottawa to New Delhito
Brussels, the “Trump Effect” has forced
allies and rivals alike toreassessa US
that now appears erratic, transactional
and coercive.

No country has felt the rupture more
keenly than Canada, which Trump has
repeatedly mused about making the 51st
state. When Canadian Prime Minister
Mark Carney spoke at Davos, he tolled
the death knell of the old global order.

While the post-war system of open
trade and shared rules had delivered
unprecedented prosperity and stability,
it was over, Carney said. Inits place was
aharsher, more fragmented world in
which middle powers like Canada would
have to diversify its trading partners and
build new coalitions rather thanrely on
any single superpower. The speech
infuriated Trump, who mocked Carney

as “Governor Carney”.

The fallout from Trump’s belligerence
has been significant. Canada has been
decisively decoupling from its once
closestally. Canadian travel to the US is
down 40 per cent. US alcohol has been
stripped from Canadian shelves,
prompting bourbon maker Jim Beam to
shut its main distillery for a year.
Canadian supermarkets now carry labels
identifying domestically made products.

Then there is Trump’s so-called
“Board of Peace”, his farcical attempt to
sideline the UN and replace it witha
personal creation. The countries most
enthusiastic about joining have beena
clutch of authoritarian and
semi-authoritarian regimes.
Membership comes with a $1-billion
price tag, which looks less like diplomacy
and more like a cash grab. Notably, India
has steered well clear of this project.

Sowhere does India fit into this new
world order, with the US acting as the
class bully, stomping on allies while
conspicuously sparing Russia? Ever
since the 2020 Galwan clash with China,
India has been grappling with how to
stand up toan increasingly aggressive Xi
Jinping. The uncomfortable truth is that
India’s strategic options remain narrow.
It still needs US backing to counter a
hostile China.

MARK CARNEY. Making a pointseurers

One hope was the Quad — the US,
India, Australia and Japan — which
could provide that ballast. Buta recent
meeting of the four ambassadors only
reinforced suspicions that Trump has
little interest in the grouping.

Despite Modyi’s visit to China, India’s
Beijing problem has not gone away.
While India and China have struck
conciliatory tones since, progress has
been uneven. Chinese companies

'WHAT NEXT?

Oneanswer lies in deeper engagement
with other middle powers, particularly
across South-East Asia, from Indonesia
and Thailand to Malaysia and the
Philippines. Last August, three Indian
Navy ships took part in exercises with
the Philippine Navy, a country on the
front line of maritime confrontations
with China. There is also India’s new
free trade deal with Europe.

Complicating everything is Trump’s
apparent enthusiasm for dividing the
world into spheres of influence. Under
thisvision, China would dominate Asia,
Russia would loom over Europe, and
‘Washington would control the
Americas.

For India, the implications are stark.
How dependable would US backing
reallybe in the event of another
confrontation with China? Relations
have already been strained.

Presidents come and go, and Trump
will eventually exit the stage. But as
Carney warned, the damage to trust is
enduring. No country is likely ever again
to place the same faith in the US that it
did during the eight decades following
World War I1. A new international order
is taking shape, one far more uncertain,

remain wary of India, concerned thev
could find t tves in the if
tensions flare again.

g] dand perilous than the one
we knew.

e.in
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More reforms needed

The Centreand the States both
can't be complacent about growth.
When there are sizeable unspent
amounts even n flagship
government schemes, we can well
imagine the serious coordination
gaps with States in giving impetus to
the inclusive upbeat growth
sentiment.

Reforms can't be an adhoc exercise.
Further our manufacturing has to
be cost competitive too for export
surpluses as services export model
always has lesser permanency.
MSMES need to be givena clear

growth path by stable policy

Brij B Goyal
Ludhiana

Growthi i

geopolitical storms, volatility in the
financial markets, unstable trade
tariff scenarios and climate change
loom as threats on the horizon
Disir asset i

the medium-term path hinges on

turning the currentaccount deficit

into asurplus through
manufacturing-led exports.

Apropos the Editorial (January 30),
with the robust fundamentals, the
Economic Survey has projected an
optimistic view of growth. All out
efforts must be towards buildinga
currentaccount surplus.

Though satisfactory food stocks,
comfortable forex reserves, low
inflation, manageable NPAs and
robust corporate balance sheets will
help weather the current

and aggressive investments by
private sector must begiven the
required thrust.

RV Baskaran

Pune

Apropos ‘Growthstrategy’ (January
30),the Editorial brings out the
Economic Survey’s balanced view
quite well: robust near-term growth
outlook and solid fundamentals, yet

The caut t liance on

services and volatile capital flows

Economic Survey
2025-26: Signals
and silences

The Survey presents a picture

of economic stability but
underplays the worries over

is

sensible: What
nowis the push towards
manufacturing, Alongside this,
sustained investment in human
capital — through education,
vocational training, and health
—remains crucial if weare to
replicate East Asian models.
SM Jeeva

Chennai
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‘At the Critical Minerals Ministerial,
India should list four priorities.

— By Shobhankita Reddy

Logonto www.indianexpress.com

THE INDIAN EXPRESS

The Editorial Page

® WORDLY WISE

In matters of conscience, the law of
the majority has no place.

— Mahatma Gandhi
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b R Ee L about what it produces
IN 1932
BECAUSE THE TRUTH Fiis simcturesndiogiiics st ecE et e
9 eveni ructureand logistics conm 0 P upply-
INVOLYESUSALL, Entalls higher experimentation and more markets. India chain i ion hax their
tolerance for firm-level failures. thisfront. L {eclining ml,-,.. i ‘Thenextopportun-
» 9, o . . India’s manufacturing profile is begin- and were estimated at around 797 percent  ityli icipation i

RTIisn’t ldle CLll‘lOSlty nifigtomove ugithe vaue chain, with galrs ofGDPin FY 2023-24, broadly e o s eoimpo:
’ visible in sectors that combine higher tech- gl Port i has ices — supported
24, 13 nology content, value addition, and export improved, with several Indian portsfeatur- by efforts to bridge credit gaps,
lt S ElCC()untablllty V ANANTHA NAGESWARAN, potential. In electronics, for instanice, pro- ingamong the top 100 in the World Bank’s ii il ingtechnol-
CHANCHAL C SARKAR duction has expanded roughly six-fold, and Container Port Performance Index2024.In-  ogy adoption, and expanding quality infra-

HE ECONOMIC Survey has done a commendable job M SE! % exports have grown nearly eight-fold in the itiatives such as PM Gati Shakn and theNa-  structureat the ecosystem level.
in underlining the country's resilience in an increas- AND ETHI last 11 years. Similarly, Indias tional Logistics Policy ile y reforms have im-

rightly pointed
out that increasing innovation, scaling up the country’s manu-

NDIA'S MANUFACTURING sector
has regained momentum at a time

cal industry is among the world’s largest by

volume, supplyingover halfofglobal vaccine:

clemand anda sngmﬁcam share of generic
ese s scale,

require the government to become an enabler — not a heavy- being reconfigured amidst geopoliti- technology mtensltv, and tradabrlrly Ex-
handed com_roller ‘The Survey, however, is misplaced in inter- inti i di setof

i it iny of gover ithetical to the entre- firm: ki ives to
preneurial spirit. It calls for a re-examination of the Right to single-country dependence, and industrial  ticipation, stronger R&Dbased innovations,
ionAct, i isi i polic ic  deeper industry-academia linkages, faster

ures i i i i ing. The observation
thatsuch di “unduly " isanarrow
readingof i i

rllummata the evolution of a policy and provides a context for
rejected. Theyarea preclous

strategy worldwide. Against this backdrop,
India’s manufacturing revival has created a
strong foundation for the next phase of in-

absorption of advanced technologies by
firms, and more robust skilling systems.
As manufacrun.ng capabilities deepen,

celerated pace of highway construction, are
improving connectivity and coordination
across transport modes. There is scope to

proved formal ease- of doing-businesscon:
ditions, most

strongly to speed, predmlabllrty and con-

carryas tlomu-nnt share of freight, while rail
and coastal shipping — more cost-effective

sistency. Delaysinland utilities,
regulatory appruvals and drspute resol-

ution affect
outcomes. As manufacturing becomes

forlong-di: bulk patially concentrated, the role of

il ilised. Gi i in- state and local governments will be deci-
tegranon,wrthahlgher:hareof freight shift- SlVE Stable regulatory regimes, functional
ing rail and waterways, can unlock gle-wind v systems, and time-] bound
the next round of efficiency gains.

dusmalumwth Asr.he > ic Survey

indu .rybecoma

thi will

India

ale. While

tool for citizens to force th tosharei depend on petiti slfy its approach to mdustnal clusters. par-
i i i livery of servi i ticularlyby
A is, in turn, toastable, by integrating mm theglcbal value cham clusters remain an important orgamsmg

and fair

By reducing information y between citizens and

Overtime,

principle,
has increasingly focused on lowering entry

to deliver meaningful productivity and ca-

Quahry Control Orders can alsoplaya

execution and encourage investmem&

manufac-  Ease of doing business, in this sense, is de-

turingcompetitiveness, particularly instra-

hnedlasby rankingsand more by the daily

progress
ively aligning with the international
standards. By enforcing minimum quality
and standards compliance, they can incen-

firms on the factory floor.
India’s next manufacturing leap will be

defined not just by how much it produces,

but by what it produces and how strategi-

state, theRTI i i 0. barriers through targeted incentives, infra-  pability gains. The focus should therefore cally i it becomes. The pro-
ive ethos fostered by the di isions has i andil i shift from simply creating clusters to en- andbuild credibility inglobal markets. Their ~ posed National Manufacturing Mission
been cnucal to Leepmg bu.reaucra!s on their toes. They are not Tk abling larger, deeper, and more integrated efficacy hmges on careful cahbrauon — offersaplatform o align reforms, skilling,
“tools for W % uunm.'['l 1 tracti and strengthen business  industrial ecosystems. The next adequate  infrast ionunderalong-
i darsh Hous- The task ahead isto comple-  generation of industrial clustersis The next phase of tesung infrastructure, and close  term industrial strategy. While these
ingSociety scam, for instance ~isatestimonytoits role asagov- ment existing schemes with stronger eco- likely to be anchored increasingly industrialisation must consultation with industry. This i i bjecti
ernance enhancer. The Act has also been used to question the ionto-  in Tier-2 and Tier-3 cities. They ol icall would ensure they enhance com-  must be deeper technological capability,
RBI during the banking scams. The financial probity catalysed capability building. including prioritise strategically petitiveness, and not constrain stmngerR&ststems andglobally compet-
theSupreme Court's verdictsinthe Girish Mittal (2021) and Jay- Countriesthat; commandmncaltechno» more aﬂ‘ordable land and real es- lmPOI’tam and technology- scale or raise input costs.
tilal Mistry (2016)&35&- held theCentral Bank logies, comple: tate, lower and wage ensi ctor: Whlle scalmg MSMEsarethe backbone of In-
mustdis detailsofNon- and trusted i costs, pools, improved uptraditional ing dia’s ing
Assetsm banks. At! , how- greater bargaining power. For I.ndxa hlS infrastructure, and better liveabil- o © contributing y to em- Indlia, Sarkaris
ever, the Act’s p have been ially at- the next phase ofil ity evenif thls_ entails more ployment, output, and exports.  Department of Economic Affairs and Sethi
tenuated in recent years. The Digital Personal Data Protection tion must prioriti i C depends  tolerance for firm-level failures  However, they face a finance gap. director, Department of Economic Affairs.
Act,which e last year, - and i vhilescal- ~ critically on the quality of infra- Recent gains in formalisation, im- Views are personal
formauon whxch relats to personal information.. which has no
ivity or interest”. Th
has reportedly alm tried to evade public scrunny by clalmmg it
does not have d: migrant workers who di ovid,,
paperleaksi d on farmers'suicides. . — -
The ic Survey di that the RTI Act is
pimmpammmrasetings | [rydia T3 T FTA restores trust Gandhi's prayer matters
g0 by the Survey's overall governance-centred ethos, and not .
e — in rules-based trade order more than ever
In Uttar akllands HECONCLUSION of theIndia- ~ dorand it Itcreatesade- NTHE January 30,1948, an
H d’ - e d s l EU FTA marks a pivotal mo-  risked $136 billion trade corridor between journalistand i
judiciary is guardrait ment in the trajectory of global jes,linkingIn- hatma Gandhi. After the invention of the atomie
* il dlia’s fast-growing $4.1 trillion market with bomb, isn't nonviolence now irrelevant, Margaret
AWS THAT carry harsh criminal penalties arejustified accord,itisa the theEU’si $21.5urilli Bourke-White asked him. On the contrary, Gandhi
it: relevance of a rules-based trade orderata For the International Chamber of Com- replied, nonviolence is now all thatis left in the field. Bourke-
perpetrators are held accountable for the i m)ury they o time when international trade faces un- merce (ICC), tlusappmach resonatesdeeply. Whi i king he i
cause. Itisp: y becat HaRsH PATI pr strain. il is rCompact RAJNI BAKSHI bouttofallon hi i replied that
take awaythe rightsto life and hberty enslmned in Amcle..l of SINGHANIA i i lor Trade, Groy Jobs, weh: tainly not run towards a bomb shelter — instead, he would go
the Constil they must iththe are paralysed, and supply chains are dis- hatexpand outside, look up and pray for the soul of the plane’s pilot.
utmost care and add; b Thel Free- rupted by geopolitical tensions. The FTA  opportunity whrle safeguardmg the prin- This story tends to irritate some people. One set takes it as
domof’ Rellg\on Actl (UFRA), passed in 2018 bythe BJPstate gov- i clplaur i TheFTA proof that Gandhi made nonviolence inaccessible by putting it
emnment—if lastyear—fail andadherence to mternanonal norms re- : Lil isation accom- inextreme terms. For pure materialists, it is ridiculous because
tomeet ia. Asanis igati i has mainnotonly panied by market i Lheydonrknow orcannotaccess, the realm of prayer. If you are
shown, the alleged instances of “forced cnnversrom " the law ser how nati ne-  with i and integra- ictothe i h its of January 30, 1948
sought to address have been few, and in a vast majority of the i i tionwithout s i The isive proofin your favour.
cases, they have not stood up to judicial scrutiny. the integrity of the global trading system. It agreement also arrives at a critical juncture fired a pistol at point-blank range and Gandhi was killed. What
Of the 62 cases registered under the UFRA in the last seven has been described as the “mother ofall ~ for the WTO, ahead of the upcoming 14th differencedid it make, they might say, thatin that moment before
years, The Indian Express obtained the court records of 51. Of deals™; just as mothers nurture, guide, and ~ Ministerial Conference (MC14) in March. hefell tothe ground, Gandhi said “Hey Ram”, The formal mem-
these, only five: havecumpleted trials, and in. all of them, the ac- set: i The EU has reiterated that WTO reforms orial of our epochal vlslonary rsmscnbed with those words. Our
cused ed. Seven more during trial, is poised toshape the future of trade. should be based on predictability, fairness ancestors, wh ion, notir-
andinthevast ~-about75 percent and . With the paralysis of the ritated by Gandhiji’s answer to Bourke-White. Why does this
haveb d bail. Itis clear! records of account- WTO’s Appellate Body undermining the matter today? The firstdemand the inscu'p[ion makesof usisto
tharevi notbeenmet, mg forabout 25 per cent of,lobal GDBone-  credibility of dispute settlement, the FTA rise above disputes about mt'm Ram” or “fere Ram”, Yes, Tulsi-
it lapsesinin- market  serves as a reminder that bilateral and re- das's“Siyavar partisan
vestigation and prosecution. of 2 billion people —toreacha gional ds can reinforce the politics. That still does not alter the spirit, the bhava, which was
Theso-called ™ anth " law i textbook while respecting domestic sensitivities. In-  of predictability and fairness even as multi- onGandhi’s final breath.
caseofusinglegi: ive: powet ‘hi i 'l i lateral reform Acrucial fea- ‘The second call of the moment is to recall the depth of the
conlured for i ends. But, as The task ahead while the EU maintained its stance on  ture isits reinforcement of dispute settle- lived experience that Gandhi inspired. This is why rmlhons of
bail show, a vigilantj v the . CBAMThenumbemelltheirownstory Bi- ment mechanisms. By embedding clear = people would not have atallsurprised that
damage, intended or otherwise, of abad law. The trial courts, Ut- isclear: lateral d at $136.54 for resolving di That crowds was killed, Gandhi made that statement about praying for the
d High Court and even the Supreme Court have heard RC[)liCa[e this billion i in 2024-25, Wlth India exporting  reduces the risk of arbrtrary measures and would gather at  pilot. It was the same millions who did not eat that night — for
citizens' pleas and Branted rhem bml Whue acqwnmg Vinod suceess, restore  $75.8 1. TheFTAI: every station Lha( is what happens inamoment of deeply personal loss. One
Kumar, { praising the credibili 475 billionin fresh includ- isnotatechnical detail —itisthe along thewan wasre-
Christianity to convert people, a trial court in Tehri Garhwal ob- : L ing $33 billion in labx TOrS. trustinthet 8 < y corded by Vincent Sheean anAmencan ;oumahst Hetravelled
served, “Every person is ﬂ'ee to profess practise and propagate of the WTO, Similarly, the tariffcuts offered by India will Asthe ICC continues to champion open topay tribute o carri bad forimmer-
any religion, sol donot Lnfrmge upon the and embed save€4billion peryearindutiesonEUprod-  markets and responsible trade, this agree- was no sion at the sangam. That crowds would gather at every station
ClVl.l rightsorany legal i rson.” resilienceinto  ucts. TheFTAisareminderthattrademust — ment offers renewed confidence that the surprise. What ~ alongthewaytopayti ise. Whatst
lived up to their constitutional mandate and protected citizens global suppk be auchored in rules, ensuring stablllry for  principles of the rules-based order remain truck Shi wasthat werewait-
fi i Thel i d alsupply workers, and viable. It proves thar when nations commit StruckSheean 0 pegide the track— wuhfuldedhaudsandprayem
mentmustnow reflecton why thejudici and chains. Only Of even greater si is the har- dorder, was that even ‘The easiest and most defeatist thing we can dotodaystosee
what purpose the UFRA truly serves. then cantrade isati benefit workers, and inthestretches theseasmc from. time.
continue to ften deter- across continents. The task between be self-destructive. Why not instead keep fragments of same
- . Serveasa rmne market access more declslvely than  ahead: |sclaar Replicate thissuccess, restore stations, people memories even closer to our hearts? For i urstance, Sheean re-
For peace Of mllld yeasa s, Whil beab-  thecredibility ofthe WT0, and embed resil- S, peopl ingGan
] driver of sorbed or passed on, non-compliance wn.h ience into global supply chains. Only then were waiting station tothe sangamwent by, it passed a church Waftingout of
° growth, out can trade continue to serve as a driver of beside thetrack it were the sounds of Gandhiji’s favounte hymn, “Lead, Kindly
m ake ] ll(e al] apem an stability and aligning specifications, the FTA ensures  growth, stability, and inclusive prosperity. — with folded Light”. Whether or not evolved:
2 & market access is governed by predictability pray forthe pilot, we are, each one of us, capable of seekingtobe
NMANSevolution, he hascreated the city/ And themotor inclusive ratherthanarbibrary barsiers: Theagrec- The wiiterisfirst vice chair, Interational handsand  jogby theindly Light.
trafficrumble/ But give me halfachance/ And I'd betaking prosperity ment also helps to diversify trade flows, re- Chamberof Commerce (ICC), Paris, prayers
off my clothes and living in thejungle,” sang The Kinks in ducil 1y il i i JKOrganisation _|_ The writer is founder of the YouTube channel Ahimsa Conversations”

1970. ‘Apeman’ is a song of its time, and there are things
abour itthatwouldn’tgo: over\vell today —not least Ray Davies
however,

ll notmoreso, such as the frantic pace of modern urban life. Or
indeed. the fear of dying in a nuclear war. The fleeting, unserious
wish to escape it all and flee to jungles literal or figurative is a
human constant. There’s a word for such weak desires, some-
thing one vaguely wants but not enough toact onit: “Velleity”.

‘That said, there are always those who do go through with it,
who quit the rat race and are happier for it. Perhaps Arijit Singh
isn't the bestexample — after all, a hugely successful artist quit-
ting playback singing to t'ocus on makmv music that’s fully his
awmsn bu.mr—x ut

freedom T‘nerers however, agoal thatSingh, me“quretqumers"
Jupleofyearsago,
\marguablysatmﬁmg allshare; Peaceofmmd
It may bean elusive goalinaworld that's going

butth itis of pressures,

and even one's ow: i egoistobead-

mired. Perhapsit's atrend thatwill pickupinthe comingyears,

atleastamongthose who canafford it. Because, toreturnto The

Kinksand ‘Apeman’, “the air poliutionisa-foggingup myeyes”. _|
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IndiraGandhi murder case
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arba
on Feb 16

Fertlliser peices g0

s wpby 10

INDIAN -EXPRES

THEDELHI High Court rejected the plea of
KeharSmgh and Balbir: Smgh ccmwcts inthe

deathsentence Justlce R N Aggarwaland
_Iustme Malik Sharif-1 -ud-Din agreed in v.henr
orderinthe writ

district

the CrPC while sentancing theconvictsto
death, l:utthe HLigh Courtdid notgivearuling

ioart

he mili of I ib the samadhi.
R directi
fromthe Centre. The directive cameafter the iliser prices
firstattempt to “liberate” the complex from Fertil P goup
f the Damdani Taksaland th THE GO lanin-

All-India Sikh Students’ Federation on Janu-
ary19endedinafiasco.

HomagetoMahatma

crease of upto 10 per cent in fertiliser
prices withimmediate effect. The measure
will help to reduce subsidy levels for ferti-
lisers, which are likely to touch Rs 2,000
crorein the current financial year. The

THE MARTYRS' Day, coinciding with the
§ ot o

AkaliDal shelved plan
THE RULING Akali Dal shelved its plan to drive

per cent

y of Mahatma Gan-
dhi, was observed. The President, Zail
Singh, the Vice President, R Venkataraman,
and the Prime Minister, Rajiv Gandbi, visited
Rajghat early in the morning to offer floral

exact in subsidy was not offi-
cially given. The prices of the principal fer-
tilisers, urea and diammonium phosphate,
will goupfromRs 2,150 and Rs 3,350 per
metric tonne to Rs 2,350 and Rs 3,600 per
metric tonne respectively.
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Military intervention is not the answer
— but neither is indifference to the
suffering of Iranian civilians

— The Guardian
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Signi

ngof FTAsis a start. Their success

will bejudged by gains in global market

SHOUMITRO CHATTERJEE

NDIA HAS recently concluded major
tradeagreements withthe EU, the UK,
and Australia, reversing a period of
moreinward-lookingtrade policy. The
EU and the UK together account for
about 30 per cent of global imports of low-
skill manufacturing products such as ap-
parel, footwear, and assembled electronics.
Free trade agreements with these markets
give Indian exporters zero-duty accesstoa
$3.5 trillion market, creating a strong plat-
form forexport growth. How large the gains

in practice.
Foryears, compemmsemoyed preferen-

tialaccessthat
ported apparel to Europe: at zero duty. Viet-
nam hashad an EU FTA since 2020. Indian
exporters faced tariffs of 10-12 percentin ap-
parel andupto17 per centin footwear -
der.

ILLUSTRATION: CRSASIKUMAR
product-safety and environmental require-
ments — not tariffs — now shape which
goods can reach global markets. Non-tariff
measures affect 90 per cent of world trade
today, up from 15 per cent in the late 1990s.

Thatdi:
ment deservescredit forclosmg thns gap.
‘These agreements also change how glo-

are high, y for
ﬁrms in developing countries. The larger
problem, however, is thar non- comphance

‘bal firms view India. By Sta- by porter
bility, i i~ industry’
sions more viable for ies seeking  this Failures by i

alternatives to China. Manufactu.rmg in
Indiafor
cial sense. The China-plus-one, Vietnam-

pharma firms, shrimp processors, or agri-
cultural exporters have led to mspecuuns

bans, and hurt firms

plus-one, and pl oppor-
tunities have re-opened.
India’s export opportunity is large and
Thechart

aswell. One bad can shutamar-
ket. Industry associations must play a
stronger role in self-regulation. Govern-

market shares in Europe in low-skill manu-
facturing relative to their labour endow-
mentsshares. Bangladesh, Vietnam, and In-
dnnes:aexporrclosemme\rpotenual while
Chinaisal lier. India, byc ex-

its

Butitisbetterfora shlpmenno berejected
in Mumbai than in Rottel

The second challenge is com-
plexity. India’s trade regime re-

potential — equivalent to mughly $160 bil-
lioni 1 igni
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Export Potential:
160 bn dollars annually
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alorem ratesand
tariffs. This complexity invites dlsputes
Volkswagen was recently asked to pay $1.4
billion for importing auto parts in separate
consignments taxed at 5-15 per cent rather
thanasa single shipment taxed at over 30
percent. thisre-

ment comes from countries with which
India has no agreement. As the Economic
Survey has recognised, protection risks
raising economy-wide costs, dampening
compeuuveness, slowing upgradmg, and
m.enml FT
not i iffs across
the board. Suppun m critical industries
should instead rely on other instruments,
preferably subsidies, rather than tariffs.
Fourth, India has arecord of undermin-
ing its own trade agreements after signing
them. Phased commitments createtime for
other instruments. New research by econv
omists Abhishek Anand and Naveen Tho-
‘mas documents how anti-dumping duties
and quality-control orders restricted man-
‘made fiber imports from Indonesia despite
an FTA. The short-term aim was to protect
domestic producers. The result was higher
input costs and weaker garment exports.
Some of these QCOs, especially on
man-made fibers, are now gone. But the
mindset that produced them needs to
change. Protecting upstream producers
often harms downstream exporters. Er-
ratic regulatory orders weaken India’s
credibility as a trade partner. Commn—

In his last days,
dilemma the
Mahatma
couldn’t resolve

RAMMADHAV

NJANUARY 30,1948, Nathuram Godse killed M
K Gandhi for crimes that he believed the latter
wasresponsible for. He accused Gandhi of acting
“very treacherously to the nation by consenting
to the partitioning of it". Had Gandhi opposed
Pakistan sincerely, neither M A Jinnah nor the British could
have created it. he argued.
ThatGodse inkilling G: saying
But wasG rongin his andhi?
Gandhi took inspiration from two prominent figures —
Buddha and Jesus — for his principle of peace. Interestingly,
all three met with unnatural deaths. While Buddha accepted
death by consuming contaminated food because he didn't
want to offend his host Cunda, Jesus accepted death because

ments matter only if they
Tubesure me government has handled
withthe

flected lanlf deslgn From the authorities”
ion. Eitherway, com-

US whe(e talks have conunued through

plexltv damages credibility. Indla ]eamed
ithGST,

tion came only after years of friction. The

same logic applies totariffs.

The EU FTA risks repeating this pattern.
‘Wine tariffs have been cut from 150 percent
to as low as 20 per cent — but only if the
‘wineis priced above2.5 euros. Customs of-
ficials are now expected to verify prices at
theborder. Firms will respond by invoicing
atthe cutoffand adjusting prices later. En-
forcement will come years down the line,

temptation to abandon them. One hopes
for a positive outcome soon. Several do-
mestic reforms are moving in the right di-
rection —simplifying labour codes, ration-
ﬁhsxng GST rates, expandmg solar
, and setting up a deregul
tion commission to name a few. But one
constraint looms large: High input costs,
chiefly power and credit. As the Economic
Survey points out, “For exportdisciplineto
work in India’s favour, competitiveness
must be achievable and affordable.”
Thy

and penalties. This

of India’s FTAs will not be

Cnmplexlw raises compliance
fordiscre-

FTA is an important first step. But market

ton. Consider the UK FTA. The
UK schedule hasth

icread-
iness. Converting these agreemem_s into
sustained export gains will require action
on four fronts thatsit outside the FTA text.

Thefirst Asthela-

Zero duty, excluded, or quota-
based access. India’s has more
than 20. The MEN tariff schedule
isfullof dition-

test World Development Report makes clear,

alities. I includes more than 140

Thesuccess of India's FTAs  ishowred Simplic-
will not be judged by sienin: ity is not cosmetic; it is central to
Jucs Y signing ‘export competitiveness.

ceremonies but by asingle
metric: Gains in global market
share. The opportunity is
large. Delivering on it requires
credibility with global firms
and trading partners

Third, FTAs open export mar-
ketsbutdonotensureaccesstothe

Judged
metric:! Gamsmalolmlmarketshare I‘heop-
portunity is large. Delivering on it requires
credibility with global firms and trading
partners — huﬂl on standards comphance

best inputs and That  simpler

d d: iffregime.  puts, and commitments after
Many capital goods and process  agreementsare signed.

machines in the UK agreement

reach zero duty only after long The writer is assistant professor
ph; .Someof the bestequip- atJohns Hopkins University

LETTERS
To THE EDITOR

Economic Survey
WHILEMACROECONOMICindi-  TVIKIT ABHYANKAR
cators may suggest ex- AND SAMIR SARAN

pansion and moderatinginfla-
tion, a disturbing contradiction
persistsin the steady erosion of
the Indian rupee against the US
dollar (‘EcaSurvey flags the key
problems, solutions await’, IE,
January 30). This pexsxstem de-

FOR DECADES, India’s power sector
grappled with scarcity and affordability is-
sueseven as it undertook complex and am-
bitious power-sector reforms. Today, weadd
40 GW of renewable capacity every year, far
more than in most developed economies

predatlon um;:. ery

d than inmost The

taski inst s,and

prog-
ress, regardless of optimistic

growth narratives. Itis unpera-
tive that planners,

demand. Absorption is becoming a con-
stmmt with nearly 42 GW of renewable ca-
ions yet to find

and policymakers urgently delib-
erate on reversingthistrend and
securinga resilient rupee insu-
lated from market volatility.

Jiji PanickerK,

buyer utilities. Distribution companies are

om-

gymomen-
tum, the pool of buyers musr expand. Two
tructural

IFFOREIGN investors are hesi-
tanttoinvestintoIndiadueto
complextax rules and regulatory
hurdles then Gol will have to seri-
ouslylookintoit (‘EcoSurvey
flags the key problems, soluuons
await’, IE, January 30). Hi;

capital costand lack of cptunum
utilization of current facilities is
forcing private sector hands to

Thefirstisthe fall in clean-energy prices.
Recent reverse auctions have closed at
around Rs3per um( for solar power paired

flatin

nominal terms for 12 to 25 years.
These projects can deliver near

‘This transition will allow utilities to evolve
into strong grid and reliability platforms
while new demand absorbs low-cost clean
power. Wherewill new demand come from?

First, manufacturing clusters, export-
oriented industries, and data centres can
procure clean electricity through open ac-
cessorcaptive: murs.,mnmglong (eJ:mcoSt

India’s cheapest power
needs new buyers

the rulers failed InGandhi’scase, tt
appears to be both. Gandhi never wanted India to be parti-
tioned. But in June 1947, he stood in defence of his colleagues
whoaccepted it, as a fait a(‘compn

Gandhitried Jinnah togive up the ds dfor
Partition in 1945, but failed. When the Cabinet Mission arrived
in1946with the proposal todivide the country intothree parts
on purely communal lines, Gandhi again conveyed his opposi-
tion to the Congress Working Committee. But the Congress
leadership —that included Jawaharlal Nehru, Sardar Patel and
Maulana Azad — had made up its mind to accept the Plan be-
cause it came with the first-ever offer of transfer of power to
them. Dejected, Gandhileft: i “ladmitdefeat.
Ishall now leave with your permission. You should follow the
dictates of your reason”. On earlier occasions, when Gandhi
said something like that, the leaders would have urged him to
stay, with the promise that they would follow his instinct. But
not that day. Pyarelal gives a graphic account: ““What do you
desire? Isthere any need todetain Bapu any further? the Mau-
lana Saheb asked. Everybody was silent. In that hour of deci-
sion, they had no use for Bapu. They decided todrop the pilot™.

ndhi was aghast when he came to know about Viceroy

Mountbatten’s proposal in
March1947 withadefinite
indication of Partition. He
hoped that the Congress
would reject it after con-
sulting with him. It did
not. In the CWC meeting
held in the first week of
March 1947, Congress de-
manded the partition of
Punjab on communal
lines. Later, ata presscon-
ference at Madras, J BKri-
plani indicated thatthe
same principle could be
applied to Bengal.

Agitated by the news
of Congress recommend-
ing the partition of Pun-
jab, Gandhi wrote letters
of protest to both Nehru

output, electricity

power is most abundant. Fifth, distributed

rooftop solar across commercial buildings,

MSMESs, and homes lowers bills and im-

I Forutilities, it

demaud losses, and subsidy burdens.
Large buyers could transition faster if

long~{en:n clean-energy contracts were ag-

certainty whlle ing large

and Patel. A came onMarch24. "t
deepest delil Nothing hasbeendone in ahurry orwith-
out full thought”, it said, adding, “It is difficult to explain to
you”. “Such a thing would have been inconceivable in olden
days”, rued Pyarelal.
Gandhirushed toDethi,and, in

prevent Partition, met. March3LF
that power over all of India could be transferred to Jinnah.
Nehru and Patel were strongly opposed to this, while Jinnah

attemptto

e nﬁhnnulndmn

finance Smaller will

itas “one of those wily tricks of Gandhi”.

exports an edge under carbon border
measuressuchasthe EU's CBAM, could un-
lock FDI and green finance, in-

need India Stack-connected fintech prod-
ucts to reduce transaction friction. Expan-
forcl ricity is also the

dustrial growth and clean-power deploy-
ment. Semnd, nearly half of India’s

most effective way to absorb India’s excess
solar panel manufacturing CapaClW One

The new pruposal for partition was presented by Mount-
, Patel and Acharya Kri-

palani from Congress, Jinnah, Liaquat Ali Khan and AR Nish-
tar fromthe League and Sardar Baldev Smgh, on June2,1947.
Ong

calleda

witha il

and gas. Electric: heax pumps and high-tem-

concernisthat
batteries, are often imported. India has
shown through sclar manufacturing that
such can be reduced with

shift towards clean electricity.
Third, fertiliser and steel are important
sectors, yet depend on imported

round-the-clocksupplyatthesame
prices. The second factorisa prod-
uct of institutional reform. Open
access and captive procurement

investinto capexor

projects. Cuttingred tape atall

levelsand fasttracking legal re-

forms and faster resolution for

disputes will help the economy.
Bal Govind, Noida

Commendable step

‘THE NEW regulations, stayed by
the Supreme Court for the mo-
ment, mark a decisive and pro-
gressive shift by formally
acknowledging caste-based and
social diserimination within
universities (‘UGC regulations
forcea needed reckoning, IE,
January29). By replacing
outdated frameworks with
stronger grievance redressal
mechan.isms. the UGC hastaken

allow largeindustrialand commer-

cial power from
anywhere inthecountry by paying
network charges. Roughly a
quarterof India’srenewable capac-
ity addition is now driven by this.

scaleand policy certainty. Batteries can fol-
low a similar trajectory, supported through

Partition plan, known asthe
“June 3rd Plan”.

Gandhi faced thatBuddha d I
millennia ago. Unable to publicly dlsown the decision of his
junior althoughy it,

mij mhe had

the
however un-
Outofevil,

certain d

fhisrole in creating

Manufactu: ring clusters, gasand coking coal. Recentgreen  critical minerals. good came out”, he contended before the agitated Congress
export-oriente dindustries ammcma auctionsreveal fertiliser Robust domestic demand has always leaders in June 1947.
* usmg cleau icil i 1y ngth. Gandhi by
and data centres can procure i fori " that led to the Partition. But could he be sin-
clean electricity throughopen  declines, 1 followa power . Building

access or captive routes,
gaining long-term cost
certainty while absorbing
large volumes of new capacity

similar path. Fourth, electrifying

buses, commercial fleets, and
freight corridors can create a large
and flexibledemand source fordo-
mestic clean power. When charg-
ing is aligned with daytime solar

‘wayswill define thejourneyto VUG\[BhamL

Abhyankar is co-faculty director of the India
Energyand Climate Centre at University of
California, Berkeley. Saran is president, ORF

? Godse thought so, but the country
the absence of Gandhiji", would
surely be better, Godse opined. He was proved wrong. India be-
camea vibrant polity, but notin Gandhi’s absence but through
hiseternal presence.

. The writer, president, India Foundation, is with the BJP

D

SUNANDA MEHTA

THE SYMBOL of the Nationalist Congress
Party — the clock — is frozen at 10.10 am.
Bux onJanuary 28, it was at 8.44 am that

creaﬂng safer and more inclus-
ive academic spaces. The inclu-
sion of OBCs under the equity
framework reflects an expanded
understanding of social justice
and aligns with constitutional
values of equality and dignity.
Gaganeep Singh, Chandigarh

d still for Baramati.

‘The stillness was palpable in the town
known as the home turf of the Pawars, as
it absorbed the news that Ajit Pawar was
no more, People downed the shutters on
their shops, locked homes and started to
move towards theairport, the hospital and
finally the grounds of the Vidya Pratish-
than where his mortal remains would be
brought for a final glimpse.

Despite decades as a journalist, I have

In Baramati, along goodbye — and winds of change

written about Ajit Pawar only a few times
— with the story almost always being far
from flattering. This got reinforced when
Ispent two days in Baramati during the
2024 Lok Sabha elections campaign. Ajit
Pawar’s wife Sunetra faced the incumbent
MP, his cousin Supriya Sule. Political ana-
lysts predicted a win for Sunetra, given Ajit
Pawar’s hold over Baramati and the re-

mills of Yet,
speaking to the residents, I found an un-
mistakable undercurrent of support for
Saheb, Sharad Pawar, who was still seenas
the real architect of Baramati. For them,
Dada, Ajit Pawar, was only carrying for-
‘ward the work of his mentor. Many also ex-
pressed unhappinessat the split that they
felt he had manoeuvred in the party and
the family. Sule did end up winning, and

by a comfortable margin.

‘The Baramati I visited on January 28
was a vastly changed one. And it was not
just because of the tragedy. The grief here
did not seem to stem from a short-term
feeling of loss. It seemed to have hit home.
At the grounds of the Vidya Pratishthan,
the women’s support for the man who had
instituted the Ladki Bahin scheme wasap-
parent — and touching. Thousands sat si-
lently and patiently on the steps, just out=

From the upstart that Ajit Pawar
had been labelled as not so long
ago, he had finally become the
mentor he always aspired tobe

sidethe periphery of the stage, stony-faced,
teary-eyed, deeply moved.

On the stage, VIPs and politicians,
usually eagertogive bytes tothe media, re-

ago, he had finally become the mentor he
always aspired to be.

Looking back medecxslvesweep of] Ius
partyinth

sponded to their requests with folded
hands. A few who did speak choked up
midway and trailed off.

And then there wasthe sight of the first
family of Baramati. As Supriya Sule strode
on to the stage, one arm around Sunetra
Pawar, the other stretched out toshield her
from the crowds, years of family differ-
ences seemed to melt away.

The next day as the crowd swelled
from thousands to lakhs at the funeral,
one needed little proofto deduce that the
winds had quietly but certainly changed
at Baramati. From the upstart that Ajit
Pawar had been labelled as not so long

December 2025 had given that indication.
‘While the united NCP was trounced in the
corporation elections in January, the
comingtogether wasasmall wininitsown
right. Soon after, the two parties an-
nounced ajoint battle for the Zilla Parishad
elections —and this time under the com-
bined symbol of the clock, a contentious
issue between the two parties since the
split. Itseemed time was finally on Ajit Pa-
war’sside, until it tragically wasn't.

The writer is resident editor,
The Indian Express,Pune
sunanda.mehta@expressindia.com
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« LAW

What’s in aname?
In the Beckham

* ECONOMY

Budget2026: The 3 big
macro worries for India

Ahead of the Budget presentation
on Sunday, a look at the key issues
facing India: Nominal GDP growth,
tax collections & private investment

family feud, it’s
atrademark

Amaal Sheikh
New Delhi, January 30

BROOKLYN BECKHAM did not set: out tospark a discussion
onhow rk. Asadultch
increasingly do, he simply posted on Instagram to say that
things were not greatat home. But buried in the family drama
was a claim that made lawyers sit up — that his parents had
pressured him to sign away the rights to his own name.
Brooklyn, 26, is the son of the iconic footballer David Beck-
ham and pop star-turned-fashion designer Victoria Beckham.
Heclaimed thathi had* and 0
bribe” himil therightsto hi:
2022wedding. He added that resisting that pressure “affected
the payday” and how he was treated thereafter.

Business of names

Public Property Offi
that the trademark “BROOKLYN BECKHAM" was registered a
decade ago, with Victoria Beckham as the proprietor. The reg-
istration covers a range of domains, including clcrhmg cos-

Ubir MisrA

ONSUNDAY, Finance Minister NirmalaSi-
tharaman will present the Budget for the
next financial year that spans from April
2026 to March 2027.

A Budget has limited space — both
monetary and policy — to fundamentally
alter things. For one, while all past Budgets
were annual financial statements, in each
one of them, the government has a lot of
committed expenditures. Forinstance, sal-
aries of its employees cannot be changed
from one year to another, nor can the tax
rates be tweaked every year. Moreover,
often what the FM can and cannot do or
orshould notdoi

hat

metics, and

This is not unusual in ce-
lebrity families. Registeringa
child’s name early keepsout-
siders from monetising itand
allows parents or managers
to shape commercial use.

by th £l financesin
theyearthatisending —thatis, the current
financial year, which started in April last
yearand will end in March 2026.

For instance, if in the current financial
'year. asection of the Indian economy is af-
fected — for instance, Indian exports after

One popular
is that once a child becomes
an adult, ownership of their
name reverts to them, but
thatis: nom]e case. Brooklyn's
is not that the
trademarkshould neverhave
existed, but about being

‘BECKXIT'TIMING pressured, asan adult, to for-
. " mally give up or limit rights

R QLLR connected tohisname. What

(above) trademarkisdueforre-  exacelywas putin frontof him

newal later this year. isnot public, as mostcelebrity

# Renewal branding live

existing nwnevshlp and Iemng inside private contracts.

it lapse would reopen questions .

of controlinaverypublicway.  Right touseaname

® For now, the Beckham dispute Under UKlaw, trademark

sitsinanawkward space be- ownershaveexclusiverights,

and those using the trade-
mark commercially without
consent can face infringe-
ment claims. A limited de-
use theirown names for business, but it
applies only if the use is honest and does not confuse con-
sumers or trade by relying on an existing brand’s reputation.
In families wherea anchorsa i
commercial universe, with endorsements and media ven-
tures, defining “honest use” can be difficult. For decades, the
Beckhams have built a tightly managed commercial eco-~
system. Brookiyn's public break disrupts that pattern. His
posts suggest atension familiarin celebrity families —where
personal buunchnes collide with cnmmercxal ones. He has
tried, with var toestablishani; ident-
ity through photography, food ventures and fashion. The
irony, is that distance is hardest to achieve when your name
isalready doing so much work for you, and without you.

tween family disagreementand
brand management

What courts consider

If such disputes [each cuuns yudges consider Lndemark
registrations, contracts,

use. Past cases involving relati hared have
hinged on consumer confusion and ownership records, not

thesteep UStariffs —it may set

the FM to address that issue in the next
Budget. So, often enough, looking back at
the year gone by can provide good clues as
to the main concerns that the FM may at-
tempt to address in the next year’s Budget.

What does the data from
the currentyear tell us?

* CONCERNING SIGNALS

Chart1: Decelerating nominal GDP growthrate

Chart2: Under i liecti

Something similar is happening to gov-
ernment finances in the current financial
year. Aschart 2shows, none of thetaxcollec-
nons are keeping pace withthe rate at which
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Chart3: Gross capital formation, clear laggard
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Chart4: Declining capital inflows
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size ofthe nominal GDP before itcan apply the scale of this challenge.

ataxrateand arrive atits tax revenues.
Ifthe nominal GDP doesn ‘tgrow as fast

‘Thereare many i an point to,
but at the macroeconomic level, there are
three main concerns:

1. WEAK GDP GROWTH

‘This may sound odd smce all stories
about India’

itcanupset
allits calculations. Here's how.

Suppose
the nominal GDP of India will grow by Rs
100, and as a result, with a tax rate 15%, it
will get an Rs 15 in the coming

by Gross Domestic Product or GDP) have

year to spend But if, for some reason, the

However, most
repur(s that present India as the fastest-
growing major economy are talking about
“real” GDP growth. When it comes to the
makingofthe Union Budget, what matters
moreis “nominal” GDPand its growth rate.

To be sure, what we count first is the
nominal GDP —thatis, the total value of all
goods and services in today’s prices. Toar-
rive at “real” GDP, we take away the effect
of inflation so that we get to know how we
“really” grew — how many more apples,
trucks and shirts we produced this yearas
against the last.

Thereis areason nominal GDP matters
more:Itistheobserved value and formsthe
starting point for all Budget calculations.
For instance, if a government wants to
know howmuchitwillearnin tax revenues
inthe nextfinancial year, ithastoknow the

byRs50,then the
total moneyi
hands will be Rs 7.50.

That will either force the government to
borrow an additional Rs7.50 from the mar-
ket — which, in turn, would mean less
funds for you toborrow for buying your car
orhome, and as a result, lead to higher in-
terest rates for everyone in the economy.
Or, if the government chooses not to bor-
row more, itwill have to cut itsexpenditure;
thiscutcould bein the shape of lower R&D
funding in India’s defence or lower sub-
sidies forthe poor.

The point is, when it comes to the mak-
ingofthe Budget, itisthe nominal GDPand
its growth rate — not the real GDP growth
rateyoutypically hearabout —that matters.

India’s nominal GDP growth rate has
been decelerating for years. Chart 1shows

Nominal
GDP
Whenit comesto
the Budget, it’s
the nominal GDP
growth that
counts.

.

India’s nominal
GDP growthrate
hasbeen
decelerating for
years,

Inthe currentyear, the nominal GDPis
expected to grow by just 8%, but ascan be
seen from the chart, this level is quite low
when one compares it with the record of
the past 20 vears; it is witnessing a secular
deceleration in the recent past.

Last February, the FM expected India’s
nominal GDPto grow by 10.1%. This wasal-
ready lower than the past levels. Now, the
First Advance Estimates released by the
Ministry of Statistics peg the nominal GDP
growth at 8%. The first main concern for
the FM, then, would beto figure out astrat-
egy to boost the nominal GDP in the
coming financial year.

2.WEAK TAX BUOYANCY

In the example above, where at a 15%
taxrate, the government expected an addi-
tional Rs 15, the assumed tax buoyancyis 1.
Ataxbuoyancy of 1 would mean thatifthe
GDP goes up by 10%, then the tax collec-
tionsalsogo up by 10%. But whatif this as-
sumption does not come through? What if,
apart from nominal GDP goingup by only
Rs50and not Rs 100, the tax buoyancy was
also not 1but 0.5? In such a scenario, the
total additional tax revenues with the gov-
ernment will be only Rs3.75. Thatisasharp
drop from the original estimate of Rs 15.

assumed at the start of the
year ﬂieb]ackbarsarerhe rateatwhichthe
government had assumed a particular tax
collection would grow, and the red bars
alongside show the rate at which they have
actually grown year-to-date (YTD).

There is one more detail in chart 2,
sourced from a recent research report by
HSBC's Chief India Economist, Pranjul
Bhandari. The growth rate of gross tax rev-
enues of the government is far below even
theweak nominal GDP growth rate (shown
asared line at 8% level). What this means
is that tax buoyancy has gone for a toss. As
against an assumed tax buoyancy of 11 at
the start of the financial year — that is to
say thatif’ nommal GDP grows by 1%, then
tax w by L.1%
tax buoyancy is half that rate (0.6).

3.WEAKPVT CORPORATE INVESTMENTS

If there is one consistent policy goal of
the incumbent government, then it is to
boost the private sector’s involvement in
the economy. It follows from PM Modi’s
view of “minimum government” wherethe
role of the government should be curtailed
and efforts should be made to incentivise
the private sector to take the primary role
of producinggoods and servicesand, inthe
process, creatingjobs and prosperity.

‘This policy push has been particularly
clear since 2019, when FM Sitharaman in-
uoduced a sh:up cutin corporate taxrates

ivise private fir heir
investments in the economy. This was
backed up by a historicincrease inthegov-
ernment’s capital expenditure — that is,
spending targeted towards building physi-
cal infrastructure like roads, bridges and
ports. Theidea was to bring down the costs
of domg busmess for the pnvate sector.
Thi direct: i
vate firms in the form of the PLIscheme.

When none of this worked as expected,
the government started cutting the tax
burd firstby
raising income tax exemption levels and
laterby cutting the GST rates — toincentiv-
ise demand and create a business case for

toinvest in the

Despl[e these changes and the high
growth ratesof the economy, data (chart 4)
shows that private corporate investment
has fallen from the pre-pandemic period
(2019). Indian firms are just not selling
enough to perhaps make a case for wide-
spread fresh investments. Read the latest
GDP column to know more.

What is also worrying is that over the
pastyearorso, global investors have started
shunnmg India (chart 4). This has hit the

d created an econ-
omicand a political headache for the FM.

Why Economic Survey has raised India’s potential growth rate

Udit Misra
New Delhi, January 30

country should be achievingunder normal
circumstances: A higher pace comes with

» Factors of potential GDP growthrate

oriented initiatives — such as the Produc-
tion-Linked Incentive (PLI) schemes, DI

onwho feels wronged Gener:uly, such conflicts never reach theriskof inflation, and pacethan and lnm Tic n:fnrm —that
thatstage. limited AT Artime when India’s economic growth  the potential rate impliesthat the country | COMPONENTS OF FY13- Evid | ¥vai ke FY26-
licences are far more common methods of resolution, since rate (measured in terms of GDP) is being  is notfully optimising its resources. ECONOMIC GROWTH FY20 23 | FY24 |FY2; Fy30%| more(read supply).
litigation risks damaging not just relationships but the very hotly debated, the h{at Economic Survey It follows that 1o} raise a country’s GDP On the labour front, the survey finds
brand everyoneis arguing over. led by Chief’ AdvisorV Anantha rhrwﬂv hi jtal 760% | 6.10% |6.90%| 710% 760%| that "labour law consolida{ion. reduced
has "and raised  ernment mustattempt and level
the potential” economic growth rate  growth rate. The potential gmwth ratedep- Growth in labour input 2.30%|5.70%|550%| 4% |260% regulatorv reforms have begun to lower
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IAS GS Foundatlon Course nual growth rate. While the GDP growth  country — roads, bridges and machinery, are strengthening workforce quality and
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atna il = T S : 3 = ¥ > 5 s
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growth rate as the growth rate that a

wasIndia’s highest growth period ever, the

per cent”, These include manufacturing-

back from achieving its potential.
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Datamay notbe the new steroids, but Aus Open organisers see aline being crossed

Sandeep Dwivedi
New Delhi, January 30

1S DATA the new steroids? Do number-

were finally taking the nerds seriously. It
‘was this mindset change that saw elite ath-
letes embrace wearable technology, pro-
grammed to gwe lhem worklodd data that

cr unfairad-
vantage on court? Maybe they da
Atleast, that's what

helpsin and recovery.
Tt
woreat thy Open, WHOOP, were

Open
organisers would have thought when they
asked the world’s top two men’s tennis
players, Carlos Alcarazand Jannik Sinner, to
take off the Al-powered fitness monitor
under their wrist-bands. The top women’s
player, Aryna Sabalenka, too, was asked m

bending no rules. Nor were the stars being

sneaky. The gadget they wore during the

game was approved by the ATP and the

'WTA. Only, the Australian Open organisers
hadn’tyetshown the green light.

They had their reasons. “Some wear-

- A N of

Aryn:

at’s h
version of ynu[ daﬂy 10 000 -step counter
ame under:
dataasa “performance-enhancer”insports.

Fitness freaks and data geeks
Tennis isn't alone when it comes to fit-
ness tracking. It's actually late to the data
binge. Football, baseball, basketball and
even cricket have ]onu got number—

pi yer:
and decide team composmon Thejocks

internal load (measures like heart rate),
which can give them a 360-degree view of
the work they're doing and how their
badiesrespond,” Tennis Australiasaid ina
statement.

the Australian Open.
The device that Alcarazand others had
on their wrist wasn't connected wirh rhe

Carlos Alcarazand Jannik Sinner were all asked to remove
their fitness trackers at the Australian Open. ap

In a social media post, the company’s
chief Will Ahmed said: “Ridiculous. Whoop
is approved by the International Tennis

Generally,
fine with a player’s external load being
tracked — such as the distance they cover
and the acceleration of their motion. As for
thereal-timeinternal-load —suchas heart
rate — there wasn't aconsensus, at least at

1d outside, but th
inthe market that are designed to pmvxde
real-time data analysis with text, voice and
even video. What if this on-court data of
players reached the coaches’ corner?
Wouldn't they have an unfair advantage?

forin-matchwearand poses no
safetyrisk... Let theathletes measure their
bodies. Data is not steroids!”

Within days, Ahmed posted a videoan-
nouncement. “We are overnighting our
‘Whoop Body collection to all the tennis

players at the _Australian Open. The sensor

perament—-arefed intoacomputer. The rat-

c lyinour

Ip theteam wants to beton

new It's goin

butnotuntested,

search to keep @whoop off the court!!!”

In chess, a black and white story
Chess, too, has a similar story — also

about data, and astrip search.
Arthecentreofchess'sgreatest ever black

vs white battle — the Hans Niemann-Mag-

Crscker dressing rooms, too, have
people with bar charts and graphs. India
was late to the game. Once, on a tour to
South Africa, opener Virender Sehwag
faced an unusual field position in the first
over — a catching third-man close to the
fence. The numbers showed that Sehwag

nus Carlsen face-off —was un-
fair intrigue. The little-k

most runs to third-manin
the early part of his innings. Many times,

yover chess GOAT Carlsen

chess engines in deciding his moves.

‘The use of engines in online chess has
been rampant, on-board games also have
cheats, “Ifthey want me tostrip fully naked,
Iwilldoit,” said Niemann.

Othersports

Football and basketball don't totally rely
on humans to search talent or for draft day
picks. Every minute player detail — from
skills, jump heights, stamina to even tem-

imed hnsmatﬂewover[he
inner circle. In the very first over, Sehwag
'was caughtat short third-man. It wasa vic-
tory for those with data.

Data might not be strictly steroids. But
inanincreasingly cerebral sport like tennis,
data insights lend humans’ mightiest
muscle — the brain — an advantage over
those with no access to this tech. High on
all those fancy metrics, the Haves won't
quitecomprehend what the Have-notsare
missing. The Australian Open wouldn’t
have taken the call lightly:

Vadodara
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Water stresssignalsa
loomingbreakdown

nanew report by United Nations researchers, there
Iis awarning for theworld-thatitisenteringan age of
water bankruptcy, where a deepened crisis escalates
to a breakdown with no assured paths to recovery. The
report, published ahead of the fourth UN Water Con-
ference to be held this year in the United Arab Emirates,
says the world is now living beyond its hydrological
means in the post-crisis era. It notes that many rivers,
aquifers, and wetlands have crossed thresholds beyond
which recovery to historical “normal” conditions is
unlikely. Analyslng global data, it says that what once
porarydroughts,shortages, or p
shocks have become chronic features. The timeforwarn-
ingsis over;itis now thetime for the consequences of not
heeding those warnings.
According to the report, these conditions have aris-
en because water consumption has exceeded nature’s
ability to replenish the resources; climate change has

accelerated the degradation. Nearly half the global pop-

ulation experiences severe water
scarcity for at least one month a
year. The deficit causes reservoirs
0 go dry, cities to sink, water to be
rationed, crops to fail, and wildfires
and dust storms to rise and spread.
Tranand Afghanistanareamongthe
worst-affected countries. Tehran is
going through a once-in-a-century
drought, and prayers for rain are
being held across Iran. There has
even been a warning, considered
extreme, thax Tchran may have to
beevac wedto
thesouthofthe country. Thecrisisis
notlimited to countries of the Global
South. Regions in Europe and the
United States are also witnessing a severe crunch.

Water shortage is triggering conflict within and be-
tween countries, in line with the predictions for water
wars. These frictions will have unpredictable political
consequencee The UN reportsays the snuanon maysnll
oreciated
and lysteps for aretaken.
Solutions: mayvary fromplace to place because theinten-
sityand falloutsaredifferent. Indiaisamong the countries
that will be most hit because of a shortage of water for
drinking, agriculture, and other purposes. The shortage
has severely impacted agricultural production in some
partsofthe country. Thisis acnsns of hfe that calls for col
lective, informed r <
scientificconservationand recycling,and theadoption of
technologystill offera potentstrategy. Resultswill hinge,
asalways, on how well thisbankruptcy isunderstood and
how proactive theapproaches can get.

Thecrisisis
headingtoa
pointofno
return,
already

impacting
half of the
world's

population

diftheseri fitsc
: Aot

APROMISE AUDITED

‘Skilled’ Indiaisfailing
the employmenttest

Flawed priorities have
led topoor PMKVY
outcomes. Skilling must
be demand-driven and
tied to jobs

SANTOSH MEHROTRA AND
HARSHIL SHARMA

he Comptrollerand Auditor Gen-

eral (CAG)’s 2025 Performance

Audithasunderlined the failures
in the Pradhan Mantri Kaushal Vikas
Yojana (PMKVY). Its verdict is sober-
ing: years of skill programmes have
produced mountains of certificates
butfewemployedyouth. From2015-22,
three phases of PMKVY were run with
acombined outlayof~Rs 14,450 crore,
yetonlyaboutl.lcroreofthe .32 crore
targeted trainees got certified. Only
those certified undershort-term train-
ingandspecial projects (56.14 lakh can-
didates) were tracked foremployment
outcomes, of whom just 41% (23.18
lakh) secured placements. Indeed,
official data show PMKVY claimed a
54% placement rate, but independent
analysis pegs the figure at barely 22%.
In short, despite high annual budgets,
alarge share of India’s “skilled” work-
force remmns unemployed or underv

loyed, or at best, when

theyarein the unorganised sector. But
that is what the poorly educated and
school dropouts have done in any case
for decades.

The focus of Skill India schemes has
beenonchurningout certificates, often
fromveryshortcourses, rather thanon
reallearning. PLFS datashows courses
longerthan two years shrank from 29%
(2017-18) to ~14% by 2023-24, while
sub-six-month courses rose from 22%
to 44%. Recognition of prior learning
certifications among current workers
soared from 1.45% of the labour force
mZO]?lol] 6%by2023 an\nﬂauonof

maskstr g.
The result is stark: formally cernﬁed

it was not among the top-demand sec-
tors. PLFS data shows that apparel,
a labour-intensive sector that should
have been creating jobs, saw a fall in
employment in the first six years of
thisgovernment. Similarly, at thestate
level, >50% of projected gaps were in
five large states (Maharashtra, Tamil
Nadu, AndhraPradesh, Uttar Pradesh,
and West Bengal), but these saw under
35% of fresh training. In contrast,
Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, and Har-
yana - with relatively lower projected
need - accounted for 22% of PMKVY
trainees. In plain terms, training was
lopsided: e.g. Maharashtra had~13.2%
of skill gap but only ~5.8% of trainees,
while Uttar Pradesh had 8.9% of need
but14.8% of trainees.

ttt

PMKVY 4.0 (2022-26) was launched
with reforms aimed at data and ac-
countability. Candidate registration
through Aadhaar e-KYC, Skill India
Digital Hub (SIDH) and student guid-
ance through Al were additions. Re-
wardshaveshifted from cash toin-kind
(kitsand training material),and inabig
change, placement is no longer a paid
performance metric,

These are welcome steps. Yet CAG
notes they are not fully impl

cial. Other countries operate sectoral
training funds or payroll levies that
bind firms into the system. More than
40 countries already use such levies
to finance vocational training. Brazil’s
industries impose a 1% payroll tax to
fund apprenticeships, and South Af-
rica’s “equity training fund” channels
corporate levies toupskill marginalised
groups. India should explore a similar
model:anational skill fund partly rai:
from firms, notonly public coffers. This
would incentivise companies to invest
in training and provide a much larg-
er and steadier resource base. Public
and private sector investment in skills
should be complementary - the State
building capacity and standards, but
firms sharing the cost and owning the
content.

The CAG observed thatapprentices
remain a tiny fraction of the 570-mil-
lion workforce - only half a million
formally — and rightly points out that
on-the-job training must grow. We have
pointed out that a “collective skill for-
mation” system where firms, colleges,
and Iahour agencies collaborate with

SPEAKOUT

I have neveragreed with

anywrongcomment

against Rahul (Gandhi). He

isasincere leader.

Shashi Tharoor, Congress MP

All things are subject to interpretation.
Whichever interpretation prevails at a given
time is a function of power and not truth.

Friedrich Nietzsche

TOBEPRECISE

[Economic Survey calls for re-examination of RTT Act

60D FORBID SHOULD

A JOBLESS YOUTH ASK
WHAT HE'S BEEN DOING
SLEEPING BARELY
FOUR HOURS A DAY 4

clear forms purely
purely laissez-faire models. The audu
itself implies this: it flags that national
and state skill missions failed to mo-
bilise industry demand meaningfully.
Strengthening Sector Skill Councils
with real employer power (and ac-
countability) so curricula match real
jobs could bea priority. For this to suc-
ceed, the financial involvement of the
private sector is necessary.

Finally, skill initiatives must link tight-
ly to jobs. CAG and past studies note
the absence of effective labour-market
information systems or job-matching.
Training without guaranteed place-
ment is wasteful. The Skill India portal
could integrate with high-quality job
exchanges. Learning from private job
platforms and overcoming India’s digi-
taldivide,a unified ‘Rozgar Bazaar'link-

Asof October 2024, key IT validations
still lagged, and in PMKVY 4.0, audits
already found underage orunqualified

workers face a 17% rate of
ment, versus just 4% rate among the
informally trained (the latter likely

tr mmug,n [Ia:mng[he
cas} dhadatleas! p

er demand to the lrammg; removing
1 — " idris

working withoutcr Inother
words, certificates are not translated
into employability.

The CAG audit highlights acute
misalignment between where India
needs skills and where PMKVY trains
people. National Skill Development
plans (2015-22) projected over 60%
of new skill demand in construction,
logistics, hospitality, etc., yet PMKVY’s

Afastlane for
theentitled

he Karnataka legislature has, once again, demon-
Tsn"ated an ability to elevate a personal inconven-

ience into a matter of grave public importance.
While potholes claim lives, public transport crumbles,
and classrooms leak, the House found time to passion-
atelydebate the trauma of elected representatives being
stopped at toll plazas. The trigger came from Congress
legislator S N Subbareddy, who complained that MLAs
and MLCs were being “harassed” at toll plazas despite
being legally exempt from paying toll charges. The
exemptionitselfis notin dispute. Rule 11 of the National
Highways Fee (Determination of Rates and Collection)
Rules, 2008, grants state legislators toll-free passage
within their own states upon production of a valid iden-
tity card. But the leaders would like to believe that this
statutory complianceis an act of malice.

Legislators are entitled to ‘exempted Fastags’, which
are recognised by toll plaza readers, allowing vehicles
to pass seamlessly without any fee being charged. If the
Fastag is inactive or the toll staff suspect that the elected
representative is not travelling in

top-trained sectors were electronics,
apparel, retail, logistics and beaury/

further complacency. Inshort, PMKVY
4.0's e-KYC and SIDH improvements
are positive but not.

cal eatly
improveoutcomes. Crucially, skill policy
hould explicitly converge witk I
ment policy, matching trades taught to
local demand.

We need a genuine shift towards
quality, demand-orientation, and
shared responsibility. That means
involving the private sector fully in
design and finance, building true ap-

hips, and bridging skills and

Engaging industry on jobs

Beyond these tweaks, the skill mission
needsdeeperreform. Training must be
demand-driven and genuinely indus-
try-led, not just government-mandat-
ed. We have long argued, and the CAG
data T einforce this conclusion that real
in curriculum,

wellness. Apparel alone
for 28.4% of all certifications, though

ﬁnancmg, and credentialing is cru-

)ubs through technologyand outreach.
Arobustpublic-private skill ecosystem
with joint training funds, rigorous cur-
riculum standards, and vibrant job
linkages is the way forward. India’s
demographic dividend depends onit.
(Santosh is a research fellow at the
1ZA Institute of Labour Economics,

INPERSPECTIVE

Mobility budgets
need anequitypush

Congestion in cities
like Bengaluru can
be traced to askewed
budgeting focuson
vehicular movement

NITHYA RAMESH AND
VENKATAKRISHNAN ASURI

obility in India’s larg-
estcities continues to
worsen, with urban

sprawl, poor quality of roads,
insufficient public transport,
and an unchecked increase
in private vehicle ownership
resulting in increased travel
times, productivity drops, and
reduced air quality. Nowhere
is this connection between
broken roads and declining
quality of life more evident
thanin Bengaluru.

Over 2,000 vehicles are
added to Bengaluru’s roads
every day, makmg it the city

Bonn; Harshil is a labour
Views expressed are personal)

RIGHT IN THEMIDDLE

Walks classified, ataxman’sway

Old habits lingeras an
eveningwalk turnsintoa
study of human variety

NAJIB SHAH

community—an oasis, which seems

a million miles away from the cra-
tered roads and the traffic ‘hogilla’
reality outside, It is a relatively small
community -a rough census (no caste
or sub-caste details, please) would
suggest thatthe number, including the
four-legged furry pets, would be in the
region of 400. Whileall the four-legged

Ilive most fortunately in a gated

thevehicle, they canaskfor theiden-
tification card issued by the state
legislature. These checks are not
harassment; they are a response
to rampant abuse of exemptions
by family members, personal staff,
and political freeloaders. For those
accustomed tounchecked privilege,
accountability feels like an insult.
This exposes a deeper malaise —an
entrenched VIP racism that treats
ordinary citizens as obstacles and
equality asan affront. One wonders
whya farsimplersolutionneversur-
faced in the House. Why not use a

checksisa
disturhing
pointertoan
entrenched
VIP culture

Karnataka
legislators’
outrage over
toll plaza

variety do go for a walk, many of the
other community members also ven-
ture out for a walk; to see them walk is
mostinteresting. And lam not talking
of the speed.

Some walk looking seriously at the
ground beneath their feet, deeply ex-
amining theirtoes or footwear or the as-
phalt. Not for them the upward glance

at what lies ahead or above. Another
lot looks at the distant horizon. Their
eyes clouded, almost avoiding any eye
contact. The third lot look around for
familiar faces, and depending on the
time of the day and their disposition at
that point in time, smile. You can meet
the same person on another day, and
they would walk past you with nary a
glance. The fourth are the type who
wish to say hello and smile but are un-
certainabout the response. So, they do
smile nevertheless and hope that they
will getaresponse.

The fifth, increasingly becoming
common, isthe typewhokeepslooking
atthe phone orwith headphoneslisten-
ingtoa podcast. They have no time for
what is in front of them, beside them
or above them. Their mind does not
register that they are walking, which
isincidental to the activity of seeing or
listening. And then thereare couples—
men invariably seem in a hurry, while

tothenumber of years of marriage.
And then we have children. Loud
chatter with even louder guffaws of
laughter piercesthelate evening, which
is when they set out. Full of youthful
exuberance, they are not even walking
~theyarefloating inair. And then there
are theamblers who walk for the com-
panionship, not for exercise -- groups
of ladies and gentlemen discussing
everything from recipes to the polmca
of the nation, state and ¢

with private car
ownership. Bengaluru has823
vehicles per kilometre of road
~a density that has lysed

notable exception (thestate in-
sted Rs 3,000 crore to rede-
velop 285kmofurbanroadsin
17 municipal corporationswith
a focus on walkability). At the
citylevel, the patternof dispro-
portionatespending continues.
An analysis of Mumbai, Ben-
galuru, Chennai, Delhi,and Hy-
dembad in2025showsthaton
average, 11.8% of city budgets
areallocated formobilityinfra-
structure. Of theentire budget,
only 2.98% is earmarked for
pedestrian needs and holis-
tic redevelopment of urban
roads, with the rest allotted
to auto-centric projects. Ben-
galuru allocated a mere 1.25%
for its pedestrian infrastruc-
ture; the share was 6.96% for
Mumbai, 3.68% for Chennai,
and 2.95% for Hyderabad.

An evenspread
Solutions must begin with eq-
uitable budgets thatdistribute
resources across pedestrian,
transit, and vehicular infra-
structure. Mobility funding
should reflect actual usage
patterns, not favour vchlc]e
alone, T

movement. A Bengaluru citi-

zen spends the equivalent of 3

daysand 23hoursinrush hour
. Iy, Thi )

in pedestrian infrastructure
moves people faster and im-
proves connectivity to public

to an estimated annual loss of
Rs 20,000 crore. Road safety,
t00,isagrave concernwiththe
occurrence of one pedestrian
death every30 hours.

The solution is straightfor-
wardand provenglobally, Cities
cannot be designed for private
vehicles; vehicular congestion
cannot be solved by building
more roads. Instead, cities
must prioritise moving people

transport, jobs,

One approach to propor-
tionate allocation: for every
rupee invested in auto-centric
infrastructure, cities could al-
locate the same to pedestrian
facilities and public transpor-
tation. In the 2024 budget,
Bengaluruallocated Rs 12,000
crore for the construction
of 17 signal-free corridors
and Rs 17,698 crore for a
16.7-km tunnel project. Even
if luru matched the

gl
bust publictransit-acombina-
tionof buses, trains,

tunnel project’s budge: wnh
equal i in fe

Andinallthesevarietiesthere arethosc
whodragtheirfeet, apparently keen to
promote thesalesof footwear by rapid-
lytearing the soles of their footwear.
Talking of varieties, and since [am a
(very) retired taxman whocannot resist
classification - how else do you tax? -1
havealso done an exercise of classifica-
tion of walks. Thatisastory foranother
time. ButI can tellyoumyexperience—1
read that walking backwards is good. I
diditonce. A seniorcitizen saw me with
reat andati

uggle to keep pace. My theo-
ryisthat thedistance between the male
and the female is directly proportional

thy. I immediately turned around and
havenot turned back since!

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
Missing: Equity in higher education

regular Fastagand pay likeeveryone
else? Thegovernmentcouldeasily reimburse the charges
orissueannual passes. Evenwithastandard Fastag, atoll
p]azalscrmsed in meremnds Bun[appears democra-
cyc siege hasto pause fora
fewseconds behind ordmary motorists.

Predictably, the outrage was palpable across party
lines. Opposition leader R Ashoka took the argument
further, lamenting the absence of permanently open
“VIP lanes” and suggesting that legislators should not
be made to wait in line. Speaker U T Khader directed
officerstoengage with the National Highways Authority
of India (NHAI) to address the technical issues. When
the NHAI recently reiterated these exemptions, neti-
zens reacted with outrage, questioning why politicians
should be treated like kings. But somewhere along the
way, legislators seem to have forgottenabasictruth: they
are servants of the people, not royalty of a bygone era to
demand a fast lane through public life.

The Supreme Court 'S declslon tostay the UGC’s 202(7
te-based dit

(hat gofar beyond legal rechmcalmes thle the Court’s
concern about vague definitions and the potential for social ~ both
division deserves attention, the broader reality of discrim-
ination within higher educational institutions cannot be
brushed aside. At the same time, the Court is right to insist
on precision. Regulations that are unclear invite misuse

Corruptsystem

Apropos ‘Contractors warn of state-

wide stir if Rs 37K cr dues not cleared

(Jan 30), when Congress was in op-

in Karnataka, it aggresswe]y
1 delayed

A

and erode credibility. What is required is not abandon-
ment, but careful redrafting of definitions that are inclu-
sive, mechanisms that are fair, and safeguards that prevent
ion and excess. A c

ciety cannot be

Beyond political irony, the episode
exposes a deeper systemic failure.
Delayed payments and an entrenched
commission culture encourage
cost-cutting, compromised workman-
ship, and prolonged execution.

N Reddy, Bengaluru

contractors and alleged commnssmn
demands under the BJP government,
acampaign thatsignificantly con-
tributed to the BJP's defeat. Today,
the Karnataka State Contractors
Association levels identical charges
against the Congress government.

Strategic deal with EU
The India-EU trade agreement
marks a pragmatic shiftin strategy
amidst global disruptions (‘A deal to
deepen trade as strategy, Jan 29). It

achieved by denying caste, but by addressing it honestly.
The stay should become an opportunity to strengthen, not
stall, the pursuit of equity in higher education.

Sruti Bera, Bengaluru

wisely moves beyond stalled talks with
the US, instead forging a vast econom-
ic bloc to bolster mutual resilience.
The selective concessions, protecting
India’s sensitive sectors while opening
others, reflect a balanced negotiation.
This deal is more than commerce; itis
ageopolitical statement.

K Chidanand Kumar, Bengaluru

Our readers are welcome to email letters to:
letters@deccanherald.co.in (only letters
itten - will

Tokyo and New York City havc
demonstrated thatinvestingin

and modern buses, theimpact
would be transformative. At

pubhcmm itand ve-

Rs 3 crore

d,rather d-

lecs]

per km fora
J h,Rs8, AQcmr‘e

ly T
delivers better outcomes for
citizens and economies.

Yet, Indian cities contin-
ue to invest primarily in au-
to-centric infrastructure: fly-
overs, signal-free corridors,
and ring roads. The problem
is not a lack of solutions, but
a failure of budget priorities.
An equitable budget would
enable balanced distribution
of resources to address urban
mobility holistically.

The first step is to shift
the deniable political

would yield around 2,950 km
of walkable paths, covering
20% of the city. Allocating the
sameamounttowards modern
air-conditioned electric buses,
priced at Rs 2 crore per bus,
would allow the procurement
of around 4,500 new bus-
es. Bengaluru currently has
6,500 buses operational. This
approachwould move farmore
people, far faster.
Thesebudgetaryallocations
need to be supported with
1 desi d

and administrative focus on
solving for vehicular move-
ment alone, evident from
budgetary allocations at the
union, state, and city levels.
At the union level, there has
been inequitable spending on
highways vs urban roads. An
estimated Rs 7.9 lakh crore
has been spent between 2014
and 2023 to build 23,268 km
of highways, and Rs 3.96 lakh
crore since 2000 to build 8.35
lakh km of rural roads. This
has reduced vehicular travel
time between cities by up to
50%, and between rural areas
and the nearest urban centres
by 25-35%. There has been no
similar investment in urban
roads.

States, too, do not allocate

fficient budgets for urban

emailed - nat
All letters must carry the sender’s postal
address and phone number.

roads and pedestrian infra-
structure - Uttar Pradeshis a

y

ards-suchas TenderS.UR.E.,
IRC 86, and 103 - that focus
on pedestrian priority, urban
designers in engineering de-
partments to implement the
guidelines, and procurement
reforms for quality construc-
tionand road maintenance.

With planning for the 2026-
27 budget underway, the new-
ly-formed Greater Bengaluru
Authority can pioneer an ap-
proach where budgets reflect
how citizens actually move,
with substantial allocations for
pedestrianinfrastructure, pub-
lictransit,and completestreets.
ForBengaluru's residents, this
decision couldshapethequality
oflife for decades to come,

(Nithyais Director—
Planningand Design, Jana
Urban Space Foundation;
Venkatakrishnanis a student
at ITT Madras)



LOKMAT Tl\ IES

Digital prudence

Digital addiction is insidiously colonising Indian
children, threatening their holistic development.

the Economic Survey 202526 delivers a sobering
I indictment. Digital addiction is insidiously coloniz-
ing Indian children, threatening their holistic devel-
opment. Amid 900 million smartphone users, which
includes over 250 million under 18, National Sample
Survey Organisation (NSSO) findings reveal 62 per cent of
children aged 8-17 spend 4-6 hours daily glued to screens.
This shows a 28 per cent surge since 2022. This relentless
exposure correlates with shattered attention spans which
is down to 47 seconds, as per Microsoft metrics, chronic
sleep loss affecting 72 per cent of teens, and a staggering 38
per cent rise in adolescent mental health issues like anx-
iety and depression Online gaming disorders now plague
17 per cent of urban youth as TikTok Reels, Instagram
Stories, and battles exploit dopamine loops, sidelining aca-
demics, physical activity, and face-to-face interactions. The
Survey prescribes prudence as the antidote and calls for
structured screen budgets, vigilant parental modelling,
and nationwide digital literacy drives to foster resilient
minds.

This epidemic resonates globally, spurring decisive
interventions. Australia’s trailblazing legislation, enforced
from January 2026, outright bans social media for under-
16s across platforms like Meta, ByteDance, and Snapchat.
Backed by AUD 50 million fines, it deploys advanced age-
verification tools such as Yoti's facial scans and govern-
ment ID cross-checks, with early pilots showing 85 per cent
compliance in urban trials. Domestically, Karnataka's
ambitious January 2026 pilot arms 5,000 government
schools with mandatory app blockers, Al monitors, and
10,000 fines for non-compliant parents. Goa’s path-break-
ing bill, passed in December 2025, extends this to all under-
16s statewide, imposing steeper 50,000 penalties, school-
level audits, and helplines for violations.

Yet, the devil resides in implementation, a minefield of
practical and ethical quagmires. Australia’s rollout stum-
bles with 22 per cent evasion via VPNs, parental proxies,
and fake accounts, compounded by privacy uproars over
biometric data retention. India’s terrain is thornier with
68 per cent of rural schools lacking reliable internet. It
calls for tackling overworked teachers untrained in tech
oversight, and multi-device households complicating
enforcement. Karnataka’s scheme already logs 32 per cent
circumvention through secondary SIMs while Goa faces
acute urban-rural chasms, with tribal areas underserved.
Heavy-handed bans lead to rebellion as youth-driven dark
web forums, underground apps, or even emulation of
China’s stifling Great Firewall, stifle free expression.
Prudence goes beyond prohibition to a layered ecosystem.
Roll out Aadhaar-verified age gates nationwide, subsidized
via CSR mandates for affordability Infuse CBSE and state
curricula with compulsory modules like “unplugged
Fridays,” peer-led cyber-safety sessions, and gamified well-
ness apps. Amend IT Rules 2021 to compel platforms for
“addiction audits,” daily scroll caps akin to Europe's
Digital Services Act, and transparent algorithms.

Regressive theocracy

Parliamentarian Fazlur Rehman ignites a
firestorm in Pakistan National Assembly

n a stark exhibition that underscores Pakistan's deep-

ening entanglement with regressive theocracy, Jamiat

Ulema-e-Islam (JUIL-F) chief Maulana Fazlur Rehman
has ignited a firestorm in the National Assembly over the
proposed Prevention of Child Marriage Act. Rehman’s
strident opposition, terming the legislation as an assault
on Islamic tenets, reveals not just personal bigotry but
the iron grip of Sharia proponents on the nation’s legis-
lative essence. By whipping up a controversy with fiery
speeches and threats of street protests, he exemplifies
how religious hardliners continue to rule the roost,
thwarting modern reforms and consigning Pakistani
women and children to medieval obscurity.

The bill, tabled to uniformly raise the marriage age to
18 for both genders, targets a blight that devastates lives.
Over 18,000 girls under-18 are married annually, accord-
ing to UNICEF estimates, often in rural strongholds like
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa where JUI-F holds sway. Child
marriage entrenches poverty, spikes maternal mortality,
as girls under-15 are five times more likely to die in child-
birth. It further perpetuates illiteracy, with married
minors dropping out of school en masse. Yet Rehman,
flanked by his clerical allies, thundered that it defies
Sharia, peddling the toxic notion that puberty equates to
consent. His choreographed walkout and rallying cry of
“jihad against Western-imposed laws"” weren't isolated
theatrics; they mirror a systemic blockade.

This dominance stems from Pakistan’s constitutional
bias, skewed as it is toward theocracy since Zia-ul-Haq's
1979 Islamisation drive. The Council of Islamic Ideology
(CII), a powerful body of ulema, routinely issues fatwas
torpedoing reforms while declaring or rejecting DNA
evidence in rape cases as un-Sharia. Political expediency
amplifies this. For instance, Imran Khan's Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) government infamously diluted
anti-rape laws ostensibly under clerical pressure, while
Shehbaz Sharif’s coalition now buckles down to JUL-F to
secure votes. Blasphemy laws, ized 1,500 times
since 1987 breed mob justice, as seen in the 2023
Jaranwala church burnings. Madrasa networks, number-
ing over 30,000, indoctrinate youth, fuelling Taliban
resurgence and cross-border terror. Rehman's resur-
gence-bolstered by his party’s 2024 election gains-signals
Shariat’s electoral clout. In Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and
Balochistan, JUI-F governs, enforcing gender segrega-
tion. Until Shariat's Mullahs are dethroned, Rehman’s
triumphs will echo the screams of child brides, sentenc-
ing a nation to perpetual darkness.

Linore on www.epaper.lokmat.com/lokmattimes

Chhatrapali Sambhajinagar. Saturday, 31.01.2026

OPINION

‘Sanghosti’ & ‘Paraakaastha’ for research

Indigenous philosophical frameworks need to be assessed and adopted for innovation in India

Dr S S Mantha

oday, the education space

too, needs to be disrupted

like every other. Hundreds

of PhD’s and thousands of
research publications are being
produced in the country without a
converging theme, and acceptable
quality. Shouldn't applied research
focus on productization rather than
mere thrust on publishing papers?
Indian products would not only aid
creating new markets, but also
create new employment opportuni-
ties. Can the disruption however,
this time, look at what the ancient
wisdom tells us?

Two Hindu philosophical con-
structs, ‘Sanghosti’ and
‘Paraakaa ha’ offer profound con-
ceptual foundations. While sang-
hosti underscores the power of col-
lective dialogue and shared wis-
dom, paraakaa ha inspires the
relentless pursuit of excellence and
transformative impact. Together,
they provide a culturally resonant,
ethically grounded, and strategi-
cally robust framework for national

Research and Development
(R&D) is extremely important to
national  progress, economic
growth, technological advance-
ment, and societal well-being. Most
of the contemporary discussions
on R&D rely on Western models of
innovation systems and knowledge
economies. Should we not assess
and adopt our indigenous philo-
sophical frameworks? They too
offer equally profound insights.
Both ‘sanghosti’ and ‘paraa-
kaashta’ provide culturally rooted
and ethically grounded ideas
through which our R&D ecosys-
tems can be conceptualized,
strengthened, and sustained. Both
emphasize collective wisdom, dia-
logue, excellence, and the pursuit
of the highest potential, values that
are deeply relevant to modern
research environments.

Sanghosti, refers to a collective
assembly; dialogue, or deliberative
gathering aimed at shared under-
standing and decision- makmg In
ancient India, is' were

in areas such as artificial intelli-
gence, biotechnology, and defense
where technological
capability must be balanced with
social responsibility and human
values.

The integration of sanghosti
and paraakaa ha creates a bal-
anced R&D paradigm, one that har-
monizes collaboration with excel-

lence. Sanghosti ensures that
research efforts are inclusive,
context-sensitive, and socially

embedded, while paraakaa ha
ensures that these efforts aim for
the highest standards of quality
and impact. Together, they counter
two common pitfalls in our
national R&D systems:
Fragmentation and mediocrity.
Fr ion arises when institu-

Doctoral training, for instance, can be
ethical reflection, and high-impact research outcomes.

Several modern R&D challenges,
such as climate change, public
health crises, energy security, and
digital transformation are complex
and interconnected, requiring col-
lective intelligence rather than iso-
lated efforts.

That said, many of the universi-
ties, professional colleges, unfortu-
nately, do not have the environment
that motivates the faculty to do
research, leave alone sanghosti.
Unless the quality of research and
knowledge created is of a high
order, a paper cannot be published
in a top-ranking journal that is
cited upon by others. To write such
a paper, faculty members con-
stantly have to update themselves
by reading, participate in discus-
sions, experience and experiment
with innovations, in inter and
multi-disciplinary areas and create
consultancy linkages with the
industry. Research is a philosophy
and is as sacred as religion.
Sanghosti is the catalyst to drive it.
Of course, enormous funding is
required, much more than the 0.7
per cent of GDP that is currently
spent. Facilities must be created
and a research ambience provided,
so that the teachers are motivated
enough to spend time in the labo-
ratories.

A sanghosti based approach pro-
motes collaboration among univer-
sities, research institutions, indus-
tries, government bodies, and local

forums where scholars, sages, and
thinkers engaged in intellectual
debate, knowledge exchange, and
problem-solving. In the context of
national R&D, sanghosti symbol-
izes collaborative research culture,
interdisciplinary engagement, and
inclusive knowledge creation.

ies, fostering an ecosys-
tem where diverse perspectives
converge to generate innovative
solutions.

In our R&D framework, sang-
hosti can manifest through institu-
tional mechanisms such as
research consortia, innovation
clusters, policy dialogues, and pub-

to

lic-private partnerships. They all
encourage open communication,
mutual learning, and co-creation
of knowledge. Just as ancient
‘sanghostis’  valued respectful
debate and intellectual humility,
modern research environments
benefit from openness to critique,
replication, and refinement. This
approach not only accelerates inno-
vation but also enhances research
integrity and societal relevance. By
embedding sanghosti into R&D pol-
icy and practice, we cultivate a par-
ticipatory research culture that
democratizes knowledge and aligns
scientific pursuits with societal
needs.

Paraakaa ha, denotes the high-
est point, ultimate excellence, or
the culmination of effort. It repre-
sents an aspirational ideal, push-
ing boundaries to achieve the best
possible outcome. In R&D, this con-
struct aligns with the pursuit of
scientific excellence, breakthrough
innovations, and global leadership
in knowledge creation. We must
commit to paraakaa ha in our R&D
that leads to transformative discov-
eries that redefine industries and
improve human life and not settle
for incremental progress alone as
happens with the western models.

Paraakaa ha in our national
R&D implies sustained investment
in advanced infrastructure, human
capital, and long-term research
agendas. It emphasizes nurturing
researchers who are not only tech-
nically competent but also driven
by curiosity, discipline, and ethical
responsibility. Excellence is insep-
arable from ‘dharma’ or righteous
conduct, suggesting that the pur-
suit of paraakaa ha in R&D must
be guided by ethical considera-
tions. This is particularly relevant

tions work in silos without mean-
ingful interaction, whereas medio-
crity results from lack of ambition
or underinvestment. The combined
application of both constructs
fosters cohesive, ambitious, and
purpose-driven research ecosys-
tems.

From a policy perspective, the
universities, research establish-
ments and the government can
operationalize these constructs by
encouraging interdisciplinary
funding programs, national
research missions, and platforms
for continuous dialogue between
scientists and  policymakers.
Education imparted in the univer-
sities must play a critical role by
inculcating values of collaborative
inquiry ie, sanghosti and excel-
lence-oriented learning ie,
paraakaa ha from an early stage.
Doctoral training, for instance, can
be redesigned to emphasize team-
work, ethical reflection, and high-
impact research outcomes.

Furthermore, sanghosti extends
beyond elite institutions to include
Bharatiya knowledge systems and
grassroots innovation. By recogniz-
ing farmers, artisans. and local
innovators as contributors to
national R&D, we can enrich our
knowledge base and ensure inclu-
sive development. Paraakaa ha, in
this context. is not merely techno-
logical superiority but the achieve-
ment of sustainable and equitable
progress. By integrating these
timeless principles into modern
innovation systems, we can build
research ecosystems that are not
only globally competitive but also
socially meaningful and morally
anchored.

The author is former chairman,
ICTE and chancellor;

RBU, Nagpur:

Views expressed are personal.

Lets take Glta Gopmath seriously

Abhilash Khandekar
POLITICS & BEYOND

he World Economic Forum

(WEF) at Davos was not

expected to ruffle the

feathers of Indian politi-
cians. They were making merry
there, besides attracting large
investments into India. They have
succeeded in that endeavour, as we
were told.

Some were there with families
and must have enjoyed the beauty
of the world-famous Alps region
while doing expensive shopping
for which Switzerland is globally
known. It’s a gorgeous little coun-
try that welcomes lakhs of tour-
ists each year.

So, little indulgence in extrava-
gance here and there, with per-
sonal and public money, on such
official jaunts, can be condoned.

In any case, the submissive,
hapless and timid lot of the Indian
voter won’t mind much. The voters
are also large-hearted; they don't
not mind deaths through water
pipelines, minister’s arrogant
behaviour on camera, refusal for
resignations, their changing of
parties overnight; consistent fall
of rupee, or Pahalgam attack. So
why would they object to those
enjoying themselves in Davos?

But little did they realize that
there was one Gita Gopinath, a
scholarly financial brain, who
knew India inside out. She
appeared as a friend of India, hav-
ing had origins in this great coun-
try. Those in Davos also did not
probably know she was contacted
by a TV journalist to talk about
India’s potential in future as

e

global business power. On a TV
interview, seated next to a top
industrialist and a smart Indian
minister, she suddenly sounded
patriotic. Of course, she was very
serious during the entire inter-
view and gave balanced, calcu-
lated responses when the green-
horn lady anchor from Delhi asked
the experienced panel different
questions.

That the Indian-American econ-
omist, having studied at presti-
gious Princeton University, had
served as the chief economist at
the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), added to her stature and
significance to her remarks. In her
mid-50s, Dr Gopinath is a great
speaker—confident and erudite.
She knows her subject well. Or
else, after her great stint at the
global financial institution IMF,
she would not have got a teaching
job at the Harvard University of
America. Luckily, there is not UGC
type system in the US.

Some people back home make
mockery of the world-famous, 390-
year-old university is worth ‘par-
donable’.

But how did the young brilliant
woman of fame ruffle the feathers
of Indian politicians?

Actually, she made a small mis-
take. She mixed business with pol-
lution and inadvertently hit where
it hurts the most!

To a question from anchor Kalli
Purie, Gita Gopinath, gently men-
tioned that Indian economic devel-
opment was fraught with a big
risk of pollution, but it is more
serious a situation than the
American tariffs. “Indians should
worry more about that’, she stated.

That qualified statement from a
global expert who is non-aligned to
any Indian political outfit in India,
spoilt the Davos party suddenly.

Of course, we have our own Dr
Sunita Narain, the environmental-
ist who spent almost her full adult
life fighting pollution and alerting
governments about environmental
damages. Some governments
heard her; others chose to ignore.
Her powerful voice got weakened
over the past decade, though her
crusade continues.

But Gopinath speaking about
Indian pollution? That was the

least expected ‘investment propos-
al’ from Davos. No state had inked
a deal with her; it sounded like an
atom bomb.

Did she say anything wrong?
Leave Delhi for a moment, almost,
all Indian cities are facing bad air
quality crisis for decades which is
going from bad to worse. Entire
north India is reeling under it
with Government appearing clue-
less.

1 went to Kolkata last week and
saw no difference there; Bhopal,
once a green capital, can see dust-
layered trees which barely be able
to breathe. The 2.5 PM is being
inhaled by all and sundry. Indore,
the cleanest city is full of dust.

People are not dying of contam-
inated water alone, pollution is
silently killing them, a fact that
Gopinath spelt out in a dignified
manner.

Year after year, global lists indi-
cate to grave pollution of India but
there are no concrete actions from
Government which appeared to be
caught on the wrong foot when the
globally acclaimed economist
pointed to the problem with good
intention. But some stupid
‘Bhakts’ began trolling her on the
social media. They accused her of
changing the topic, which she did
not actually.

Its time India took the economic
expert much more seriously to
save thousands of lives that perish
each year. Tourists have stopped
coming to parts of India gradually,
one hears.

Indians, especially the elderly
ones and those engaged in unor-
ganized sector, are the most vul-
nerable. Government must care
for them.

The author is a senior journalist.
Views expressed are personal.
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Courage behind India’s budget

Economic Survey calls us to choose maturity over convenience. If we
respond with courage, India will help shape the next stable world order
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Either you run the day or the day runs you
Jim Rohn

-

SC sees through the
rhetoric and reality
on stray dogs

he Supreme Court came down heavily on State govern-
ments over poor compliance with directives on stray dogs.
The court flagged inadequate sterilisation, shelters and
fencing. “They (States) are building castles in the air”, and
are engaged in “storytelling”, were some of the pointed re-
marks of the bench. Interestingly, the court also noted that tourism is
being impacted by the presence of stray dogs on beaches in Goa.

While the observations were applicable broadly to States which
have failed on this count, Goa finds itself in that pool because there
has been a miserable failure in policy execution. Efforts to control the
growing dog population are falling woefully short. Plans of installing
dog shelters, initiating sterilisation programmes and the Education
Department’s circular mandating fencing of school premises have
been largely on paper. Stray dogs continue to rule the nooks and cor-
ners, roads and public spaces, including hospitals and beaches.

Goa has reason to be worried because statistics depict a grim pic-
ture. Data shows that the 11,899 dog bite cases in 2023 shot up to
19,000-plus in 2025, aggregating to over 60 per cent increase in three
years. The Animal Birth Control Programme, which is supposed to
be the primary plan of sustainable stray dog management, appears
to have lost steam. Data also reveals that several municipalities had
conducted no sterilisation camps despite funds being sanctioned.

This is a poor reflection of neglect and in-

The Supreme Court’s sensitivity to the issue at hand.

critical comments It is sad that the Supreme Court had to
reﬂecla_ deep raise an alarm and pointedly say that the
fﬂlm?"o" be“”ee,“ stray dog issue is hurting Goa’s tourism.
P":’m'se-f’ al:%mmy’ For a State that is considering tourism as
mnszsirllsg whether its “bread-and-butter” sector, this should
the political class is have been an introspection by default and
genuinely interestedin 2 1OP priority, especially when the dis-
this issue because the course is repeatedly veering around qual-

stray dogs issue doesn’t ity and high-spending foreign tourists. No
yield political mileage foreigner would like to be chased by dogs
or bitten while on a stroll on the beach.
And a responsible Tourism Department
should be serious in tackling the root of the problem, rather than try-
ing desperately to contain the damage.

There is no denying that Goa has taken baby steps in the forma-
tion of a task force, signing of MoUs for new shelters, and circulars to
fence school premises, but the urgency in fixing the issue at hand is
not visible. Goa is staring at an estimated 56,000-plus stray dog pop-
ulation, and it’s growing bigger every passing year. There are no gov-
emment-run dog shelters in the State at this point, nor is the sterilisa-
tion programme consistent.

The political and administrative reluctance to act decisively is
evident and which is why we see dogs at the GMC campus, at dis-
trict hospitals and even at the South Goa Collectorate. The Supreme
Court’s critical comments reflect a deep frustration between promises
and reality, and one is left wondering whether the political class is
genuinely interested in this issue because the stray dogs issue doesn’t
yield political mileage.

It is plausible that policymakers are paying lip service to the issue.
Stray dog management cannot be a five-year plan, because there are
consequences. The State must fast-track plans for setting up shelters
and continue sterilisation programmes round the year. The depart-
ments must move beyond rhetoric and take urgent, transparent steps
to address this crisis; failing which, public safety, animal welfare, and
the State’s reputation will continue to suffer.

Cutting trees, planting promises

am writing in response to a news article stating that over 33,000 saplings are
yet to be planted to compensate for trees cut down for road infrastructure pro-
jects over the past five years. What is the Environment Ministry doing? The
reason we have this ministry is that development needs a balanced approach:
otherwise, all regions of the country will face problems like air and water pol-
lution and an erratic climate, causing calamities like flooding and fires. Many
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>The writeris a
Chartered
Accountant

SHAILESH HARIBHAKTI

point in history. Our macroeconomic

fundamentals are among the strong-
est we have seen in decades. Growth is
resilient; inflation is tamed; infrastruc-
ture creation is accelerating; digital pub-
lic infrastructure is quietly transforming
citizen interfaces; and capital formation
is returning to the centre of policy imagi-
nation. And yet, the world around us has
become structurally fragile.

Geopolitics now shapes trade more
than economics. Capital flows respond
more to fear than to fundamentals. Tech-
nology investments are leveraged in
ways that create systemic risk. Supply
chains are being redesigned for security
rather than efficiency. The margin for er-
ror in global markets has become thin. In
such a world, the old idea that “growth
alone will protect us” is dangerously in-
adequate. What protects nations today
is institutional credibility, execution ca-
pacity, and adaptive governance.

The Economic Survey 2025-26 captures
this truth with refreshing intellectual
honesty. It recognises three overlapping
global risk regimes — managed volatility,
disorderly fragmentation, and low-prob-
ability but high-impact systemic shocks.
In all three scenarios, India remains rela-
tively better positioned than most econo-
mies but not insulated. Our real vulnera-
bility is not growth; it is our dependence
on external capital flows and the cost of
capital that follows. Which means our
real mission is not merely GDP expan-
sion; it is building strategic resilience
and strategic indispensability.

I ndia enters 2026 at a rare inflection

The Quiet Revolution

Perhaps the most powerful signal in
this year’s survey is not fiscal arithme-
tic or sectoral growth projections; it is
the philosophical shift in how the state
views itself. We are witnessing a transi-
tion from a compliance-driven adminis-
trative state to an entrepreneurial, capa-
bility-building state. Deregulation is no
longer cosmetic; inspection regimes are
being replaced with trust-based self-cer-
tification; outdated criminal provisions
are being dismantled; digital approvals
are compressing time-to-market; and
state governments are competing to re-

duce friction, not increase control. This
is governance maturity.

When administrative energy moves
away from policing to coordination,
monitoring, and problem-solving, pro-
ductivity rises invisibly but powerful-
ly. Investment accelerates not because
subsidies increase but because uncer-
tainty collapses.

Taxation Learns to
Trust Citizens

Equally transformative is the quiet
reinvention of tax administration. In-
stead of chasing compliance through
fear, the system is now nudging volun-
tary accuracy using data, behavioural
science, and transparent communica-
tion. Millions of taxpayers are self-cor-
recting. Litigation is reducing. Friction
is falling. Revenues are rising — not

e Capital expenditure and infra-
structure remain the primary growth
engine.

e Human capital investments are
strategic, not social spending.

* Fiscal discipline is a national asset
in a volatile world.

* Technology-enabled governance
will increasingly replace manual bu-
reaucracy.

This is not populism; this is long-cy-
cle nation building.

From Growth to
Indispensability

India's ambition must now evolve:
from growth to resilience; from resil-
ience to indispensability; and from
scale to system excellence. Strategic in-
dispensability means the world needs
India not merely as a market but as a
reliable manufacturing base, a trusted
digital infrastructure partner, a stable
financial ecosystem, a clean energy en-
gine, and a governance model that ac-
tually works at population scale.

This is where India’s true compar-
ative advantage lies. We have demon-
strated that democracy, scale, and digi-
tal capability can coexist. Now we must
demonstrate that execution excellence
and institutional trust can scale with
equal speed.

The Deeper Choice
Before Us
Every generation faces a defining
choice — between short-term comfort
and long-term capability; between pro-
cedural safety and adaptive courage;
between transactional governance and

The Economic Survey quietly calls
us to choose maturity over conveni-
ence. If we respond with courage, dis-
cipline, and collective intent, India will
not merely survive global volatility; it
will help shape the next stable world
order. That is the opportunity of our
time, (FP])

THE INBOX »>

2027 Census must reveal real
poverty, unemployment

The Census of India 2027 should, in fact,
collect detailed information on individu-
als, including occupation and education,
for the first time since 1931. The two-
phase, fully digital exercise—covering
house-listing (April-Sept 2026) and
population enumeration (Feb 2027)—
will also generate significant temporary
employment; however, there will be a
self-enumeration app for uploading by
the public. This is a good source. The
population enumeration phase (Febru-
ary 2027) is likely to cover key individual
attributes, including occupation, and
thisis important.

Itis leamed that the project will create
approximately 1.02 crore man-days of
work, engaging around 18,600 technical
personnel for about 550 days at local
levels. But this will be temporary employ-
ment. The Census indicates thatthe 33
questions will cover, besides occupa-
tion, amenities, demographic details,
and caste for SCs, STs, and OBCs. This
census should disclose the genuine pov-
erty and unemployment of the country to
fulfil the economic conditions of fellow
citizens.

RAJESH BANAULIKAR, Arpora

Demonetised cash refuses

to disappear

The alleged robbery of Rs 400 crore at
Chorla Ghat in Belagavi district, nearthe
Kamataka-Goa—Maharashtra border,

India’s real through coercion, but through trust.
strength lies This is what digital governance was
notiust in always meant to achieve. When com-
- pliance becomes effortless and pre-
;rw_:th,_ butin dictable, enterprise flourishes. Capital
institutional formation deepens. Formalisation ac-
mdibi[ily, celerates. Social contract strengthens.
execution Trust, once institutionalised, becomes
§ the highest-return public investment.
capacity, and
trust-based The New Compact
L Implicitly proposes a new national
'i'hgweeﬁr;?l:l::llt compact. The state must build execu-
tion capacity, not procedural fortress-
SUNeV urges es. Enterprises must pursue global
a shift from competitiveness, not negotiated shel-
mmpliance ter. Citizens must continuously reskill,
to bili remain productive, and embrace re-
cgpa IlIty' sponsible digital behaviour. Economic
callmg for long— power today is no longer merely about
term resilience, size; it is about instituti quality
iscipli multiplied by execution velocity. Na-
d'sﬁlphnﬁ tions that master this equation will
policyma "vg" shape the next global order.
and strategic X
indispensabil- Wklgal thse B";iﬁﬁt is
ltv in a volatile Behind the numbers, the budget is
1 glnbal order sending four powerful messages:
Online OPD booking at GMC could

marginalise the poor

The announcement that Goa Medical College Hospital (GMCH)
willintroduce online OPD booking from February 4. While digiti-
sation of public services is welcome, this particular move raises
serious questions about accessibility and faimess. GMCis a
public institution, funded by taxpayers’ money, and primarily
meant to serve the poor, the elderly, daily wage workers, and
people from rural and semi-urban areas. For many of these citi-
zens, owning an Android smartphone, having intemet access, or
navigating online booking apps is not a reality.

A large section of the poor basically use mobile phones only for
making calls. Expecting them to compete for limited OPD slots
through online booking is unrealistic and unfair. In practice, this
system will naturally favour the educated, the digitally savvy, and
those with better resources. The offline appointment process

for the remaining slots will reportedly continue in parallel and
can be availed through the existing queue system. But there is
ahitch. Those who can book faster online will get first prefer-
ence, while the poorwho will have to stand in the queue will be

marginalised.

The intention behind online OPD booking may be to reduce
crowding and improve efficiency. However, technology should
not be a barrier to services. One suggestion would be to have a
common numbering system for both online and offline booking
instead of the first-come, first-served basis, which will favour

online booking.

ADELMO FERNANDES, Vasco

since demonetisation, large amounts
of demonetised cash are still surfacing.
Such cash is often suspected to be
converted through political orillegal

channels.

The incident, which took place in

proposed unity mall at Chimbel to an-
other location, after a sustained protest
by local residents, is a welcome step.
Projects like this should not be pushed
through without consulting the people
living in the area, including those affect-
ed in the neighbourhood around Toyyar
lake.

Fora long time, people remained silent
as rapid urbanisation changed our
villages.

However, after formerjudge Ferdi-

no Rebello gave the call “Enough is
enough”, people have finally woken
up. Many more such agitations are like-
ly to follow in other places. The ques-
tion now is whether the government
will take this seriously or continue to be
guided by its Delhi lobby.

LUCAS D’SOUZA, Verna

Who will hold GCZMA
officials accountable?

The Goa Coastal Zone Management Au-
thority (GCZMA) is meant to protect the
coast. However, it is often in the news for
doing the opposite by giving controver-
sial approvals that are damaging the
coastline.

The authority has been pulled up many
times by the National Green Tribunal,
the High Courtand even the Supreme
Court. Despite this, a serious question
remains: why are the officials responsi-
ble not prosecuted to the fullest extent
ofthe law?

This should include heavy personal
fines and even jail terms where viola-

regions are already facing these issues. 3 A o) i
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Cautious optimism

t a time when the Indian economy is facing
global headwinds and erosion of rules-based
international order, the Economic Survey
2025-26, tabled in Parliament ahead of the
union Budget presentation, paints a picture of cautious
optimism. It highlighted the paradoxes facing the econ-
omy. While acknowledging the country’s robust and re-
silient macroeconomic fundamentals despite the global
slowdown, the Survey has raised red flags on a range of
issues that require well-calibrated policy choices and
interventions. On the positive side, India’s GDP is ex-
pected to grow in the range of 6.8% to 7.2% in the next
financial year, reinforcing its status as the world’s
fastest-growing major economy. Retail inflation has re-
mained muted, while both corporate and bank balance
sheets are healthy. The rationalisation of the GST rates
has created a sense of buoyancy. However, the Survey
report flagged about the falling currency, lack of invest-
ment appetite among the corporates, sluggish merchan-
dise exports, and drying up of foreign capital inflows.
Sustaining growth at 7% over the medium term, amid an
uncertain global environment, will be challenging. The
global economic system, reeling under geopolitical ten-
sions, trade disruptions and financial volatility, no
longer rewards macroeconomic success with currency
stability, capital inflows or strategic insulation, while
gains from new technologies

like artificial intelligence (AI) Amid global

VIEWPOINT

HYDERABAD, Saturday, January 31, 2026

6 We can
continue talking
about the US, but what
we should doinstead is
make sure European
cooperation is

are uneven and require support-
ive human capital and regula-
tory frameworks. Uncertainty
over the much-delayed India-US

slowdown and
erosion of the
rules-based

international

trade deal is set to persist, with
the Survey saying that ongoing
negotiations are “expected to
conclude during the year”.

For the time being, India is
hoping that the euphoria over its historic pact with the
European union will last long, yielding big benefits. An
overall outlook is one of cautious optimism. This reflects
the strength of domestic demand and consumption even
as external risks — from tariffs to supply-chain stress —
temper expectations. Interestingly, the Survey advocates
‘Swadeshi’ model, saying it is “inevitable and necessary”
as the global trading environment is marked by export
controls, technology denial regimes, and carbon border
mechanisms that signal the end of “naive globalisation”.
The report lamented the relative lack of willingness
among Indian corporates to invest in long-term risk miti-
gation and enhance their global competitiveness. India
needs to scale up private participation in building infra-
structure. After prioritising infrastructure spending
through direct budgetary support, central government
capital expenditure is now normalising, making a rise in
private capex essential for a sustainable investment
boost. It suggested that the Budget should continue to
support capex, aligning it with fiscal consolidation goals.
It should simultaneously create an environment that en-
courages private investment and public-private partner-
ship in infrastructure. The Survey has raked up a contro-

order, the
Survey signals
tempered hope

versy by calling for re-examining the two-decade-old
Right To Information (RTI) Act to exempt confidential

reports and draft comments from disclosures, saying that

such provisions constrain governance. This suggestion is
politically divisive, considering that the citizen-centric
| law was enacted by the UPA government.

The Survey has called
for ‘re-examination’ of
the RTIAct. Italso
suggests a possible
‘Ministerial veto' to
withhold information...

Any attempt at forging
peace is welcome
because it gives hope.
But we want this plan to
be tied to something
bigger, a clear path
thatleads to
Palestinian
independence

29

: strengthened — that we After killing MGNREGA,
h can guarantee security isitRTlI's tum to
for our own citizens get murdered?
ROB JETTEN MALLIKARJUN KHARGE
Dutch premier-in-waiting Congress president

VARSEN AGHABEKIAN SHAHIN

Palestinian Foreign Minister of State

Framework, not endpoint

Beyond tariffs, the

India-EU trade deal
reflects a strategic
response to

global uncertainty

DrMALLIKARJUNA NAIK VADITHE

fter nearly 18 years of inter-
mittent negotiations, India
and the European union have
concluded a comprehensive
Free Trade Agreement (‘FTA), marking

India-EU Merchandise Trade

(USS$ Billion) windia's Exports fo the EU

FY 2025

therefore, functions primarily as a fric-
tion-reducing mechanism that can am-
plify existing trade flows rather than
generate artificial trade diversion.

India’s most y
and regulatorily deep trade pact to
date. In terms of combined GDP, mar-
ket size, and rule-making influence, the
EU represents the largest economic
bloc. The agreement must, therefore,
be analysed not as a routine tariff-liber-
alisation exercise but as a structural
repositioning of India within a rapidly
fragmenting global trade order.

The original India-EU Broad-based
Trade and Investment Agreement
(BTTA), launched in 2007, stalled after
2013 due to disagreements over tariffs,
intellectual property protection, data
localisation, public procurement, and
regulatory standards.

The relaunch of negotiations in 2022
coincided with a fundamentally altered
global trade environment characterised
by post-pandemic supply-chain disrup-
tions, geopolitical realignments,
heightened protectionism in advanced
economies, and the strategic recalibra-
tion of firms under China-plus-one
strategies. In this context, the India-EU
FTA reflects not only bilateral eco-
nomic logic but also systemic re-
sponses to global uncertainty.

Trade Trends
Between FY21 and FY25, India’s ex-
ports to the EU expanded by more than
83 per cent, while imports increased at
arelatively moderate pace, countering
concerns that a deep FTA with a devel-
oped bloc would inevitably worsen
India’s trade deficit. From a microeco-
nomic standpoint, the observed export
growth under MFN (Most Favoured
Nation) conditions suggests the pres-
d-side find

& 1C o
India’s export basket to the EU is diver-
sified but remains anchored in labour-
intensive, resource-based, and interme-
diate manufacturing sectors. These
sectors are of particular importance
from a development and employment
perspective, Labour-intensive sectors
such as textiles, apparel, handicrafts,
leather goods, and gems and jewellery
occupy a central position in exports.
These sectors are particularly sensitive
to tariff margins, as EU import duties
on textiles and apparel typically range
from 8 per cent to 12 per cent. Compet-
ing exporters such as Bangladesh and
Vietnam already enjoy preferential ac-
cess to the EU market, placing Indian
producers at a relative disadvantage.
The FTA corrects this asymmetry by

India's Imports from the EU

com instruments serve as inputs into
domestic manufacturing, infrastructure,
healthcare, and digital connectivity.

Consequently, the FTA’s import ef-
fects are likely to be productivity-en-
hancing rather than consumption-dis-
torting. From a research perspective,
this pattern suggests that the FTA may
facilitate the diffusion of technology
and industrial upgrading. By lowering
the cost of high-quality capital goods,
the agreement supports India’s long-
term competitiveness and comple-
ments its domestic industrial policies,
such as the Production-Linked Incen-
tive schemes.

Non-Tariff Dimensions

A defining feature of the pact is its regu-
latory depth. The agreement spans
goods, services, trade rules, investment
protection, and sustainability standards
across approximately 20 chapters. Un-
like tariff-focused FTAs, this agreement
embeds trade within a broader regula-

restoring tariff parity and imp I
price competitiveness. From a socio-
economic perspective, this has implica-
tions beyond export earnings, as these
sectors employ large numbers of low-
and semi-skilled workers, many of
whom are concentrated in MSME clus-
ters. Government estimates indicate
that tariff liberalisation and regulatory
facilitation under the agreement could
unlock the export potential of approxi-
mately Rs 6.4 lakh crore over the
medium term, implying significant em-
ployment and income multipliers.

Imports, Tech Transfer

India’s imports from the EU are mainly
capital- and technology-intensive
goods, unlike its exports. This differ-
ence matters because these imports are
mostly intermediate and capital goods,

ence of strong d
tals and competitive niches for Indian
products in the EU market. The FTA,

not final prod: Aircraft
components, industrial machinery,
medical equipment, and advanced tele-

tory and fi k. Non-tariff meas-
ures are the main challenge for Indian
exporters. EU regulations such as the
Carbon Border Adjustment Mecha-
nism, deforestation-free supply-chain
requirements, chemical standards
under REACH, and traceability norms
for textiles and electric-vehicle batter-
ies raise compliance costs and operate
as de facto trade barriers, particularly
for MSMESs. The agreement does not
eliminate these regulatory instruments

The success will depend on
domestic preparedness,
MSME compliance
capacity, and India’s ability
to translate market access
into competitiveness

but institutionalises mechanisms for di-
alogue, transparency, and phased ad-
justment. Simultaneously, the EU has
raised concerns over India’s quality
control orders and localisation policies.
The FTA thus reflects a negotiated
equilibrium in which regulatory differ-
ences are managed through structured
engagement.

Services Trade, Data Governance
Services trade represents one of India’s
strongest comparative advantages and
forms a strategically important compo-
nent of the agreement. India has sought
recognition as a data-secure country
under the EU’s General Data Protec-
tion Regulation framework, a move
that would significantly ease digital
services exports.

Provisions governing the temporary
movement of skilled professionals are
expected to benefit information tech-
nology, consulting, financial services,
and healthcare. This marks a shift from
agoods-centric trade agreement to a
hybrid model that includes digital
trade, data governance, and human
capital mobility, with potential long-
term gains exceeding those from tariff
cuts in goods trade.

At the strategic level, the FTA aligns
with the Atmanirbhar Bharat approach,
which emphasises integration into
global value chains rather than inward-
looking autarky. It enhances trade di-
versification and provides a stable ex-
port destination amid rising US tariff
uncertainty and global geopolitical ten-
sions. Macroeconomically, improved
export earnings, technology-oriented
imports, and potential investment in-
flows are likely to strengthen India’s
external sector resilience. However,
the realisation of these gains will de-
pend on domestic preparedness, in-
cluding infrastructure quality, stan-
dards compliance capacity, and
institutional coordination across Min-
istries and States.

To Sum Up

‘The agreement represents a structural
recalibration of India’s trade policy to-
wards comprehensive, rules-based en-
gagement with an advanced economic
bloc. Empirical trade data indicate sub-
stantial upside potential, particularly in
labour-intensive manufacturing and
services. At the same time, the agree-
ment’s regulatory depth imposes new
demands on India’s export ecosystem,
particularly on MSMEs.

From a research-informed perspec-
tive, the agreement should be viewed
not as an endpoint but as an enabling
framework. Its developmental out-
comes will be determined by the qual-
ity of implementation, the momentum
of domestic reform, and India’s ability
to translate market access into sus-
tained competitiveness and inclusive
growth.

(The author is ICSSR-Postdoctoral
Fellow, Centre for Economic
and Social Studies [CESS]

[ Editor |

Fearful state

This refers to ‘Pakistan
blocks telanganatoday.com’
(Jan 30). The Pakistan gov-
ernment’s decision to block
the Telangana Today web-
site is a brazen attack on
free expression and inde-
pendent journalism. Telan-
gana Today carries accu-
rate, balanced reporting and
expert commentary, and its
silencing reveals a deep in-
tolerance for credible
scrutiny. However, expect-
ing democratic maturity
from Pakistan is increas-
ingly unrealistic. The coun-
try today stands exposed
before the world for a politi-
cal order effectively dic-
tated by the army chief, not
by elected institutions. A

Write to us at letters@telanganatoday.com

collapsing economy, pun-
ishing inflation, widening

on Today

poverty, entrenched cor-
ruption, routine suppres-
sion of civilian rights and a
simmering insurgency in
Balochistan are realities
the state seeks to hide
from its own citizens. How
can a state built on denial,
coercion and militancy tol-
erate publications that ex-
pose its true and deeply
troubling character?

N SADHASIVA REDDY,

Bengalur

Power vacuum

Ajit Pawar's absence cre-
ates a significant power
vacuum within the NCP
faction and Mahayuthi.
The coming weeks will de-
terme if this tragedy leads
to an earth-shattering re-
alignment.

PH HEMA SAGAR,

Secunderabad

FACTS SIT HEAVY,
THEIR LIES LOSING BALANCE

W The Economist

gional parties,

W BBC

doing well.

ey

" hotspot *l

The remarkable recovery of Modi
Sixteen months ago Narendra Modi looked chastened.
Having just lost his majority in a national election, the
chest-thumping Indian leader was forced to lean on re-

Behind India’s world-beating growth
As India’s Finance Minister, Nirmala Sitharaman, gets

ready to present the annual Union budget this Sunday,
the country’s economy, on the face of it, appears to be

MW The Washington Post

Signs of a new world order

At the energy summit in Goa, conversation turned to the
emergent global order. “What is happening in the world
today is not a gradual economic transition, it is a rup-
ture," said Canada's energy minister, Tim Hodgson.
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Frequent plane crashes
and the aviation sector
under scrutiny

1 our country, air travel is considered a time-saving
and elite mode of transport. Wealthy individuals,
politicians, and actors frequently travel by air.
However, in the past year, there have been so many
reports of flight cancellations due to even minor
weather disturbances, and so many deaths in plane cras-
hes, that ordinary passengers are now hesitant to take
this risk, even if they can afford the higher cost. In the
latest accident, Maharashtra Deputy Chief Minister and
senior leader Ajit Pawar tragically lost his life. Pawar
was traveling with four others in a private charter plane,
but the aireraft, which took off from Mumbai, crashed
in Baramati. All five people, including Ajit Pawar, died.
The jet was 16 years old and crashed during its second
landing attempt.
A video shows that the plane lost control in mid-air and
crashed in that state. Ajit Pawar was the nephew of
NCP chief Sharad Pawar, and after a split, Ajit had for-
med his own NCP (Ajit) party. Ajit Pawar's funeral was
held on Thursday with full rites. This raises the qu
tion: why are plane crashes happening so frequent]
Recently, several prominent figures have perished in
plane crashes. Each new death raises questions about
India's rapidly developing aviation sector. The aviation
sector in the country is being developed at a rapid pace.
The nature of air travel has changed significantly. Large
entrepreneurs and wealthy individuals now own their
private charter planes. Besides the non-governmental
aviation sector, many companies also provide charter
planes and helicopters.
The demand for these services is very high among
politicians. With several state assembly elections
approaching, this demand will only increase. However,
the way these accidents are occurring suggests a lack
of proficiency among pilots in landing and taking off.
Given the frequency of such incidents, the government
needs to strengthen its monitoring system. Last year; in
the Ahmedabad plane crash, all but one passenger were
killed. Former Gujarat Chief Minister Vijay Rupani was
also among the deceased. A few years ago, India's former
Chief of Defence Staff, General Bipin Chandra Rawat,
died in a helicopter crash. Politicians YS Rajasekhara
Reddy, Madhavrao Scindia, Sanjay Gandhi, GMC Balay-
ogi, Dorjee Khandu, and Mohan Kumaramangalam also
fell vietim to similar air accidents Ajit Pawar's death has
sent shockwaves through political circles as well as the
aviation sector. The general consensu that greater
caution must now be exercised in aircraft operations
and pilot appointments. Meanwhile, some opposition
politicians, most notably Mamata Banerjee, have hinted
at the possibility of a political conspiracy in this acci-
dent, while Ajit Pawar's uncle, Sharad Pawar, has urged
them not to politicize the incident. Indeed, it should not
be politicized. The focus should now be on how to make
charter planes and private flights safer in the country.
During elections, politicians need air travel to reach
rallies. Often, prominent leaders use private planes
and helicopters for election campaigns. To prevent a
recurrence of such accidents in the future, a thorough
investigation of this air crash should be conducted, and
any shortcomings identified. Rectifying these shortco-
mings and making future air travel flawless is the need
of the hour.

-Abhishek Vij

Supreme Court slams
authorities over stray
dog problem

he Supreme Court has repeatedly expressed

concern over the increasing number of stray

dogs on the streets and in markets. Now, the

Supreme Court has reiterated this concern,

expressing its displeasure and stating that
state governments are making empty promises regar-
ding stray do t is also regrettable that due to the
government's inaction, unfortunate news of dogs being
killed is emerging. News has come from Kurnool in
Telangana that hundreds of stray dogs were killed by
lethal injection. In Telangana alone, the number of dogs
killed in the year ending December 2025 has crossed
1200. Of course, some people have protested against
the killing of dogs in the name of compassion for ani-
mals. The Supreme Court had previously stated that it
receives more petitions to save dogs than for homeless
people. The Supreme Court has repeatedly emphasized
that every state should establish shelters for stray dogs
and implement a vaccination and sterilization program
as a campaign. The Supreme Court says that issuing
orders to remove stray dogs from any institutional area
is a violation of its warnings. The Supreme Court is
extremely displeased with this situation. A long road
lies ahead in this direction. Animal birth control facili-
ties need to be increased, and the sterilization of stray
dogs needs to be expedited. In addition, dog shelters
need to be built. The critical question is also being rai-
sed: in this poor country, where shelters haven't been
built for ordinary homeless people, will they be built
for dogs first? The Supreme Court also stated that no
encouraging efforts have been made to remove stray
animals from highways. As a result, stray animals are
seen roaming on the roads and causing accidents. Only
Bihar has submitted an affidavit stating that it has 34
ABC (Animal Birth Control) centers where 20,648 dogs
have been sterilized. Nowhere was it mentioned how
many dogs the state is sheltering or sterilizing daily.
The government lawyer said that significant progress
would be made within three months. But what about
the figures showing 166,000 dog bite incidents in Assam
alone in 2024, and 20,900 incidents in January 2025?
These figures are alarming.
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PM Modi’s reforms power India’s
leap to Global Indispensability

Tarun Chugh
National General Secretary of
the Bharatiya Janata Party

1 an era where the global eco-
nomic compass often points
toward uncertainty, India
stands as a beacon of unwa-
vering stability and visionary
leadership. Under the transforma-
tive governance of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, the nation has not
just navigated the post-pandemic
recovery but has fundamentally
re-engineered its economic DNA
to thrive amidst global turbulence.
The Economic Survey 2025-26 tells
a compelling story of a nation that
has moved from a "fragile” past to
a future of "strategic indispensabi-
lity," driven by a relentless pursuit
of excellence and citizen-centric
reforms. Prime Minister Narendra
Modi's administration has unleas-
hed a wave of reforms that are as
compassionate in their social out-
reach as they are rigorous in their
fiscal discipline. This reflects a mul-
ti-dimensional triumph of the Modi
governance model, a model that has
turned the 2020s into India’s defini-
tive decade.
The most striking achievement
of the government is the absolute
transformation of India’s macroeco-
nomic fundamentals. For decades,
the Indian economy was Lhdl \cte~

tum extends to the railways, where
the pace of annual commissioning
has more than doubled over the last
ten years.
Maritime infrastructure has kept
pace with this growth; cargo hand-
ling has climbed from 1,052 MMT to
1,602 MMT, with total capacity now
reaching 2,771 MMT. Efficiency gains
are equally evident at the dn(‘ks
where the average turnaround time
for container vessels has been slas-
hed from 43.44 hours to 30.88 hours.
However, the most profound shift is
occurring in Inland Water Transport.
Cargo movement via waterways has
skyrocketed from 18 MMT in 2013-14
10 146 MMT in 2024-25, marking a
permanent transition toward more
affordable, sustainable, and stream-
lined logistics.
Beyond the physical infrastructure
of roads and rails, the Economic Sur-
vey emphasizes that urban success
is built on a foundation of trust, pre-
dictability, and civie harmony. When
regulations are transparent, services
are dependable, and public spaces
are treated with respect, economic
growth becomes more inclusive
and sustainable. The ultimate goal
remains the creation of smart, func-
tional cities that prioritize the "ease
of living" for every citizen.
The hallmark of the Modi govern-
ment is its shift from ‘Ruler’s Raj'
to a ‘Citizen’s Raj” At the heart of
the Prime Minister’s vision is a
fundamental transformation in the
relationship between the state and
the individual. The era of the "Licen-
se-Permit Raj" has been decisively
bune(l The government’s a pmach
to "trust-based governance" is best
exemplified by the Jan Vishwas Act
and the subsequent amendments

rized by chall and
growth. Today, the narrative has

that have decri lized several
minor procedural lapses. The govern-

tlipped. One of the most si
triumphs highlighted in the latest
Economic Survey is the govern-
ment's unwavering adherence to
the fiscal consolidation roadmap.
The Survey rightfully notes that
the government’s calibrated fis-
cal strategy, anchored in credible
deficit reduction, resilient reve-
nue mobilisation, and a decisive
reorientation of spending toward
capitalformation, has strengthe-
ned macroeconomic stability and
supported growth in the post-pan-
demic period. Importantly, this
fiscal resilience reflects prudent fis-
cal policy choices and careful fiscal
management.The government under
the leadership of Hon'ble Prime
Minister Narendra Modi remains

committed to fiscal ¢ lidation

ment has ed small business
owners and MSMEs to focus on inno-
vation rather than compliance. The
Task Force on Compliance Reduc-
tion has already implemented 76%
of identified priority areas across
States and Union Territorie:
plifying land use, labour norms,
and building approvals. This is the
"Ease of Doing Business" in its
most practical form, removing the
friction that once held back Indian
ingenuity. Similarly, the Goods and
Services Tax (GST) has matured into
a sophisticated engine of economic
formalization. Recent reforms have
addressed the "inverted duty strue-
ture" in labour-intensive sectors
like textiles and fertilizers, making
Indian exports more competitive.

without compromising on growth.
In 2021, amidst the peak of global
uncertainty, the government set a
target to bring down the fiscal defi-
cit. Against the skepticism of global
analysts, the Prime Minister has
delivered, with the deficit projected
at a lean 4.4% for the current fiscal
year. This is not just a triumph of
accounting; it is a triumph of credi-
bility. By reducing the deficit from
9.2% in FY2I, the government has
signaled to the world that India is a
safe harbour for capital. This disci-
pline was the primary driver behind
the historie eredit rating upgrade by
S&P, the first in nearly twenty ye:
moving India’s outlook to ‘Positive
‘While the global economy is in a
state of total instability, India’s real
GDP growth has remained ancho-
red at a robust 7% or higher. This
growth is qualitatively different
from previous cycles; it is driven
by record-} -breaking Capital L‘(pen-
ditureThe effective ¢ apex has risen
from 2.7% (pre-pandemic average)
t0 3.9% of the GDP (post-pandemic).
By prioritizing infrastructure like
roads, railways, and digital networks
over short-term populist subsidies,
the government has ensured that
today’s spending creates tomorrow’s
earning potential.

The government has focused on con-
structing assets that function as the
vital economic arteries for a rising
nation. Since FY14, the national
highway network has seen a remar-
kable 60% expansion, growing from
91,287 km to 146 lakh km by FY26.
During the same period, operational
high-speed corridors have led

By rationalizing rates on goods of
mass consumption, the government
has effectively provided a permanent
tax cut to the middle class, while
simultaneously seeing record-high
monthly tax collections.

If the 20th century was defined by
physical infrastructure, the 21st
is defined by digital public goods.
India’s Digital Public Infrastructure
(DPI)—the "India Stack"—is now the
gold standard for the world. Through
the JAM (Jan Dhan-Aadhaar-Mo-
bile) trinity, the Modi government
has achieved in one decade what
other nations took half a century to
accomplish: near-universal financial
inclusion. The Survey notes that
Direct Benefit Transfer (DBT) has
not only saved billions by eliminating
"ghost beneficiaries" but has also
provided a dignity-first safety net
for the poor. During global shocks,
this digital architecture allowed
the government to provide instant
relief without a single rupee leaking
out of the system. India is no longer
just a consumer of technology; it is
a ereator. India’s 36th position on
the UNCTAD Frontier Technology
Readiness Index underscores its
expanding leadership in generative
Al and cybersecurity. Through an
‘Entrepreneurial State’ approach,
characterized by proactive govern-
ment intervention in shaping
emerging technology markets, India
is laying the institutional foundations
for leadership in the Fourth Indu-
strial Revolution.

The Prime Minister Modi has often
emphasized that the farmer is the
Annadata of the nation, and the
latest ic data highlights a

nearly tenfold to 5,364 km, effec-
tively dismantling long-standing
freight bottlenecks. This momen-

steady and resilient performance in
the agriculture and allied sectors.
The Digital Agriculture Mission
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The most striking
achievement of
the government
is the absolute
transformation of
India’s macroeconomic
fundamentals.

For decades, the
Indian economy was
characterized by
challenges and sluggish
arowth.

is revolutionizing the agricultural
supply chain from production to
consumption. By providing farmers
with real-time data on soil health,
weather, and market prices, the
government is reducing the informa-
tion asymmetry that once exploited
the rural poor. The expansion of Far-
mer Producer Organizations (FPOs)
has given smallholders the collective
bargaining power of large corpora-
tions, ensuring they get a fair share
of the value chain. Furthermore,
the One Nation One Ration Card
(ONORC) scheme is a masterpiece
of social engineering. By ensuring
that beneficiaries can access their
foodgrains anywhere in India, the
government has protected the most
vulnerable, particularly migrant
workers, from the shocks of inflation
and local supply disruptions. This is
citizen-friendly reform ensures that
food security is treated as a funda-
mental human right.

Inline with Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s vision of Aatmanirbhar Bha-
rat and Make in India, the nation’s
industrial sector has transitioned
from traditional manufacturing
toward high-tech capabilities, gre-
ater resilience, and deeper global
integration. Key initiatives, such as
the National Logistics Policy and the
Unified Logisties Interface Platform
(ULIP), are actively enhancing
logistics efficiency and reducing
transaction costs, thereby directly
boosting the competitiveness of
Indian manufacturing on the world
stage. The Economic Survey high-
lights a robust revival in the sector,

with manufacturing 2r owth rea-
ching 772% and 9.13% in the first
and second quarters of FY 2025-
26, respectively. This momentum
is largely driven by the Production
Linked Incentive (PLI) schemes
and comprehensive structural
reforms. As of September 2025, the
PLI schemes have realized actual
investments exceeding Rs2 lakh
crore, generating over Rs18.70 lakh
crore in incremental production and
creating employment opportunities
for more than 12.60 lakh people.
Reflecting the government's push
for modernisation, medium- and
high-technology activities now
account for 46.3% of India's total
manufacturing value added. The
Manufacturing Purchasing Mana-
gers’ Index (PMI) consistently
remained in the expansionary zone,
signalling broad-based confidence in
the business environment. India’s
rank in the Global Innovation Index
improved to 38 in 2025 from 66 in
2019.

Under the Prime Minister’s lea-
dership, "Make in India" has
evolved into a quest for "Strategic
Indispensability." The objective is
no longer merely to manufacture
for domestic consumption, but to
establish India as a mandatory
node in every global supply chain.
By launching mission-mode plat-
forms in high-tech sectors such as
semiconductors and green energy,
the government is future-proofing
the economy. India is now positi-
oned to become a global hub for
Green Hydrogen, effectively aligning
economic growth with the global

climate agenda. This strategy of
"strategic indigenization” ensures
that the nation is not dependent on
volatile global markets for its energy
or technological security. Parallel
to these efforts, the PM Gati Shakti
National Master Plan has dismant-
led traditional departmental si
By integrating the planning of rail-
ways, roads, ports, and airports,
the government has drastically
reduced logistics costs. The sheer
scale of the National Infrastructure
Pipeline stands as a testament to
the government's conviction that
\vmld class infrastructure is the
v Indian citizen, rather
than a privilege reserved for those
in metropolitan centers.
As highlighted in the Economic
Survey 2025-26, India’s growth stra-
tegy is anchored in strengthening
human capital, with measurable
gains in both education and health
outcomes.
Economic growth is hollow wit-
hout human development, and the
Modi government’s "Sabka Saath,
Sabka Vikas" serves as the gui-
ding light for social reforms. The
world’s largest health insurance
scheme, Ayushman Bharat, has
provided a safety net to crores of
people. By removing the fear of
"catastrophic health expenditure,”"
the government has allowed millions
of families to climb out of poverty
and stay out of it. Health indicato
show parallel structural progress.
Infant mortality has declined from
40 in 2013 to 25 in 2023, reflecting
sustained improvements in public
health delivery. A nationwide pri-
mary healthcare network is now
anchored by 1.82 lakh Ayushman
Arogya Mandirs, while 42.78
crore Ayushman cards and over
10.98 crore hospital admissions
demonstrate large-scale protec-
tion for families. Disease control
efforts continue to strengthen,
with tuberculosis incidence fal-
ling 21% since 2015. In education,
the new National Education Policy
(NEP) is transforming India from a
nation of rote-learners to a nation
of innovators. By emphasizing voca-
tional training and digital literacy
from a young age, the government
is preparing the "demographic divi-
dend" for the jobs of the future.
While the rest of the world strug-
gled with double-digit inflation
and 'cost-of-living' crises, India
maintained a remarkably stable
price environment. Amid a global
landscape in which many emer-
i rkets faltered, India stood
s effective management
of inflation without compromising
growth. The Government's proac-
tive supply-side management has
driven inflation down to historie
lows, with the Survey highligh-
ting India’s success in maintaining
macroeconomic stability and pro-
tecting the purchasing power of
the common citizen. Notably, the
Economic Survey 2025-26 reports
the sharpest reduction in headline
inflation (1.8%) among major eco-
nomies in 2025. Between April and
December 2025, India recorded an
inflation rate of 1.7%, largely dri-
ven by a contraction in the prices
of major food commodities such
as vegetables and pulses.As India
moves forward under the capable
and visionary leadership of Prime
minister Modi, our country has
transitioned into what the Survey
calls an "Entrepreneurial State"—a
government that does not wait for
certainty but acts to create it.The
story of the Indian economy under
Prime Minister Narendra Modi is
one of courage, clarity, and com-
passion. It is the story of a nation
that refused to be defined by its
challenges and instead chose to
be defined by its potential. From
the record-breaking heights of the
financial markets to the quiet dig-
nity of a rural household receiving a
gas connection or a digital payment,
the reforms are visible everywhere.
India is not just "pushing the growth
frontier"; it is redefining what is
possible for a developing nation in
the 21st century. The foundation
laid in the last decade serves as
a launchpad, and with a stable
government and a clear vision
steering towards acheiving the
vision of Viksit Bharat by 2047.
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PRAGATI@30: Why delivery, not intent, defines governance

—_——
T.K. Ramachandran
Ex Secretary, Ministry of Ports
Shipping and Waterways

wo path-breaking
interventions by the
Government have
had a great impact on
planning, execution and
monitoring of large projects - PM
Gati Shakti and PRAGATI. We
look at the latter in this piece.
The 50th high-level review
under the PRAGATI (Pro-Active
Governance and Timely Tmple-
mentation) framework marks
a fundamental shift in how the
Indian State approaches gover-
nance, moving from intent to
delivery, procedural compliance
to outcomes, and fragmented
authority to coordinated, timely
execution. PRAGATT is thus not
merely an administrative inno-
vation; It represents a deliberate
re-engineering of governance
architecture. How did this model
of governance deliver results when

in which discussion was mistaken

others have failed?

The Need for PRAGATI
Delays in public projects have
become almost axiomatic. Yet
they rarel m from a lack of
policy clarity or financial sanction.
They a because governance
ems are fragmented. Mini-
stries function vertically; States
and the Centre act sequentially;
and disputes circulate without a
forum empowered to impose reso-
lution. Accountability diffuses even
as activity multiplies. The core
problem is weak coordination and
silo-based review mechanisms.
As a result, the broader objective
of project delivery is often lost.
Many projects remained stal-
led for years due to land issues,
environmental or forest clea-
rances, regulatory approvals,
contractual disputes, or inter-
State coordination challenges. In
a multi-ministry and multi-State
political economy where each
entity lords over the domain it
controls, it is difficult for anyone
to convince the other.

When several States and Mini-
stries have to contribute to project
completion the old approach of
having meetings, discussions, field
visits, constituting committees,

for decision, activity for work,
movement for progress and mere
intent for achievement.

Enter PRAGATI
PRAGATT addresses these per-
*mtent structural failures by

Technology acts as a critical ena-
bler. Real-time data, geo-spatial
visualisation, and live interaction
with field authorities eliminate
information asymmetry between
stakeholders and ensure that

re how decisions are
taken, synchronised, and enfor-
ced. Functioning as a system
integrator, it bring; sion-ma-
kers across Ministries, States,
and ts onto a single insti-
tutional and digital platform. It
collapses del used by file
movement, jurisdictional ambi-
guity, and inter-departmental
correspondence. Most impor-
tantly, it restores a bird’s-eye view
of execution, allowing leadership
to identify where the system is
constrained rather than where a
file is pending.

The Hon'ble Prime Minister’s role
in chairing PRAGATI reviews
is central to its effectivenes:
His direct engagement sends an
unambiguous signal that delivery
is a national priority and that
execution failures will receive
attention at the highest level. It
facilitates decisive action and
transforms review into a binding
frameworlk for results. Decisions
taken during these reviews are

and endless correspond is
ineffective. This was an approach

final, time-k d, and digitally
recorded, ensuring accountability

king is grounded in
evidence. Importantly, techno-
logy strengthens administrative
judgment rather than replacing
it, reinforcing leadership respon-
sibility within the system.

What  distinguishes PRAGATI
from earlier review mechanisms
isits insistence on closure. Issues
remain live until resolved and are
continuously tracked by the Cabi-
net Secretariat and the Prime
Minister’s Office. Explanations no
longer substitute outcomes. Over
time, this discipline has reshaped
administrative behaviour, encou-
raging Ministries and States to
anticipate and resolve problems
before escalation becomes neces-
sary.

The Results
The outcomes are clearly visible
and measurable. Projects worth
over Rs85 lakh crore have seen
accelerated progress. In recent
years, ten projects of the Ministry
of Ports, Shipping and Waterways
(MoPSW) were reviewed under
PRAGATI, enabling early reso-
lution of bottlenecks and faster

as examples,

The National Maritime Heritage
Complex at Lothal is a massive
project involving many Mini-
stries at the Centre like Culture,
Defence, External Affairs, Rail-
ways and Highways as well as
the Government of Gujarat. A
since several coastal State
ons are to be set up, the ('omemed
States are also part of the project.
Bringing the NMHC project onto
the PRAGATI agenda last year
immediately spurred action at
multiple levels. Usually, the agenda
is notified a few months before it
is taken up for review by the Hon'-
ble Prime Minister, providing an
opportunity for (hﬂ'erem stakehol-
ders to address issues with a sense
of urgency. The result is that most
issues that can be sorted at an offi-
cial/ministerial level are already
sorted out and only intractable
residual items requiring guidance
or direction are taken up during
the actual review.Similarly, the Jal
Marg Vikas project, which is being
implemented on NW-1 that passes
through Uttar Pradesh, Bi
Jharkhand, and West Bengal was
reviewed under PRAGATT twice.
This project is now at completion
stage with most pending issues
resolved.

PRAGATI underscores a critical

3 g

is clear and enforceable.

execution. I will use

two projects

truth: public value is created not

merely by announcing schemes,
but by ensuring that sanctioned
investments translate into out-
comes. Stalled projects have
progressed not because policies
were rewritten, but because exe-
cution pathways were simplified
and accountability enforced.
Equally significant is PRAGATT’s
contribution to cooperative federa-
lism. By placing Chief Secretaries
and Union Secretaries on a single
real-time platform, it replaces
fragmented responsibility with
shared ownership of results.
PRAGATI@50 stands as evidence
that governance outcomes are a
function of institutional design.
Dismantling silos, restoring a
bir d' eye view of execution, and
ing closure, PRAGATI
demonstrates that effective
governance is not just about doing
more, but also about doing what is
already sanctioned, faster, better,
and together. Timely execution
accelerates access to services,
boosts the economy, reduces regio-
nal disparities, and strengthens
public confidence in the State’s
capacity to govern.

PRAGATI is both a record of

leadership-driven delivery and
a blueprint for governing com-
plexity. The Global attention and
applause that it is receiving are

proof of this.

Why the GRAM-G act is the

successor India needed

Sheena Sandhu

A retired civil servant

or nearly two decades,
the Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employ-
ment Guarantee Act
(MGNREGA) served as
the primary safety net for rural
India. It was a landmark in legisla-
tive history—the first time a “right
to work” was codified into law.
However, as the 2026 Economic
Survey recently noted, the overall
architecture of MGNRELvA had
reached its structural limits. The
introduction of the Viksit Bha-
rat — Guarantee for Rozgar and
Ajeevika Mission (Gramin) Act, or
VB-GRAM-G Act, which replaced
MGNREGA in late 2 is not
merely a rebranding exercise. It
represents a fundamental shift
from subsistence-level labour to
sustainable wealth creation.
A key criticism of the earlier
system was its emphasis on short-
term, low-productivity work, often
dismissed as “digging pits only
to refill them.” The GRAM-G Act
pivots decisively towards the cre-
ation of durable, high-value assets,

VB-GRAM G Act

— Viksit Bharat 2047 —

Under the new framework, labour
is no longer an end in itself but a
means to build the Viksit Bharat
National Rural Infrastructure
Stack. Projects are prioritised for
their long-term economic returns,
including cold storage facilities,
rural micro-grids, and climate-resi-
lient roads. This ensures that publlc
ing on wages simulta 1

stlcngthem the foundations of a
modern rural economy.

Another <1gmhcant upgrade is the
increase in guaranteed employ-
ment days from 100 to 125 per rural
household. While crities argue that
average employment under the pre-
vious regime rarely exceeded 50
days, the GRAM-G Act addresses
this gap through a new “Norma-
tive Funding” model. By shifting
from a purely demand-driven
system to a predictable, centrally
sponsored framework with a 60:40
Centre-State funding split, the Act
aims to ensure timely fund availa-
bility and reduce chronic wage
delays.

Crucially, the GRAM-G Act rei-
magines the rural worker as a

potential micro-entrepreneur
rather than a permanent wage
labourer. It introduces a clear
skill-based progression—from
entry-level Sahayak to skilled
Daksh and expert Pravin workers,
By integrating vocational training,
certification, and direct access
to micro-eredit, the Act creates
pathways for workers to graduate
into self-owned enterprises, trans-
forming community assets into
private livelihoods.

Governance reforms form the back-
bone of this transition. Every asset
created is geo-tagged and moni-
tored through public dashboards,
biometric verification has replaced
paper-based records, and wee-
kly wage payments are mandated
through Aadhaar-based systems to
ensure faster and leak-proof trans-

fers.

Finally, the Act balances employ-
ment generation with agricultural
realities by introducing a 60-day
“no-work” period during peak
sowing and harvesting seasons.
This ensures labour availability for
farming while preserving the full
125-day entitlement across the year.
Taken together, the GRAM-G Act
represents a modern social con-
tract—one that shifts rural policy
from welfare to investment. It does
not merely sustain rural India; it
equips it to lead. The old frame-
work ensured survival. The new
one builds capacity, ownership, and
a genuine stake in India’s vision of
Viksit Bharat by 2047.

The quiet transformation of
India’s small towns

ndia’s transforma-
tion is often narrated
through the skylines
of its megacities—
Delhi, Mumbai,
Bengaluru, and Hydera-
bad. Yet, beyond these
urban giants, a quieter but
equally significant change
is unfolding in small towns
and semi-urban regions.
These towns, once defined
by limited opportunities
and outward migration,
are inereasingly becoming
centers of aspiration, enter-
prise, and social mobility.
One of the biggest drivers
of this shift is improved
connectivity. Over the
past decade, expansion of
highways, railway moder-
nization, and affordable
air routes under regional
connectivity schemes have
reduced the distance—both
literal and psychological—
between small towns and
major markets. Goods
move faster, people travel
more frequently, and ideas
circulate more freely. This
has allowed local busines-
ses to grow beyond their
immediate geography.
Digital penetration has
played an even more
decisive role. Affordable
smartphones and low-
cost data have connected
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millions to the internet,
enabling access to educa-
tion, banking, healthcare,
and government services. A
shopkeeper in a tier-three
town can now source pro-
ducts online, accept digital
payments, and advertise
through social media.
Students prepare for com-
petitive exams using online
platforms, while farmers
access real-time weather
updates and market prices.
Education infrastructure
has also improved steadily.
While challenges remain,
many small towns now host
universities, technical insti-
tutes, and private colleges.
This has reduced the need
for students to migrate
early in life and has con-
tributed to the growth of
local economies. Coaching
centers, hostels, libraries,
and cafés have emerged,
creating new employment
avenues.

Healthcare access, though
uneven, has similarly

expanded. District hospi-
tals are better equipped
than hefore, telemedicine
bridges gaps in specialist
care, and private clinics
have multiplied. During
health crises, the impor-
tance of localized
healtheare systems has
become evident, reinfor-
cing the need for sustained
investment in these areas.

Culturally, small towns are
witnessing a blend of tradi-
tion and modernity. While
local festivals, languages,
and customs remain strong,
exposure to global media
has reshaped aspirations
and lifestyles. Young people
increasingly seek careers
in entrepreneurship, crea-
tive fields, and technology,
challenging the notion that
success requires relocation
to big cities.

Economically, small towns
benefit from lower costs
of living and operations.
Startups and small manu-
facturing units are finding
these regions attractive
due to affordable land,
local labor availability, and
government incentives.
This decentralization of
economic activity reduces
pressure on megacities and
promotes more balanced
development.

Empowerment of the middle class under the NDA Govt

ndia's economic policies have witnessed a
significant shift over the past decade. The
NDA government has moved away from
the traditional subsidy-centric approach
of a welfare state, adopting a strategy
focused on directly empowering the middle
class. Through income tax relief, structural
reforms, infrastructure investment, and social
security schemes, the government has attemp-
ted to boost both consumption and savings. The
question is not whether relief has been provi-
ded, but whether this shift is proving to be a
restructuring towards the long-term economic
strengthening of the middle class.
Government data indicates that in the last 11
vears, approximately 250 million people have
moved out of poverty and into the middle class.
This emerging "neo-middle class" is not merely
a sign of income growth, but also evidence of a
transformation in the structure of the country's
economy. While India's growth was previously
primarily dependent on investment and exports,
domestic consumption is now becoming a major
engine. The increasing purchasing power of the
middle class has given new impetus to sectors
such as real estate, automobiles, education, and
healthcare.
The government has made infrastructure invest-
ment the cornerstone of this transformation.
The expansion of the metro rail network from
5 cities to 23 cities is not just an improvement

L

in urban tr ansportation, but also a means of
increasing productivity. Improved connectivity
has reduced travel time and fuel costs, indirectly
increasing the real income of the urban working
class. The expansion of digital infrastructure
has made government services faster and more
transparent, reinforcing the "ease of living"
agenda.

Tax reforms have been the most direct part of
this strategy. Raising the zero-tax income limit
to Rs12 lakh and restructuring the tax slabs to
account for inflation reflects the government's
approach of considering taxpayers as partners
in development, not merely as a source of reve-
nue. This has put more disposable income in the
hands of the middle class, boosting consump-
tion. While critics argue that this will increase
fiscal pressure, the government maintains that

increased consumption will ultimately broaden
the tax base. The GST 2.0 reforms have wor-
ked towards reducing costs by simplifying the
indirect tax system. The removal of higher tax
slabs has made everyday goods and consumer
products more affordable. Exempting insu-
rance premiums from GST makes health and
life protection more accessible. This indicates
that the government is using the tax system not
merely as a revenue collection tool, but also as an
instrument of social policyThe use of the Price
Stabilization Fund to control inflation reflects a
proactive market intervention model. Through
direct procurement from farmers and subsidized
sales to consumers, the government has attemp-
ted to mitigate food inflation shocks. While the
long-term solution lies in increasing agricultural
productivity, this strategy has been effective in
safeguarding middle-class household budgets in
the short term.

On the financial security front, the expan-
sion of small savings schemes strengthens the
social contract where the state provides secure
investment options. Schemes like PPF, SCSS,
and Sukanya Samriddhi, with their guaranteed
returns and tax benefits, have become reliable
instruments for the middle class. This model pro-
motes stable wealth creation compared to risky
market investments.

In housing policy, through PMAY-U 2.0, the
government has made homeownership a crucial
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pillar of social security for the middle class. The
significant increase in budget allocation demon-
strates that affordable housing is being viewed
not just as a welfare scheme, but as a catalyst for
economic growth. Job creation in the construc-
tion sector and increased domestic demand are
direct benefits.In the health sector, the expansion
of Ayushman Bharat creates a comprehensive
social safety net. Covering over 500 million peo-
ple, this scheme is not only for the poor but also
a means of reducing the financial burden on the
entire healthcare system. Providing universal
coverage to senior citizens reflects the state's
growing social responsibility.

The significant reduction in medicine prices
through the Jan Aushadhi Yojana has considera-
bly controlled healthcare expenses for the middle
class. The availability of affordable medicines has
also increased price competition in the pri
pharmaceutical market, which is benefici
consumers. Overall, the NDA government's
policies can be seen as an attempt to transform
the middle class from subsidy-dependent consu-
mers into economically empowered participants.
This shift represents a move beyond mere relief
towards structural empowerment. While ques-
tions regarding fiscal balance, job creation, and
long-term produectivity still remain, there is no
doubt that the policies of the past decade have
redefined the role and expectations of India's
middle class.
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Digital addiction
Age-based access to social media makes sense

HE Economic Survey’s push for age-based

access to social media is awelcome interven-

tion. For years, digital expansion has been

celebrated as an unqualified good —democ-

ratising access, bridging gaps and mod-
ernising education. The Survey tempers the optimism
with an uncomfortable truth: unchecked digital expo-
sure is fast becoming a public health concern. Identify-
ing digital addiction as a problem affecting mental
health, academic performance and productivity, the
Survey moves the debate towards evidence-based poli-
cy. Its recommendations — age-appropriate access lim-
its, platform accountability for age verification, simpler
devices for children and reduced dependence on online
classes — reflect a growing global consensus that chil-
dren need protection from predatory digital designs
optimised for attention, not well-being.

Equally important is the emphasis on collective
responsibility. By calling for platform-level safeguards
and family data plans that distinguish educational
from recreational use, the Survey acknowledges what
many parents already know: individual control is no
match for industrial-scale efforts.

International examples strengthen the case. From
Australia’s under-16 ban to France’s move against under-
15 access, governments are increasingly willing to draw
hard boundaries. India, with its rapid smartphone pene-
tration and a huge population of youngsters, cannot afford
tolag behind. Yet the Survey wisely avoids a one-size-fits-
all ban, instead advoeating a layered approach involving
governments, educational institutions, civil society and
families. The real challenge, of course, will be implemen-
tation. Age verification, enforcement and equity concerns
— especially for poor families — will test policymakers.
Still, the Survey has done well to outline a comprehensive
plan on digital restraint. In a hyper-connected age, pro-
tecting young minds is a very progressive policy.

Easing drug trials
Cutting red tape must not risk safety

EGULATORY relaxation carries inherent
risks, especially in a sector as sensitive as
drug development, where public health, sci-
entific integrity and commercial interests
intersect. The Union Health Ministry's
amendments to the New Drugs and Clinical Trials
(NDCT) Rules, 2019 — easing trial norms and removing
the requirement of test licences for several research
activities — must therefore be assessed as much for
what they loosen as for what they promise to deliver.
The intent behind the reformsis clear. By replacing pri-
or approvals with a system of intimation for low-risk
research, waiving permissions for certain bioavailability
and bioequivalence studies and shortening approval time-
lines where licences are still required, the government
aims to reduce regulatory friction and accelerate pharma-
ceutical innovation. For an industry long hampered by pro-
cedural delays that added little to safety, these changes
could shorten development cycles and lower costs, partic-
ularly for generics and early-stage research. Yet faster
approvals must not translate into weaker scrutiny or
reduced accountability. India’s reputation as a reliable
supplier of affordable medicines rests on the credibility of
its regulatory oversight. Any perception that safeguards
are being diluted in the name of ease of doing business
risks eroding public trust and inviting global scepticism
about the robustness of India’s drug approval process.
The shift from a permission-based system to post-inti-
mation places a heavier burden on regulatory vigilance.
It demands stronger monitoring mechanisms, transpar-
ent reporting and enhanced institutional capacity at the
Central Drugs Standard Control Organisation. Without
effective audits, real-time data scrutiny and meaningful
penalties for violations, regulatory relaxation could open
gaps rather than improve efficiency. These reforms,
therefore, represent a critical test of balance. If support-
ed by rigorous oversight and accountability frameworks,
they can encourage innovation while protecting patient
safety. If not, they risk substituting speed for science.
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e factfiction brew of Amitav Ghosh

His latest book, Ghost-Eye, is a story of love without limits, without pretence

R
THE GREAT GAME

JYOTI MALHOTRA

HE brilliant Amitav

Ghosh is on a book

tour of Ghost-Eye in

the motherland

these days, and no,
he’s not coming anywhere close
to Punjab, Haryana, Himachal
Pradesh or Jammu & Kashmir,
because it seems that despite the
proliferation of literature festi-
vals in the region — including
two in Chandigarh, both of
which are largely devoted to
who-did-you-see-there, rather
than have-you-read-this-book —
there isn't much of a reading
market in these parts. (Even the
book people know.)

So here’s the thing about
Amitav — he is probably
amongst the most unsociable
people you will meet. He's
gruff, even growly. At an inter-
view for a previous book, he
refused to talk about the book.
Decades ago, I carted a few
copies of a title published only
in South Asia his former pub-
lisher, Ravi Dayal, wanted to
send him, from New Delhi to
New York — after many emails
we met at a coffee shop and I
thought, aha, here’s my
chance at discovering the man
behind the genius. The man
walked in, took the books from
me, said thank you with halfan
accompanying smile, turned
on his heel and left. I think I
paid several dollars too many
for a coffee that tasted both
tepid and tasteless.

Then you begin to read. You
must start with The Glass
Palace, a story that will remain
with you till the dying of the
light, about India and Burma,
an arc of fire and torment that
connects the trials of the
grandest King, Thibaw, ousted

by the British from his beloved
Mandalay and brought to Rat-
nagiri off the coast of Maha-
rashtra, where he died a lonely
death in 1916 — remember, the
British took Bahadur Shah
Zafar to Rangoon after the
failed Mutiny of 1857, where
he lived till he died in 1862.
We tend to forget the intimate
connection between India and
its eastern neighbour, Myan-
mar, these days, even when
things are falling apart.

Back in 2000 when Amitav
wrote The Glass Palace and
retrieved the drama of history
from the history textbooks, you
saw with blinding clarity how
the brutal annihilation of two
dynasties was undertaken by the
British when both India and
Burma were part of the Raj; that
until 1935, when Burma was
spun away into an independent
country, Indian Railways con-
nected Calcutta-Kolkata with
RangoonYangon and that peo-
ple travelled, worked, married,
had children without fear or
favour of boundary, passport or

CAULDRON : In Ghost-Eye, Amitav seeks to unite the universe, pulling in past lives, both human & non-human. emi

When youread the
master this weekend,
itis time to redeem the
connection between
books, reading,
education & learning,

visa, just like anywhere else in
the enormous Indian subconti-
nent that spanned the
Himalayas and the Indian
Ocean; that a significant part of
the Second World War was
fought in Burma and Malaya,
parts of what is now called
South-East Asia, not just in the
theatres of Europe and Africa;
and that Indian soldiers fought
everywhere, in the East and in
the West, as many as 2.5 million
of them, of which it is officially
said, 87,000 died — fighting fora
country or a coalition of nations
not even their own.

That’s the thing about Amitav
Ghosh. He mixes fact and fic-
tion in a witches’ brew and
makes it his own. So when UK
Prime Minister Keir Starmer
went to China earlier this week
and you saw photos of him
shaking hands with Xi Jinping,
you bet your head raced back to
Amitav’s Ibis trilogy. There’s
love, of course, in the most
uncertain places, as the grand
drama of people’s lives unfold
across continents, peppered
with war, trade and that ulti-
mate fix, opium. River of
Smoke explained why several
Chinese historians believe that
1839 inaugurated the “century
of humiliation”, beginning with
the Opium Wars and ending
only in 1949 when Mao led his
bunch of bedraggled
stormtroopers into the heart of
the Middle Kingdom, Beijing.

Understand, then, the connec-
tion between the opium factory
in Ghazipur on the banks of the
Ganga in the Poorvanchal and
the indentured migration of
Indians across the world, a story

that begins with Sea of Poppies.
Opium, its lucrative trade and
its role in both building empire
and crushing nationalism are
the stuff of both River of Smoke
and Flood of Fire.

The Shadow Lines is probably
out of print these days —
although, at the rate at which
Bangladesh's politics is chang-
ing today, you might want to
retrace your steps to the local
library. Fast forward to Gun
Island, a fantastical tale about
spiders, migration and environ-
mental disasters, backing and
forthing  between  Venice,
Kolkata and the Sundarban.
The story about Manasa Devi,
the goddess of snakes, first
unfolds here. The Hungry Tide
seemed too much of a lecture,
scolding us for not doing
enough about the misfortune of
climate change. Ghost-Eye picks
up where Gun Island left off.
Even the names of several char-
acters are the same. The god-
dess, Manasa Devi, remains at
the core of the story. As fact col-
lides with fiction, Amitav seeks
to unite the universe, pulling in
past lives, both human and non-
human, and throwing every-
thing into the cauldron of sci-
ence and mythology. From this
churning of the ocean of stories,
the Kathasaritsagara, emerges
Ghost-Eye, a story of love with-
out limits, without pretence.

On the edge of Chandigarh, in
Panchkula, is located the tem-
ple of Mansa Devi, revered as a
form of Shakti, the female god-
dess. It's not clear if she is the
same as Manasa Devi, the god-
dess of snakes at the heart of
Ghost-Eye, but if she is, it may
be time to relook at Ghosh’s
prescription of life, where he
approvingly quotes Carl Jung,
which is, that “there are no coin-
cidences, only synchronicity.”
What this means is that when
you read the master this week-
end, it is not just meant to be, it
is also time to redeem the con-
nection between books, read-
ing, education and learning,

It’s also when you take the leap
of faith towards yourself. It's time.

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO

TBhe Trifune.
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The problem of unemployment

THE problemof unemployment, which formed the subject of an inter-
esting debate in the Legislative Assembly on Thursday, is one of the
most vexed questions that face the country at the present moment.
"This question is by no means peculiar to India, but here it is aggravat-
ed by several factors which do not exist in Western countries. For one
thing, the Indi fir inhisown
country. Not to say anything about foreign countries, even British
colonies and dominions have closed their doors in the face of Indian
immigrants. Indians, must, therefore, find employment in their own
country, if at all. Secondly, in India itself, any higher posts are filled by
non-Indians and thus the field of employment for the educated class-
esis further narrowed down. These difficulties in the way of our young
men findi itabl 7 rious enough, but they are by
no means the most important. The most potent cause of unemploy-
mentamongst i it micder weofIndia
onothercountries. India provides work and food for millions of work-
men in England, America, Japan, Germany and other countries by
importing every year manufactured articles worth crores of rupees.
Ttmust, therefore, be clear to the meanest intelligence that solong as
India’s import bill continues to be as heavy as it is at present, it is
impossible to materially reduce unemployment in this country,
because India cannot find employment for her own population as
well as for millions of workmen living in other countries.

Abig-hearted scout
in the wilderness

CoL MANEESH MISHRA

Manipur did not care for our maps or our fatigue; they

were a vertical labyrinth of bamboo and ancient rain.
The air was a soup of humid rot and constant, prickling aware-
ness of an unseen enemy. Twelve days into a 14-day patrol, our
uniform had turned into a second, salt-crusted skin. Along the
Barak river, the physical world had narrowed to the rhythmic
thud of boots and the swaying rucksack of the man in front.

As a young Captain, I was in that volatile stage where energy
still masked the agony of the trail. Major Debnath watched from
the middle of the file with a seasoned eye; my face flushing with
determination to never show weakness, even as the straps of
the heavy rucksack bit into my shoulders like dull saws. I was
fuelled only by the pure desire to be worthy of the men I led.

In the vanguard was Naik Lakshman, a scout whose move-
ments were so synchronised with the jungle that he seemed to
displace no air. He sensed my flagging pace through the change
in my breathing. Lakshman drifted back, merging with the
shadows until he was beside me, his voice a low, rough whisper.

“Saab, bag thoda bhari lag raka hai,” he said, his hand
already reaching for the frame. “Lao, main le leta hoon: aap
aage dekho.” I stiffened, my pride flaring. I looked at Lak-
shman, a man already carrying nearly 30 kg, a man who had
stood sentry while I slept, and who was now offering to dou-
ble his burden simply because he cared for the officer he
protected. It was a display of a heart so big it made the vast
wilderness seem small.

“Nahin, Lakshman. Tera kaam aage dekima hai. Tu wahan
dhyan rakh.” My words were unnecessarily sharp. He didn’t
flinch. He gave a disciplined nod and melted back to the front,
his craft so flawless that within seconds he was again the invis-
ible shield between the patrol and the valley’s hidden threats.

That evening, as the mist crawled up from the Barak
like a cold grey ghost, Major Debnath shared a mug of
tea with me near a hidden ledge. “They have a way of
making your own exhaustion feel like a sin, don’t they?” he
said, eyes fixed on the ridgeline where Lakshman was once
again on watch. “It’s a peculiar blessing, being led by the
very men you think you're leading.”

Now, 20 years later, in a super-connected world of glowing
glass rectangles, I often think back to that mud-slicked trail.
Today, where we ‘follow’ strangers and ‘link’ with people
we don’t like, T wonder if we have traded that tactile, life-
and-death sincerity for something thinner.

Did we leave the best version of our humanity behind in
those jungles, where a man would offer to carry your
weight simply because you were walking the same path,
or have we just forgotten how to see the ‘bag’ the person
next to us is carrying?

r]jﬂE year was 2006, and the hills of Tamenglong in

epaper.tribuneindia.com
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In order to see the world in a different way, we need different kinds of stories. — AmitavGhosh

LETTER HE EDITOR

Voters’ loyalty not permanent
Apropos of ‘Secular parties & their Muslim
vote bank'; the word ‘“secular’ lost its mean-
ing along time ago, although it is still a part of
the Preamble to the Constitution. In the times
of Jawaharlal Nehru and Indira Gandhi, the
Muslim voters trusted the Congress, hence it
was tagged a secular party. Slowly, this label
was shared by regional parties like Samajwa-
di Party, RID, BSP JDU and most recently
Prashant Kishor’s Jan Suraaj Party. No polit-
ical party can take for granted the loyalty of
any community towards it forever. The Shiro-
mani Akali Dal used to consider Sikh voters
as its permanent vote bank, now the same par-
ty is finding itself in the wilderness.
RAVINDER KUMAR JAIN, LUDHIANA

Uncl water a sy failure

Focus on local manufacturing

Refer to ‘Cautious optimism’; the Econom-
ic Survey reflects that the nation’s econo-
my is growing. The government is on a path
of fiscal consolidation with fiscal deficit
reducing from 4.8% to 4.4%. Foreign
exchange reserves are in a comfortable posi-
tion. Inflation has fallen; banking sector is
performing much better with NPAs drop-
ping to 2.2%. The Survey, however, high-
lights that there is a strong need for strate-
gicresilience and indispensability. We can’t
overlook the fact that there would be supply
chain disruptions in the midst of height-
ened US tariffs. There is a need to hunt for
more markets, along with focusing on local
manufacturing and raising domestic con-
sumption, Localised supply chains are less

Refer to ‘How water and waste are becoming
inseparable’; the growing convergence of
sewage, waste and drinking water across Indi-
an cities has become a recurring phenomenon.
Such failures are not isolated mishaps but
symptoms of deeper anomalies in urban plan-
ning and public health governance. When con-
tamination becomes routine, the issue shifts
from individual behaviour to a systemic fault.
Appeals to civic sense or cultural memory.
though invaluable, cannot substitute for reli-
able public systems. Clean water is not symbol-
ism; it is a basic social requirement. Ensuring
its supply requires sustained public invest-
ment, technically competent institutions and
accountability in execution.

MANU KANT, CHANDIGARH

Caste is only a political tool
Refer to “Tackling caste bias’; discrimination
cannot be tackled unless we take the bull by
the horn. The canard of casteism is frequently
spread by vested interests. Whatever comes
out of the 2026 regulations of the UGC and the
SCintervention, the dividing lines between
castes and communities already stand more
sharpened. By spreading hatred, anger, intoler-
ance and fear, divisive politics is ruining the
future of the youth. Caste-based quota is not
reaching the marginalised and the underprivi-
leged, everybody is only scratching the surface.
The have-nots continue to suffer in silence.

HIRA SHARMA, BY MAIL

1 ble to global disruptions.
KR BHARTI, SHIMLA

Mutual gains in politics, religion
The Prime Minister’s upcoming visit to
Dera Sachkhand Ballan in Jalandhar
appears to be a political move. The dera has
a strong presence in the Doaba region,
which has a sizeable population of Sched-
uled Castes. His visit can be a game-chang-
er in the 2027 Punjab Assembly elections.
Therefore, this step can be seen as an
attempt to strengthen the BJP’s position
in Punjab where it has a lesser hold as com-
pared to other political parties. Respecting
religious feelings is the responsibility of
every individual, but mutual dependence
and a heady mix of religion and politics is
dangerous for society.

RAMAN SIDHU, JALANDHAR

Compassion in everyday life
Refer to the Middle, ‘Care for all creatures,
great and small’; it was a touching narrative of
a child’s sublime feelings and innocence for
the helpless hatchlings. In my house too, my
daughter-in- law protected two such chicks.
After the care they received, the defenceless
creatures were able to fly after a few days.
Leaving them unattended could have been an
alternative, but compassion must find expres-
sion in our everyday actions. As human
beings, we need to be more empathetic.
RAMESH GUPTA, NARWANA

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-word limit.
These should be cogently written and can be sént by e-mail to: Letters@tribunemail.com
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Urban In

potable water and face struc-

tural and planning challenges.
The death of Yuvraj shows the
lack of a quick response to a
crisis, in which alife could not
be saved. The Indore incident
shows lack of supply of neces-
* sitieslike clean water.
SENKXQ’ F:I‘.wcaﬂﬂmm £ FOR Thecountrys uhan:palicy
d must respond to the needs of
MULTILEVEL FEDERALISM the millennium arising from
rapid and vertical expansion,
N January 16, increased automobile traffic
Noida witnessed — and so on. The urban popula-
an avoidable  tion has risen from 11% in
tragedy—thecar 1947 to roughly 35-36% in
ofayoung execu-  2021-2025. The approximately

tive, Yuvraj Mehta, returning
home from work at night
plunged into a construction pit
adjacent to an unlit road.
Thoughacrowd gathered at the

1.34 to 1.5% annual rate of
growth adds to the challenges
in our preparedness. Arrang-
ing civic facilities for such a
large growing population

spot, including rescueagencies,  requires planning and pre-
he could not be saved. Two  paredness that the country is
weeks earlier, the historic 15th-  obviously lacking.

century city of Indore, rated as The ‘urban’ phenomenon of
the cleanest in India for several  India has along past. Remem-
years,was supplied contaminat- ~ bering our ancient, glorious
edwater Several citizensdiedof ~ cities, we have been changing
the toxic aftereflects. their names, like Allahabad to

These mishaps highlight
some serious challenges fac-
ing India's expanding urban
areas. The two instances show
that cities, whether contempo-
rary or going back in history,
lack such basics as sanitation,

Prayagraj. There is talk of
renaming Delhi as
Indraprastha. But these are
futile exercises. The urbanisa-
tion process focusses on land,
which engenders politics and
corruption. The builder-politi-

OPED

cian nexus makes cities weak,
resulting in suffering for the
dwellers.

Jawaharlal Nehru's observa-
tion in his autobiography on
serving two years (1923-25) as
chairman of the Allahabad
municipality is insightful. He
has written: "But on the one
side, there was the Govern-
ment machine; on the other,
the apathy of the members of
the municipality as well as the
public. The whole steel-frame
of municipal administration,
as erected by Government,
prevented radical growth or
innovation. The financial poli-

Theareain Noida
where Yuvrajmet his
deathisnotaposh
one. Since no
“important” people
live there, the local
authorities are
lackadaisical.

= = B _a < et
SMART CITY: Restoration work of water pipelines after the water contamination tragedy in Indore. emi

cy was such that the munici-
pality was always dependent
on the Government. Most rad-
ical schemes of taxation or
social development were not
permissible under the existing
municipal laws. Even such
schemes as were legally per-
missible had to be sanctioned
by Government, and only the
optimists, with a long stretch
of years before them, could
confidently ask for and await
this sanction.”

'The next page talks of how
politics played a role in the allo-
cation of funds to the privileged
civil lines (the wide area with

bungalows and cottages, each
with a fairly extensive com-
pound or garden) and ‘the
densely crowded city proper’;
the former paid less and got
more and the latter to the con-
trary. He sums up: "Nearly all
the Big Noises and Little Nois-
es live in the Civil Lines." He
regrets that he was not allowed
to balance the allocation.

A look at ‘India’s Urban'
shows that the situation con-
tinues to be what it was then.
‘The Bhagirathpura locality in
Indore that got contaminated
water supply is populated pri-
marily by poor people. It shows
how urban development is
planned. Similarly, the area in
Noida where Yuvraj met his
death is not a posh one and is
under development. Since no
"important" people live there,
the local authorities have not
provided it with proper fenc-
ing and light for the safety of
the passersby.

Rajiv Gandhi formed the
National Commission on
Urbanisation in 1985, but it
wound up without leaving
much impact. The mega-cities
scheme of 1993 is an ambitious
one. But it has not kept pace
with the needs of rapid urban-
isation. Under the Jawaharlal

dia’s crisis beneath the concrete

Nehru Urban Renewal Mis-
sion, 2005, some schemes of
urban upgradation were initi-
ated. But small towns and
cities that are unable to gener-
ate independent revenues and
lack even the basic services
have not been allocated ade-
quate funds. In 2015, the Atal
Mission for Rejuvenation and
Urban Transformation
(AMRUT)and the Smart Cities
Mission (SCM) were set up to
look into the basic needs of the
cities, but with little results.

Selectiveness  built  into
these schemes deprived them
of a comprehensive approach
to city-building that India
needs. The Central govern-
ment claims that Rs 1.64 lakh
crore has been invested in the
smart cities project and 90% of
the project is complete. But
the Noida and Indore
episodes show that India is
yet to meet the basic needs of
the urban population. Fancy
slogans such as 'smart city'
lead to the allocation of enor-
mous resources to a few cities
without meeting the basic
needs of these cities. India's
massive urban expansion
needs effective plans for pub-
lic transport, education and
medical services.

GPU gapin Indias Al dream

stack agentic Al platform, "M," while pow-
ering the IndiaAl Mission alongside Jio
Platforms, Tata Communications, Yotta
and others. Solo founder Bishal Saha start-
ed building the Duolingo alternative,
backed by Al and Bhashini datasets.
Prominent Al-first founders include Bhav-
ish Aggarwal (Krutrim), who is building
Indian language LLMs, Maithra Raghu

e ABORA SACHIEY (Samaya Al for financial Al and Sharbel
TECH RNALYSTTHETECH PAKDA Cherian (KeyValue Software), known for
bootstrapped Al products.

NDIA has entered its Al awakening, This signals a break from the traditional

driven by talent, investment and a  outsourcing mindset and the beginning of
fast-modernising digital population.  an IP-led ecosystem.

But the country's ambiti face an Global capital i i ickly. Google

undeniable bottleneck: the 1 and Accelt uncedi up

reliance on foreign-made Graphics Pro-
cessing Units (GPUs) and accelerators,
India's AT momentum is real, but it is also
fragile. The country seems to be entering a
rare convergence of talent, capital and pol-
icy intent. Al-first startups are emerging
fast, global investors are paying attention
and the government is also moving fast on
deep-tech infrastructure. As per a paper
released by Bessemer, the Indian IT sector
is projected to reach $400 billion by 2030,
with Al playing a key role in this growth.

However. the foundations of the ATboom
rest on a narrow and vulnerable layer: the
access t or hard:

10 $2 million in Indian Al startups through a
new partnership. In September, Google also
partnered with Sarvam AL Soket Al and
Gnani.ai, while TFBombay's BharatGen ini-
tiative focussed on advancing Al for Indian
languages. Such initiatives show that India is
being taken seriously as an Al development
hub. Telecom players are also repositioning
themselves as Al distribution platforms,
bundling models into consumer services and
accelerating adoption at scale.

“Yet this expansion is running into a strue-
tural limit, namely hardware. India's AT
growth today depends almost entirely on

that make Al models work. For decades,
India's tech dominance has come from
scale through millions of engineers, global
outsourcing contracts and cost efficiency.
Alis reshdpmg that equation.

Thenew ice providers
but platform builders, like companies that
own models, data pipelines and automation
systems. With players like Sarvam Al
NxtGen, and BharatGen, India is beginning
tobuild core ATIP, foundation models, agen-
tic platforms and developer tools.

That shift is already visible. Al-native
firms such as Graph Al and Leena AT are
building software-first businesses with
minimal human intervention. Hybrid play-
ers like Crescendo and Shopdeck are com-
bining automation with human oversight
to increase speed and reduce costs. Infra-
structure firms like Scale and Turing are
becoming essential enablers by supplying
data pipelines and model evaluation layers.

At the same time, a new class of founders,
smaller teams, younger builders and solo
entrepreneurs, competing directly in glob-
al categories, is emerging. NxtGen entered

foreig; de GPUs from NVIDIA, AMD
and Intel. The IndiaAT Mission relies on
roughly 34,000 GPUs, a modest number
compared towhat leading Al labs consume
globally. And unlike software, hardware
resources cannot be scaled overnight.
Export controls, geopolitical tensions
and supply concentration mean that GPU

India's Al growth today
depends almost entirely on
foreign-made GPUs Wil it
create a new form of
digital inequality?

access is not guaranteed. Analysts warn
that tighter controls, similar to those
imposed on China, could eventually
restrict availability or inflate costs.

Meanwhile, as global big tech eyes the Indi-
an Al consumer, telecom giants seem to be
quietly becoming Al companies, Reliance
Jio, Airtel and others are no longer just con-
nectivity providers. They are becoming AT
distribution platforms. In October, India got
free access to ChatGPT when OpenAl offered
a year's free ChatGPT Go access country-
wide. Google partnered with Reliance Jio to
offerits Gemini Pro planworth Rs 35,100 free
for18 ths to millions of users. Before tt
Perplexity did the same with Airtel and Ope-
nAlannounced the rollout of free ChatGPT
Go for Indians via Jio. Telecoms could
‘become India's most powerful AT gatekeep-
erseven as big tech squeezes into the Indian
market. OpenAl plans toopenits India office
in New Delhi later this year.

This creates a deeper concern and a widen-
ing Al divide. Will India's GPU gap' create a
new form of digital inequality? Large con-
glomerates such as Jio, Tata and Yotta can
afford dedicated GPU clusters and Iung term
infrastructure bets. Startups, and

Faith-based science limits

NAVNEET SHARMA PM GURUBASAVARAJ
CENTRALUNIVERSITY OF RANI CHANNAMMA
HIMACHAL PRADESH UNIVERSITY

HE recent revelations about a
decade-long government-funded
Panchagavya research project on

transparent reporting and measurable
results. In this case, after years of funding,
tangible research outputs are missing. There
is also no evidence of effectiveness against
cancer. This calls the project’s initial approval
and oversight into question.

The controversy underscores the need for
stricter research governance, independent
audits and a 1eaﬁfmned commitment to evi-
dence-based ive or sym-
bolic pursuits. Nanaji Deshmukh Veterinary
Science Umversny's defenoe that all purchas-

doesnot
fully address the deepe_r issue: wheﬂxer ths

cancer at Nanaji De Vet~
erinary  Science  University,
Jabalpur, Madhya Pradesh, raise concerns
about public accountability, scientific rigour
and responsible use of taxpayers' money. An
official probe indicates that Rs 1.9-35 crore
was spent on cow dung, cow urine, raw mate-
rials and travel expenses, though the market
value of the maw_nals was far lower ALso
tletoshowin terms of credi

entific outcomes after 10 years of work.
At atime when India's health system is fac-
ing challenges, esearch funds should beused
and efficiently. R 'h must

smaller builders often cannot. As GPU prices

risk:

have a scientific basis. Fundamental djsease

treatment research ict

becoming centralised among a handful of
players, That imbalance could determinewho
gets to build foundational models and who is
forced to operate at the application layer:

At the same time, India’s rising Al con-
sumption, driven by free or

gy, peer review and evidence-based frame-
works. The substantial spending on air trav-
el, vehicles and non-essential equipment
under this project suggests poor judgment as
well as possible m:smanagement of public
when basic cancer

access to tools from OpenAl Google and
others is turning the country into one of the
world's largest AT user bases. This could
make India a must-win consumer market
for global Al firms. This gives India leverage
as amarket, even if'it lacks hardware sover-
eignty. India's advantage lies in its timing.
‘With China constrained by export controls
and western markets saturated, India has
emerged as a geopolitical middle ground, a
potential "third pole” in global AI develop-
ment. But that window will not stay open
indefinitely. India must move quickly on
three fronts — expanding domestic com-
pute capacity, building skills beyond prompt
usage into model engineering and reducing
dence on foreign rtime.

The ambition is evident. The talent is
present. The policy push is fast. What
remains uncertain is whether India can
turn this into long-term Al sovereignty or
whether its growth will belimited by infra-

neseamhdemandsmbustlaborawrycapamty
Clear hy] htare
needed. Research pmjems must also have

Only the rigour of systematic
review of literature and asking
the right questions can take
the Indian’' science to
greater heights.

project met
entific research worthy of significant pubhc
investment or it succumbed to the difference
between science and pseudoscience.

How to distinguish science from pseudo-
science? 'E‘a]sxﬁabmty is one of the criteria.
Th stion or such research can-
not be 'fals]ﬁed by another laboratory
research. Ad hoc hypotheses used in such
research keep them out of the purview of sci-
entific testing. For example, the relation
between treatment of cancer and cow
dung/cow urine will remain susceptible to
one’s faith and belief in the karma theory of
diseases and diagnosis and the wrath of Sitala
Mata. In this case, there is also another belief
about religious sanctity accorded to the cow
and cow dung; the same status is not accord-
ed to other members of the cow family (Bovi-
dae)or to their dung. This s called the ‘protec-
tive belt of auxiliary hypotheses, which is not
from science but religion and mythology. The
cow will be hailed as 'gau mata',

There cannot be a clear demarcation
between science and pseudoscience, but
fuzzy boundaries (cow or desi cow?), an indef-
initely extendable indicator list (first urine or
dung of the morning or the later ones) and an
unclear nature (age of the cow; does it matter
or dairy cows or not?). This research is a proj-
ect of pseudoscience.

Ancient Indian health science and indige-
nous practices will lose credibility due to such
research. Only the rigour of systematicreview:
of literature and asking the right questions
can take the Indian' science to greater
heights. But to assert this, we also need to
acknowledge that ‘science' will remain sci-
enceonly if no adjectives of black or Indian or
Hindu or Islamic are added to it. The method
of science and science as a discipline are two
distinct domains; one may apply the method
of science to study a religion, but when sci-
ence is confined to a region or religion, it will
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Neo-liberalisation of Education in India

Transforming a constitutional promise of universal education into a differentiated, market-governed system

Dispossession

Dawar Ashraf Mir
dawarmir87@gmail.com

India’s education system has shifted
dramatically over the past four decades,
embodying neoliberalism’s push to turn
public goods into profit centres. David
Harvey, a renowned British Marxist
geographer and scholar of urban peliti-
cal economy, explains this through his
concept of “accumulation by dispos-
session”; policies that privatise public
assets for private gain. Some readers
may see left-leaning bias here, however,
this analysis draws from clear policy
facts and Harvey's economic frame-
work, not ideology: this is just how
neoliberalism works.

Neoliberalism cannot simply be
defined as an economic doctrine but is
instead a “political project to achieve
restoration of class power.” Rather than
producing sustained economic growth
it promised, neoliberalism has orches-
trated a massive transfer of wealth from
the poor to the economic elite through
deregulation, privatisation, and what
can be termed as “accumulation by
dispossession.” Unlike classical Marx-
ian primitive accumulation, which
occurred as capitalism’s historical
origin, accumulation by dispossession
is an ongoing process central to con-
temporary capitalism. It involves the
commodification and privatisation of
assets once held in common, the expro-
priation of wealth through financial
mechanisms, and the forcible removal
of people from means of subsistence.

In India’s education sector, this
process unfolded systematically. The
National Policy on Education (1986) ini-
tiated the neoliberal assault by creating
parallel, inferior education streams and
non-formal education for the poor while

establishing almost a different stream
for the elite. The 1991 economic liberali-
sation, driven by structural adjustment
pressures, accelerated this trajectory.
India’s 1995 signing of the World Trade
Organisation’s General Agreement on
Trade in Services (GATS) marked a
critical threshold; education ceased to
be a constitutional right and became
a “tradeable service.” When right to
education is considered a fundamental
right from ages 6 to 14 this single act
transformed education’s legal status
from public good to commodity.

The mechanics of accumulation
through dispossession in Indian edu-
cation operate through four intercon-
nected processes. First, commodifica-
tion has systematised the transforma-
tion of education into a market product.
Where education is just limited to some
sort of a vocational training which is
meant to produce a trained workforce,
absolutely ignoring that education is
also meant to develop and optimise
human potential. The Ambani-Birla
Report (2000) with its prime produc-
tion view ignoring any humane aspect
by proposing ending subsidised edu-
cation and implementing a “user-pay”
principle, it explicitly articulated the
neoliberal logic that education should
generate private profit. The National
Education Policy 2020, while framed as
progressive, took a lot of the recommen-
dations of this report towards commod-
ification through multiple pathways.
It introduced modular, credit-based
systems; it reduces holistic learning to
fragments of tradable knowledge units,
mirroring capitalist production’s logic

and urban areas with lower social eco-
nomice status. The “learning crisis” lit-
erature by researchers at the Centre for
Global Development, a think-tank based
in Washington DC, for India shows that
years of schooling have increased but
learning per year of schooling has not,
i ving declining or stagnant produc-
of the public system. As public
education quality has declined, private
schools both elite and “low-fee” prolif-
erated to capture the ensuing demand,
extract surplus from families desperate
for alternatives. The Global Education
Industry (GEI) has penetrated India,
with multinational corporations, ven-
ture capital, and philanthropies treat-
ing India’s poor as profit frontiers.
Third, financialisation has shifted
higher education costs from state to
individual households, proletarianising
educational access. Delhi University’s

in under resourced schools, and students
from scheduled tribes, scheduled castes
and Muslim communities are still far
less likely than others to reach and com-
plete senior secondary or higher educa-
tion. Meanwhile, elite private schools
produce graduates competing in global
markets. This segregation is not acci-
dental but structural. Neoliberalism
explicitly fragments “comprehensive”
public education (which briefly prom-
ised universality) into stratified systems
serving different classes.

(14

Universities now highly
prioritise market-oriented
disciplines -engineering,
e -l
I

revenue from student fees
2200 crore in fiscal 2023-24, with insti-
tutions increasingly dependent on fee
income as UGC grants stagnate. The
proposed Higher Education Financing
Agency (HEFA) replaces grants with
loans, effectively privatising finance
while maintaining state legitimacy.
This transforms education into debt,
particularly burdensome for SC/ST/
OBC students already marginalised
historically.

Fourth, datafication represents neo-
liberalism's latest enclosure. The NEP
2020's Academic Bank of Credit (ABC)
and Automated Permanent Academic
Account Registry (APAAR), linked to
Aadhaar (India’s biometric ID), cen-
tralises student data. While framed

of just-in-time uring. Students
become consumers, learning becomes a
transactional exchange.

Second, privatisation has created
a bifurcated system stratifying access
by class, Private school enrolment has
expanded from 30% (2012-13) to 35%
(2021-22) nationally, with concentrated
peaks in urban areas. Delhi records 46%
private school share, while states like
Jharkhand remain at 3.5%. It is per-
tinent to mention here that not even
all private schools are equal. There is
a greater disparity between elite and
expensive private schools and low cost
badly run private schools both in rural

as e, ifies student
information for corporate marketing,
and fragments learning into discrete,
tractable data points. Students become
generators of data within systems opti-
mising for efficiency and profit. India
also faces several structural data pro-
tection issues as our core framework
rests on the DPDP Act, 2023 and legacy
provisions in the Information Technol-
ogy Act, 2000, which still leaves sector
specific rules fragmented and some-
times inconsistent.

These mechanisms consolidate class
power in education systematically. The
poorest 80% of Indians remain trapped

while sy ally

devaluing humanities and
social sciences.

Knowledge capitalism intensifies
this pattern. Universities now highly
prioritise market-oriented disciplines
(engineering, business) while system-
atically devaluing humanities and social
sciences that foster critical conscious-
ness. Faculties have been increasingly
pressured toward publication metries,
patent production, and industry partner-
ships rather than public intellectualism.
Teachers' agency is also increasingly
eroded with continuous contractualisa-
tions which strips them of job security
and autonomy. This process mirrors
insight that neoliberalism deploys the
state to enforce market discipline while
appearing to reduce state power.

The Indian state’s role exemplifies
this paradox. The government unilat-
erally implemented NEP 2020 with-
out parliamentary debate, deployed
Supreme Court judgments favouring
private education, and closed student
unions, while claiming to reduce state
intervention. The state strengthens
market imperatives through coercive
legislation while dismantling spaces for
democratic dialogue.

India’s Constitution (Articles 14, 15,
45) mandated free, equitable, non-dis-

criminatory education. By systemati-
cally privatising education since 1986,
the Indian state has formally aban-
doned these commitments under neo-
liberalism's pressure. Resistance exists
but remains fragmented. Unlike earlier
movements centered on class struggle
and Common School System demands,
contemporary resistance often splits
into identity-based (caste, gender) or
institutional (legal, NGO) approaches
that, while important, deflect from capi-
talism’s fundamental logic of accumu-
lation. As the economist Ravi Kumar
argues, alternatives must centre on the
“capital-state-education matrix,” rec-
ognising that genuine equity requires
not minor reforms but dismantling the
project itself.

Conclusion:

Education remains a contested ter-
rain where capital’s relentless drive to
convert all life into commodities con-
fronts emancipatory possibilities. Har-
vey's accumulation-by-dispossession
framework illuminates how neoliber-
alism operates through state mediated
privatisation of commons, financiali-
sation of access, and reproduction of
class power. In India, this has meant
transforming a constitutional promise
of universal education into a differenti-
ated, market-governed system where
the poor are systematically dispos-
sessed of educational opportunity.

Resisting this requires building what
is termed as “counter-hegemonic dis-
course” organising education around
principles of democracy, equity, and
collective liberation rather than indi-
vidual consumption. This demands sub-
stantial public investment, fee regula-
tion, strong public universities insulat-
ed from market pressure, and crucially,
restoration of education’s role as a site

ping critical i
and challenging systemic oppression.
Only through such systemic transfor-
mation can education reclaim its status
as a fundamental right rather than a
commodity available only to those with
purchasing power.

Dawar Ashraf Mir is an entrepreneur manoging
infrastructure and agricultural ventures in
Kashmir. He Is also o fellow of the Ananta
Aspen Global Leadership Network (AGLN)

An enormous task ahead

India has become the world’s fourth largest economy and is looked upon
as a stable country and a major power

Policy Matters

Vivek Katju

vivekdkatju@gmail.com

On January 1 India took over the
BRICS Chair. On January 13 Exter-
nal Affairs Minister S Jaishankar
launched the logo, theme and web-
site of India’s Chairship. Speaking
on the occasion Jaishankar noted
“In 2026, BRICS will complete
twenty years since its inception,
during which it has steadily evolved
into a significant platform for coop-
eration among emerging markets
and developing economies”. It is
true that the group of BRIC coun-
tries-Brazil, India, Russia and
Chi A

almost ten years. This turbulence
in the financial markets in 2008 led
to a recession. It brought th3e four
countries together. The first BRIC
summit was held in Russia in 2009.
A year later South Africa joined the
group making it BRICS.

The path of the BRICS countries
since the first summit has not been
easy but they have made progress,
although, at different rates. India
has become the world’s fourth larg-
est economy and is looked upon as a
stable country and a major power.
It has an enormous task ahead to
reduce and then eliminate poverty
but it is working to improve the
lot of its people. Russia, Brazil and
South Africa despite hiccups have
also done fine, The real story of these
times, though, is the rise of China.
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Jaishankar showed a keen
awareness that India had
as: ed the Chairship of

originally asa
group of emerging economies. How-
ever, over the past two decades and
more, the countries comprising the
group have gone beyond the status
of ‘emerging economies’.

In the 1990s Russian Foreign Min-
ister Primakov mooted the idea that
the interests of ‘emerging’ econo-
mies coincided. This was also the
decade when the Cold War had ended
and countries such as India and
Russia had embarked on their eco-
nomic liberalisation. As the century
turned, the realization that these
emerging economies offered mar-
kets was picked up by US financial
companies. One of their executives
thought in 2001 of a group consisting
of Brazil, Russia, India and China.
At that stage the four countries
could be considered emerging. This
is because their GDP’s did not put
them in the first rank of economies.

In 2001, China was sixth in the
world behind the US, Japan, Germa-
ny, Britain and France; Brazil was
at number ten and India at number
thirteen. Ten years later China had
become the second largest economy
in the world. The first decade of the
century also witnessed the greatest
turbulence in the global economy
after the Great Depression which
began in 1929 and continued for

P000 r000

the group at a time of great
change.

China continues to be the second
largest economy of the world. Its
GDP in 2024 was around US §19 tril-
lion as compared to America’s US
$ 24 trillion. More importantly, its
‘hard power has grown. The recently
released National Defence Strategy
by the US Department of War noted
“By any measure, China is already
the second most powerful country in
the world- behind only the United
States—and the most powerful state
relative to us since the 19th century.
And, while China faces very signifi-
cant internal economic, demograph-
icand societal challenges, the fact is
that its power is growing”. This is
a sobering for all coun-

enormous change taking place in
science and technology. The world
is in the midst of the fourth indus-
trial revolution with rapid advances
taking place in Artificial Intelli-
gence, Robotics and the Internet of
Things. Jaishankar showed a keen
awareness that India had assumed
the Chairship of the group at a time
of great change. He said “The cur-
rent global environment presents
complex and interlinked challenges.
Geopolitical uncertainties, compli-
cated economic landscapes, climate-
related risks, technological chang-
es, and persistent development gaps
continue to affect countries across
regions. In this context, BRICS
remains an important forum that
encourages dialogue and coopera-
tion, and practical responses, taking
into account national priorities and
different stages of development”.
Jaishankar indicated India’s pri-
orities in these words “ the four broad
priorities of India’s Chairship - Resil-
ience, Innovation, Cooperation, and
Sustainability - they will provide a
coherent and balanced framework
across the three foundational pillars
of BRICS: political and security, eco-
nomicand financial, cultural and peo-
ple-to-people exchanges”. All these
themes are fine but the real priority
will have to be to ensure that BRICS
remains a forum which is not domi-
nated by China. This will require deft
diplomacy in the coming year.
Animmediate issue that India will
need to assist BRICS to navigate is
the issue of the international reserve
currency. The US is determined to
maintain the Dollar as the world’s
reserve currency which has greatly
contributed to US global economic
influence. The BRICS countries have
looked at creating their own pool of
currency for trade purposes. Trump
has seen this as a hostile act. He had
opposed such a move after his elec-
tion in November 2024 and also after
ing office in January last year.

tries, including India. This coun-
try’s BRICS' challenge is therefore
to ensure that the group which now
includes, in addition to the founding
four and South Africa, Egypt, Ethio-
pia, United Arab Emirates, Indone-
sia and Iran as members, does not
come to be dominated by China.
India has to meet its BRICS’ chal-
lenge in the world in churn because
of the US weakening the world order
which itself had established and the

The Dollar lost value last year and
Trump’s seemingly erratic actions
has led many countries to hedge by
buying gold. While looking at its eco-
nomic and strategic interest India
will have to create a BRICS consen-
sus on the issue of reserve currency.
Another matter India will have to
handle carefully in the BRICS con-
text relates to ran which continues
to be in US cross hairs and has wit-
nessed great domestic unrest.
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Social Media vs
the Newsroom

Where does Kashmir feel more real?

Comparison

Peer Asif Manzoor
peerasifmanzoor@gmail.com

In present day Kashmir, two platforms are
building two types of narratives parallel to
each other. One is the fast, raw, emotion-
al universe of Instagram reels, YouTube
shorts, Facebook posts and X threads. And
the second, the cautious, verified, structured
space of mainstream newsrooms. The story
isnotabout which one isright, but why they
look and feel so different- and what that gap
means for public understanding.

For many years, the newsroom was the
main source of information for a common
Kashmiri. Be it the English dailies like
Greater Kashmir or the Urdu dailies like
Srinagar Times or the news bulletins of All
India Radio or Doordarshan. A reader used
to rely completely on these prime sources
for news updates. He would receive news
mostly about elections, , official

road. On the other hand, a patient in need
of O -ve blood at the SMHS hospital and
hundreds rushing to donate it. Following
day, youth rushing to rescue tourists from
the highway closure after they appealed
for a help on a Facebook post that went
viral. Then posing with the happy tour-
ists and sharing the images on insta is the
reality that a Kashmir youth is happy to
live with. The image of Kashmir on social
media is the real Kashmir as per the youth.
It mirrors their daily anxieties, joys, frus-
trations, and aspirations far better than a
clipped newspaper report ever could.

The Other Generation’s Reliable
Legacy Media

But for the other generation that are in
the later stages of life, the social media is
a shallow world. It is unreliable and unfil-
tered. Trivial issues get viral. A cow stolen
by unknown thieves or someone’s ATM card
is lost becomes the topmost news of the day.
Likes, views and comments decide the authen-
ticity of the matter. Kinetic reels and unfil-
tered livestreams rule the roost. Algorithms
reward the sensationalism. Outrage travels
faster than nuance. Misinformation spreads
like fire. So, for the older generation, Kashmir
as porfrayed by newsrooms depicts real issues
that have broader implications. For exam-
ple, the country’s relations with America or
Russia, or the historical background of Indus
Water Treaty. Professionals are hired to offer
expert opinions on key sectorslike health and

visits, and weather updates. The readers had
no other alternative. The readers would be
fed what the state and the mainstream media
produced. Curated, constrained and authen-
ticated, this version carried authority.

The Gen-Z’s digital world;

The social media platforms like Face-
ook, Instagram, TikTok, Twitter etc-more
so, after the introduction of 4G - have revo-
lutionised the media world. They work on
their own terms - social media privileges
feeling over form, speed over structure,
and emotion over facts. Youth prefer social
media to stay updated. The legacy media
news that is published the following day
is a relic for Gen-Z. They want intimate
and immediate updates. It caters to their
charged emotional selves. For them real-
ity is in the vibe. Enjoying barbeques on
the banks of Dal Lakes, sipping coffee at
the cafes and sharing the heady feeling on
insta is the discourse they want. Who has
won the elections in Bihar, doesn't matter.
Kashmir feels alive, emotional and immedi-
ate on social media as per the Gen-Z. On one
hand you see beautiful snowbound moun-
tains in the background and the Gen-Z guys
enjoying the bike ride on the foreshore

(1 1}

education. Every tom, dick and harry can’t
pass on his judgement. Emotions are moder-
ated. Sensationalism is avoided and stories
are backed by reporters working at the ground
level. It is also the version that remains on
record, archived, cited, and referenced long

after viral posts disappear.
Conclusion:
So, Kashmir: nsitive, passi nd

immediate on social media while as in the
legacy media though it feels reserved but mea-
sured and more sensible. Reality lies some-
where in between the two streams that flow
sometimes parallel & other times opposite
to each other, but neither of them can exist
alone. Both need to compliment each other.

Post Script

Legacy media needs to exploit the space
of social media. Like many media houses
have opened official social media accounts
to reach out to public. The most readout
newspaper in the valley-Greater Kash-
mir has been the pioneer in this regard.
Their initiatives like GKTV, and GKSC
are examples to let people stay connected
with the mainstream media.

Peer Asif Manzoor, participant GKSC.
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Greater Kashmir’s Understanding the Law Initiative

Structuring Industrial Harmony

Exploring Standing Orders, Notice of Change, and Voluntary Reference of Disputes to Arbitration under the Industrial Relations Code, 2020

Legal Desk

Muneeb Rashid Malik
muneebrashidmalik@gmail.com

The Industrial Relations Code, 2020
(“Code™) brings together and stream-
lines important aspects of labour rela-
tions with the objective of promoting
mdustrlal harmony, transparency,

become applicable to an industrial
establishment until the date the stand-
ing orders are finally certified and
come into operation, the model stand-
ing orders are deemed to be adopted in
that establishment.
During this interim period, how are
model standing orders treated?
During this period, the provisions
applicable to certified standing orders
relating to operation and modification
apply to the model standing orders in
the same manner.
What is the obligation of the employer
of draf

orders?

The employer must prepare draft
standing orders within six months
from the commencement of the Code,
based on the model standing orders.
What mahers must be covered in the
draft st by the

and pr ity in yer worker
relationships. Among 1Ls ‘most signifi-
cant features are the provisions deal-
ing with Standing Orders, Notice of
Change and Voluntary Reference of
Disputes to Arbitration. These mecha-
nisms collectively regulate service con-
ditions, ensure orderly consultation
before altering terms and

employer?

The draft standing orders must cover
all matters specified in the First Sched-
ule and any other necessary matters
relevant to the nature of the industrial
establishment, provided such provisions
a.m not inconsistent with the Code.

ired before

provide a consensual framework for
resolving industrial disputes without
prolonged adjudication. By codifying
rights, obligations, and procedures, the
Code seeks to balance managerial flex-
ibility with worker protection while
reducing uncertainty and conflict in
industrial establishments.
To which industrial establishments
do the provisions relating to standing
orders apply?

These provisions apply to every
industrial establishment in which three

submlttlng draft standing orders?

Yes, The employer must consult the
Trade Unions, recognised negotiating
union, or members of the negotiating
council, as applicable, before submit-
ting the draft standing orders.

To whom are the draft standing orders
submitted for certification?

The draft standing orders must be
forwarded, electronically or otherwise,
to the certifying officer for certification.
What happens if an employer adopts
the model standing orders without

hundred or more workersar

or were employed, on any day during
the preceding twelve months.

Are there any industrial
establishments to which these
provisions do not apply despite

If the employer adopts the appli-
cable model standing orders, they are
deemed to be certified, and the employ-
er must inform the certifying officer in
the prescribed manner.

meeting the worker

Yes. These provisions do not apply
to industrial establishments insofar
as the workers employed therein are
governed by service rules such as Fun-
damental and Supplementary Rules,
Civil Services rules relating to clas-
sification, control, appeal. temporary
service, leave, regulations applicable
to civil services, defence civilians, rail-
way establishment rules or any other
rules or regulations notified by the
appropriate Government.

Who is responsible for making model
standing orders?

The Central Government is respon-
sible for making model standing orders
relating to conditions of service and
other incidental or connected matters.
What is the status of model standing
orders before final certification of
standing orders for an establishment?

From the date these provisions

Roots

Syed Maijid Gilani
syedmaiid6676@gmail.com

Not every profound lesson comes
through books, sermons, or long
speeches. Some lessons enter our lives
quietly, without announcement, and
settle gently into the heart. One such
lesson came to me yesterday at the main
gate of our cherished home in Srinagar.

It was a calm afternoon. Sunlight
fell softly on the gate when I noticed
my elder son, Arshad, standing there
with a water pipe in one hand and a
soft cloth in the other. He was gently
and carefully wiping the brass name-
plate fixed to our gate.

That brass plate bears the name of
my late father, Syed Iftikhar Gilani,
who left this world in 2001. Arshad
never met his Dadaji. Yet he knows his
name, his stories, and his values. As
Arshad wiped the plate, the sunlight
caught the golden letters, and tiny
drops of water sparkled like pearls
as they slid down. He worked slowly,
reverently, as though he were tending

officer require
changes even when model standing
orders are adopted?

Yes. If the certifying officer has
observations, the employer may be
directed to amend the adopted standing
orders within the prescribed period.
When are modifications to standing
orders required to be prepared?

If modifications are required, the
employer must prepare and submit the
draft modifications within six months
from the date the provisions become
applicable to the establishment.

What procedure does the certifying
officer follow upon receiving draft

given an opportunity of being heard?

Yes. After receiving comments, the
certifying officer provides an opportu-
nity of being heard to the concerned
unions or worker representatives.
‘What decision does the certifying
officer make after hearing the parties?

The certifving officer decides
whether any modification or addition
is necessary to render the draft stand-
ing orders certifiable and records the
decision in writing.

Is there a time limit for certification of
standing orders?

Yes. The certifying officer must
complete the certification process
within sixty days from receipt of draft
standing orders or draft modifications.
What happens if the certifying officer
fails to act within the prescribed time?

1If no decision is made within sixty
days, the draft standing orders or modi-
fications are deemed to have been certi-
fied upon expiry of that period.

What conditions must be satisfied for
standing orders to be certifiable?

Standing orders must provide for
every applicable matter listed in the
First Schedule and must conform to
the provisions of the Code.

Who determines the fairness or
reasonableness of standing orders?

The certifying officer or the appel-
late authority adjudicates upon the
fairness or reasonableness of stand-
ing orders, keeping in view the model
standing orders.

What happens after standing orders or
modifications are certified?

The certifying officer sends authen-
ticated copies to the employer and the
concerned unions or worker represen-
tatives within seven days.

What documents must accompany

corrected?

Who decides dlsputes regarding
of

Yes. Such errors or slips
may be corrected at any time by the
certifying officer or their successor.
Who can file an appeal against an
order of the certifying officer?

The employer, Trade Union, negotiat-
ing union, negotiating council, or worker
representatives may file an appeal.
What is the time limit for filingan
appeal?

An appeal must be filed within sixty
days from receipt of the certifying offi-
cer’s order.

‘When do standing orders come into
operation?

If no appeal is filed, they come into
operation after thirty days from dis-
patch of authenticated copies. If an
appeal is filed, they operate seven days
after dispatch of the appellate author-
ity’s order.

How must standing orders be made
available to workers?

The employer must maintain the
text of certified standing orders in the
prescribed language and manner for
workers' information.

2]

Standing Orders bring clarity
and uniformity to service
conditions.

Is there a public record of standing
orders?

Yes. Certified standing orders are
filed in a register or uploaded electron-
ically, and copies are provided to appli-
cants upon payment of prescribed fees.
Can standing orders be modified

rders or

o
modifications?
They must be accompanied by a
statement containing prescribed par-
ticulars of workers employed, their
Trade Union membership, and the
negotiating union or council, if any.
&

submit joint standing orders?

Yes. Subject to prescribed condi-
tions, a group of employers in similar
establishments may submit a joint
draft of standing orders.

How are existing standing orders
treated upon commencement of the
Code?

Existing standing orders continue to
operate and are deemed to be certified,
insofar as they are not inconsistent
with the Code or rules.

‘What powers do certifying officers and

after

No. They cannot be modified for six
months unless there is an agreement
between the employer and workers or
their representatives.

Who can apply for modification of
standing orders after the restricted
perlod?

The employer, worker, Trade Union,
or worker representative body may
apply for modification.

an

for modification?

The application must include pro-
posed modifications and, where appli-
cable, a certified copy of the agreement
between the employer and workers.

standing orders’

The Tribunal having territorial
Jjurisdiction over the establishment
decides such questions.

Is the Tribunal's decision binding?

Yes. The Tribunal’s decision is
final and binding on the employer
and workers.

What s the time limit for completing
disciplinary proceedings when a
worker is suspended?

The investigation and inquiry should
ordinarily be completed within ninety
days from the date of suspension.

Is a suspended worker entitled to
subsistence allowance?

Yes. Standing orders must provide
for payment of subsistence allowance
during suspension.

What is the rate of subsistence
allowance during suspension?

It is fifty percent of wages for the
first ninety days and seventy-five
percent thereafter, if the delay is not
attributable to the worker.

person or persons as arbitrators as
specified in the arbitration agreement.
What happens if there is an even
number of arbitrators?

The agreement must provide for
appointment of an umpire whose deci-
sion prevails if arbitrators are equally
divided
What are the formal requirements of
an arbitration agreement?

It must be in prescribed form and
signed by the parties in the prescribed
manner.

‘Who must receive a copy of the
arbitration agreement?

The appropriate Government and
the conciliation officer must receive
acopy.

What happens if the Government is
satisfied that the reference represents
the majority?

The Government may issue a notifi-
cation, and non-signatory employers or
‘workers concerned in the dispute are
given an opportunity to present their case.
How are workers represented before
the arbitrator?

Can th
exempt establishments from these
provisions?

Yes. The Government may exempt
any industrial establishment or class
of establishments, conditionally or
unconditionally.

When is notice required before
changing service conditions?

Notice is required when an employ-
er proposes to change service condi-
tions relating to matters specified in
the Third Schedule.

What are the requirements for such
notice?

The employer must give prescribed
notice of the proposed change and
cannot implement the change within
twenty-one days of giving notice.
When is notice not required?

Notice is not required when the
change is pursuant to a settlement or
award, applies to certain government-
regulated employees, is necessitated
by an emergent situation involving
shift changes in consultation with the
Grievance Redressal Committee, or is
directed by the Government or a settle-
ment or award.

Can the Government examat certain

worker

requirements?
Yes. If public interest so requires
and application would cause serious

How for
processed?

The same provisions applicable to
initial cemﬁcatmn apply to modifica-

standing orders or

The certifying officer issues notice
to the negotiating union, negotiating
council, Trade Union, or worker rep-
resentatives (where no union exists)
seeking their comments.

They have powers of a civil court,
including receiving evidence, admin-
istering oaths, enforcing attendance of
witnesses, and compelling production
of documents.

their

lor errors be

tion pr
Is oral evidence allowed to contradict
certified standing orders?

No. Oral evidence that adds to,
varies, or contradicts certified stand-
ing orders is not admissible in any
court.

reper the Government may
exempt such establishments or work-
ers.

‘When can an industrial dispute be
referred to arbitration?

‘When an industrial dispute exists or
is apprehended and both the employer
and workers agree in writing to refer
it to arbitration.

How are arbitrators appointed?
The dispute is referred to such

The Unspoken Legacy

My son's respect for a man he never knew revealed something deeply spiritual about blood and heritage

to something sacred.

Moved by the sight, I walked closer
and asked softly,

“Dear Arshad, what are you doing?”

Without breaking his gentle
rhythm, he looked up at me and
replied,

“Papa, the nameplate was dusty,
and it hurts to see dust on Dadaji's
name.”

His words went straight into my
heart.

Here was my son — a child who
had never seen his grandfather, never
heard his voice — feeling genuine
pain at the sight of dust resting on
his grandfather’s name. This was not
merely an act of cleaning. It was an act
of love, loyalty, reverence, and deep
emotional inheritance.

In that moment, my heart opened
to a beautiful vision. I imagined my
father — Arshad’s Dadaji — in the
gardens of heaven, smiling with awe
and endless affection at his grandson.
Isaw his hands raised in prayer, and I
could almost hear him whisper:

“May you always live with respect,
love, and happiness.

May vour heart remain as clean as
you have made my name today.”

That image stayed with me as
Arshad continued wiping each letter,
one by one. Every stroke of his cloth
felt like a silent prayer. Every drop of
water feit like a blessing. The act had
transcended the cleaning of a name-
plate. It had become an act of preserv-
ing family honor, living memory, and

invisible bonds.

Arshad's respect for a man he never
knew revealed something deeply spiri-
tual about blood and heritage. Love
does not travel only through memo-
ries; it also travels through blood,
values, and silent emotional inheri-
tance. It flows through generations,
shaping identity without words.

GG

1 realized once more how
values travel quietly from
one generation to the next.

By polishing his grandfather's
nameplate, Arshad was not merely
honoring the past. He was, in essence,
polishing his own soul.

My father had left us when I was
still young. Life afterward was often
hard. Over the years, memories some-
times faded like old photographs. But
as I watched Arshad bent over that
brass plate, T felt my father’s pres-
ence near me again — not as a fading
memory, but as a living spirit rejoic-
ing in the heavens.

1 realized once more how values
travel quietly from one generation
to the next. They do not need loud
speeches or formal lessons. They pass
silently through love, respect, and
the power of example, Without ever
meeting his grandfather, Arshad had

Repr ion depends on wheth-
er there is a negotiating union, Trade
Union, or none, and in individual ter-
mination disputes, the worker may
appear personally or through an autho-
rised representative.

What is the duty of the arbitrator after
investigating the dispute?

The arbitrator submits a signed
arbitration award to the appropriate
Government,

Can strikes or lockouts be prohibited
during arbitration?

Yes. The Government may prohibit
their continuance once arbitration is
notified.

Does the general arbitration law apply
to such arbitrations?

No. The Arbitration and Concilia-
tion Act does not apply to arbitrations
conducted under these provisions.

Therefore, the framework govern-
ing Standing Orders, Notice of Change,
and Voluntary Reference of Disputes
to Arbitration under the Code reflects
a shift towards structured governance
of industrial relations and greater
emphasis on consultation and consen-
sus. Standing Orders bring clarity and
uniformity to service conditions, the
requirement of prior notice safeguards
‘workers against abrupt changes and
voluntary arbitration encourages dis-
pute resolution through mutual agree-
ment rather than adversarial process-
es. Together, these provisions aim to
foster stability, fairness and efficiency
in industrial relations, reinforcing the
broader objective of the Code to create
apredictable and cooperative industrial
environment conducive to both eco-
nomic growth and workforce security.

Muneeb Rashid Malik is an Advocate. He
tweets @muneebmalikrash.

inherited the deep reverence 1 carry
for my father.

‘When he finally stood up. water drip-
ping from the pipe. the brass nameplate
shone like pure gold in the sunlight. It
was no longer just a name fixed to a
gate. It had become a luminous bridge
of love connecting three generations —
my father, myself, and my son.

I placed my hand softly on Arshad’s
shoulder. No words were needed. His
heart understood mine. My heart was
full to bursting. Inside, I whispered a
prayer — for my father's peaceful soul
and for my son’s bright, noble future.

This small, simple act by Arshad
reminded me of a prefound truth that
many people forget:

We are all living links in a long
chain of love and duty.

Our identity is not built by wealth,
power, or titles. It is built by the
respect we show to those who came
before us. When we honor our elders,
our roots, and our heritage, we do not
lose ourselves. We become stronger,
deeper, and more whole.

In cleaning his grandfather’s name-
plate, Arshad did not only honor the
past. He protected the dignity of his
own future.

In respecting his roots, he safe-
guarded his own being.

This is the lesson I want to share.

Syed Majid Giloni is a Government Officer,
writes on family, faith, moral values, and
lived human experience.
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INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

CAMPUS EQUITY RULES
MUST BE SHARPENED,
BUTNOT ASDEMANDED

N suspending the University Grants Commission’s new regula-
tions to promote equity in higher education institutions, the
Supreme Court has halted a reform initiated by itself. In Febru-
ary 2025, a month after the top court ordered UGC to revise the
2012rules addressing caste-based discrimination, the education
regulator released a draft for public consultation. The new regu-
lations promulgated on January 13 incorporated several sug-
gested changes, including recognising prejudice against other
backward classes and removing penalty for false complaints,
which might deter students from coming forward. The need for
revision was felt because neither the earlier rules nor the laws
meant to prevent atrocities against members of lower castes and
tribes were effective in dealing with on-campus discrimination.

One of the main objections to the new rules—that anti-
caste discrimination be broadened to include those against
higher castes—has prima facie logic on its side despite the
harsh lived reality of most of India. But experts have pointed
out that the narrowness alleged is addressed in Clause 3(e)
that includes discrimination on grounds of “religion, race,
caste, gender, place of birth, disability, or any of them”. It's
also true that in a country still smarting from the violence

by the Mandal Ci i reforms, it would have
been more prudent to first make a strong case for such re-
forms rather than taking the lesson of reality for granted.

There are, however, other ways the rules can be sharpened.
Expansion of the definition of discrimination to comprise
“any distinction, exclusion, limitation, or preference” is wel-
come; but without offences specified it remains prone to mis-
use. HEIs must be defined in a broader manner to include II'Ts
and 1IMs as well as standalone institutes issuing diplomas.
Clause 8(c) must be tightened so that an equity committee can-
not pass on a case if it deems another panel can deal with it
better—the kind of loophole that has weakened the work of
committees addressing sexual harassment on campus.

It cannot be lost on policymakers that the seeds of prejudice
aresown far before a student enters college. Sensitisation pro-
grammes of the sort the UGC rules mandate must also be
made compulsory in schools, adapted with innovative design
to attract and train impressionable minds. If it’s not taken up
as a national mission aimed at a younger age, we would con-
tinue to need prohibitory regulations for the later years.

KERALA PICKS OPTICS OVER
FISCALACCOUNTABILITY

OR Kerala Finance Minister K N Balagopal, the final budget

before the elections 1 to be a high-wire

act. While the state’s frail economy demanded that he be

prudent, political compulsions required him to be populist.

So unsurprisingly, instead of consolidating the fragile re-
covery he had carefully charted over the past few years, Balagopal
chose to wobble at a critical moment, conceding ground to elec-
toral pressures. The decision to announce a new pay commis-
sion, in particular, risks derailing hard-won fiscal gains.
Another blow would be the assured pension scheme ensuring
50 percent of the last basic pay as the maximum pension.

The budget arithmetic is precarious and is premised on highly
optimistic revenue assumptions. The estimates for the state’s own
tax revenue as well as its share in central taxes and duties appear
ambitious, especially when juxtaposed against the figures for the
current fiscal. The budget speech leaned heavily on the narrative
of “central neglect”. By attributing fiscal stress to reduced borrow-
ing limits and a shrinking share of central taxes, the minister
framed the crisis as a struggle for federal rights rather than a
e of structural imbal within the state’s finances.

The warning signs are visible in the numbers. Salaries,
pensions and interest payments together account for a stag-
gering 76.66 percent of the total revenues in 2025-26 and are
projected at 71.38 percent in 2026-27. This leaves little room
for manoeuvre. It's a given that as committed expenditure
rises, the flexibility to spend on development, capital invest-
ment and growth-oriented sectors shrinks.

To his credit, Balagopal has formally adhered to fiscal dis-
cipline. Despite enhanced welfare spending, the deficit has
been pegged at 3.4 percent, lower than the 3.78 percent esti-
mated for the current year. Kerala’s debt-to-GSDP ratio, now
at 33.44 percent, has also improved from a high of 38.47 per-
cent in 2021. This consolidation, however, remains fragile
and heavily contingent on revenue buoyancy and expendi-
ture restraint—both of which are now under strain.

The budget stands out as a triumph of political optics
over fiscal accountability. Wage hikes for pre-primary teach-
ers, Asha workers, Saksharatha Preraks and noon-meal
workers are intended to reinforce the LDF government’s
welfare credentials at a politically sensitive moment. It re-
mains to be seen if these are enough to overcome the per-
ceived anti-incumbency sentiments and hand the CPI(M)-
led front an unprecedented third successive term.

SCREENING WITH Al
A S with all disruptive technologies, the goodness of artificial

intelligence depends on its use. An example is a new study

published in The Lancet that shows how Al-led analysis can
detect breast cancer at an early stage in many more cases than
otherwise possible. By analysing mammograms of 100,000
Swedish women, it reduced diagnoses in the years after screen-
ing by an eighth. However, Dr Kristina Lang, one of the co-
authors of the study, cautioned that only tested Al tools be
used and they be fed with reliable data gathered from continu-
ous screening. India, which has a vast data repository from
the national cancer screening programme, would do well to
collaborate to deploy such technology across the country:

b

EDITORIAL

LSS NOIWAGPUSY THE NEW INDIAN EXPRESS

HE University Grants Com-
mission’s new rules to pro-
mote equity in higher educa-
tion institutions—a reform
of its 2012 rules—has stirred
controversy, mostly in north
India. This week, responding
to a plea of those opposed, the Supreme
Court has kept the new regulations in
abeyance and retained the 2012 rules
till a final decision is taken.

However., a careful look at the points
raised by the agitators shows that the
provisions they are opposed to do not
justify their claims. Evidence does not
support their arguments. To discuss
the points, it is necessary to look back
at the reasons for framing the 2012 reg-
ulations in the first place.

The origin of legal safeguards against
caste- and untouchability-related dis-
crimination goes back to the enactment
of the Untouchability (Offences) Act in
1955, renamed as the Protection of Civil
Rights Act in 1979, and the Scheduled
Castes and the Scheduled Tribes (Pre-
vention of Atrocities) Act, 1989.

Unfortunately, one major limitation of
these laws is that they nearly ignore the
discrimination in education institutions,
except on admitting SC/ST candidates.
Presumably, the reason is that those who
enacted these Acts believed that, unlike
other institutions, education campuses
would be immune from caste discrimina-
tion, as they are managed by educated
people. However, they did not realise the
weak connection between literacy and
discrimination, for it was learned Brah-
manical scholars who authored the sm-
ritis that laid the moral principles un-
derlying the caste system, which upheld
inequality and social exclusion.

Shocked by the frequent deaths by sui-
cide at the All India Institute of Medical
Sciences and other institutes of repute,
the Union health ministry set up a com-
mittee in 2008 to enquire into the causes.
The committee came up with empirical
evidence of discrimination—not in all,
but in some spheres of teaching, evalua-
tion, use of laboratories, sports, social life,
and in hostels and dining halls—towards
SC/ST students by higher-caste students,
teachers and administrators. This led
to the framing of the 2012 regulations.

However, due to their ineffective imple-
mentation, the discrimination continued,
only to shock the nation’s conscience af-
ter the tragic deaths by suicide of Rohith
Vemula in 2016, Payal Tadvi in 2019 and
Darshan Solanki in 2023, to note a few ex-
amples. The mothers of some of the vie-
tims approached the Supreme Court
seeking direction to the UGC to reform

Education is what makes a person
fearless, teaches him the lesson of unity,

: makes him aware of his rights and
- - inspires him to struggle for his rights
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The new UGC rules promoting equity in education institutes
were needed because the older ones were not working.
Facts debunk the arguments of those agitating against them

AN UNFOUNDED
BACKLASH TO UGC
RULES FOR HARMONY

SUKHADEO THORAT
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and effectively implement the 2012 regu-
lations. The UGC brought out the 2026
regulations on the top court’s advice.

However, some students in the gen-
eral category opposed them on the
ground that they would bring further
division between the SC/ST and Other
Backward Class students and the gen-
eral students, lead to reverse discrimi-
nation of higher-caste students and in-
duce false cases against them.

How valid are these arguments? In my
view, they are not. Although the 2026 rules
suffer from other limitations, they at least
contain provisions to promote harmony
and social inclusion among students.
Studies show that Indian campuses are
highly diversified—in 2018, of all the stu-
dents in higher education, 5 percent were
ST. 14.86 percent SC, 37 percent OBC, 27
percent high castes, 9.63 percent Muslim,
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2.67 percent Christian, and about 3 per-
cent Sikh, Buddhist or Jain. This diver-
sity can result in a measure of division on
the lines of caste, tribe and religion.

But this link between diversity and divi-
sion is a universal phenomenon. In US
universities, it's found between white and
black students, and between Muslim,
Christian and Jewish ones. Recognising
the problem, American institutions have
introduced special courses on civic educa-
tion to unlearn the undemocratic belief
the students might have cultivated through
socialisation in family and society. They
attempted to prepare students to be
better-informed citizens—to engage with
the values of liberty, equality, individual
‘worth, open-mindedness, and willingness
to collaborate for a common good.

Indian campuses that are character-
ised by caste, race and religious diversity

Bhimrao
Ambedkar

also require a conscious effort to build
values that promote harmony. The 2026
regulations aim to eradicate discrimina-
tion, promote full equity and inclusion,
and create a socially congenial atmos-
phere through sensitisation. It is only in
incidences of discrimination that they
provide for legal safeguards to protect
affected students. Therefore, the allega-
tion that the regulations themselves will
promote division is unfounded and un-
mindful of these positive provisions.

Will it result in reverse discrimination
of general students? This belief is also
not borne out by facts. The way discrimi-
nation is defined in the regulation, it
does not amount to reverse discrimina-
tion of general students. It says: “'Dis-
crimination’ means any unfair, differen-
tial, or biased treatment or any such act
against any stakeholder, whether explic-
it or implicit, on the grounds only of re-
ligion, race, caste, gender, place of birth,
disability.” Thus, it applies to all stu-
dents including general category ones.

Even when it mentions discrimination
against SC, ST or OBC students, it does
not point to any high caste as the discrim-
inator. Discriminators can come from
any category including SC, ST, OBC or
general. In case of discrimination based
on gender or disability, it again includes
all categories. The presumption of re-
verse discrimination of general students
is thus a false presumption, possibly mo-
tivated by political considerations.

Lastly, will high-caste students face
the risk of false cases? This issue was
also raised against the Prevention of
Atrocities Act. Some have asked for a
provision for punishment against false
cases. For all the years that the 2012 regu-
lations have been in place, there has been
no evidence of false complaints. It’s dif-
ficult for students from an economically
and socially weak background to show
the gumption to file false cases against
the powerful. Besides, one cannot have a
provision to punish for false complaint
under the same law that’s meant to pro-
tect a vulnerable group from discrimina-
tion. On the contrary, such a provision
would act as a deterrent for SC, ST and
OBC students to file complaints.

Thus, the arguments given by those op-
posed to the new UGC rules are presump-
tuous. There is aneed to sharpen the 2026
regulations, but not on the line proposed.
The Supreme Court should base its
judgement not only on legal considera-
tions, but also on insights from studies
on discrimination. Otherwise, the regu-
lations will become counter-protective
for the very groups they seek to protect.

(Views are personal)

CLUBBING ANEW TO OLD CHANTS

HEN none less than the Prime
Minister takes note of ‘bhajan
clubbing’, it is time to decon-
struct the cool. Speaking in his
Mann Ki Baat broadcast last
week, he called it a powerful
blend of devotion, culture,
spirituality and modernity, mentioning
Gen-Z to make sure the young and the
restless heard him out.

Trendy bhajans are not exactly new to
me, though the phrase and the more
evolved structure are, When large groups,
especially of youngsters, come together in
acommunity event to sing praises to gods,
bhajan clubbing gets the ‘sober rave’ tag in
a Hindu package. What is new is the high-
energy and nightclub-like atmosphere
along with a no-alcohol, all-clean feel.

We now have fancily-named bhajan
groups like Backstage Siblings and Kes-
havam. What's more, their concerts car-
ry ticket prices that resemble club gigs.
They are not your everyday free session
at the local temple. The phenomenon took
‘me on a reverse swing in time.

Thad my own brush with bhajan cool in
the 1970s and 80s when The Beatles era
spawned its early seeds. Guitarist George
Harrison embraced Hinduism with a zeal
that coincided with the rise of the Hare
Krishna movement. As a youngster, I
heard ‘I am missing you', produced by
Harrison, composed by Pandit Ravi
Shankar and sung by the sitarist’s sister-
in-law Lakshmi Shankar. The song ex-
pressed a longing to encounter Lord
Krishna with English lyrics: “Though I
can't see you, I hear your flute all the
while.” Frankly, I found it somewhat
amusing and not quite spiritual, especial-
ly as it was played on Western pop music
shows of All India Radio.

Then in 1981, Afro-rock band Osibisa
staged a live show on the India Gate lawns
in the heart of New Delhi and sang ‘Ra-
ghupatiraghava Raja Ram'’ (officially titled
“Joy of Om’) thatkept spiritual Indi-pop bub-
bling amid a growing fascination for rock.

Spiritual pop goes back in time. Luc-
know-born Cliff Richard, who spent his
early childhood in Calcutta, embraced
Christianity publicly at a rally by Ameri-
can evangelist Billy Graham in 1966,
putting behind his hits like ‘Bachelor
boy’ and ‘Summer holiday’. His guitar
embraced Christian gospel music.

Hinduism was not far behind. In the
early 2000s, I saw a bhajan-club act closer
to the contemporary version in suburban
Bengaluru at the 250-acre Art of Living
headquarters founded by Sri Sri Ravi
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Shankar. The evening saw long-haired
rockers wielding electric guitars singing
energetic bhajans to thunderous claps.

Looking back, I found Harrison's plain-
tive ‘My sweet lord’, released in 1970, truly
devotional because of its rhythmie chant-
ing that blended “Hallelujah” with “Hare
Krishna” in a non-denominational spir-
ituality. It seemed to go beyond the shift-
ing sands of cultural modernity.

Trendy bhajan gatherings aren’t
new, but their structure has truly
evolved. From George Harrison to
Baaba Maal and Jai Uttal, many
singers across eras have blended
genres to deliver soulful music.
The science behind the benefits of
chanting align with the spiritual
claims of past masters

There is a spiritual logic to this that de-
serves attention. I have attended medita-
tion sessions led by followers of Parama-
hansa Yogananda, which were preceded by
simple words sung in chants that made
way for long spells of silent meditation.

“Chanting is half the battle,” Yoga-
nanda famously said. He released a book
titled Cosmic Chants that contained
songs that had a clearer purpose to in-
voke devotion. The guru said loud chant-
ing was a good start to meditation in cre-
ating a “magnetic flow”, but advised
steps transitioning into what he called
“superconscious chanting”.

Yogananda said: “Sound or vibration is
the most powerful force in the universe.
Music is a divine art, to be used not only
for pleasure but as a path to god-realisa-
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Economic paradox

Ref: Eco Survey highlights (Jan 30). The
survey presents a precarious paradox: while
headline growth shines, the rupee’s tumble
and fleeing foreign capital signal structural
cracks. The true alarm, however, is fiscal
populism’. To stabilise the rupee and revive
investment, we must pivot from competitive
freebies to productive capital expenditure.

tion.” That reminds one of Carnatic com-
poser Thyagaraja’s description of god as
“Nada Brahmam” (Sound as the divine).

1find chants spiritual when done in a
coherent, enchanting fashion, irrespective
of their origin or religion. I like listening
to Gregorian chants that follow Christian
traditions, and in a strange way, found
Freddie Mercury's chanting chemistry
with the crowd at London’s Wembley Sta-
dium in his Live Aid concert in 1985 uplift-
ing in a soulful way. After all, the rock
bands were raising funds for famine-hit
Africans and nursed charitable thoughts.

1 also find solace in the soulful ‘Dunya
salam’ featuring Senegalese singer Baaba
Maal, which praises god as Allah inan Is-
lamic prayer. Its lyrics set to a haunting
tune arelike an Afro version of John Len-
non’s piano ballad for peace, ‘Imagine’.

On a more orthodox groove is Jai Uttal,
an American devotee of Neem Karoli
Baba. Born Douglas Uttal, the Grammy-
nominated guitar-wielding singer is called
a ‘kirtan artist’ and hailed as a pioneer in
‘world spirit music’, a derivative of the
more popular world music genre. He sings
bhakti-illed chants on Hindu deities and
uses elements of jazz, reggae and ballads.

That takes us to the neuroscience be-
hind chants and meditation.

The US government’s National Library
of Medicine says, “The simple act of re-
peating a sound may increase focused at-
tention while decreasing awareness of
bodily sensations. Further; if the repeti-
tion of the sound is vocalised, slowed
breathing is likely to activate the para-
sympathetic nervous system,” adding that
“even if one is distracted, vocalisation is
likely to have positive respiratory and hor-
monal changes that may contribute to feel-
ings of relaxation and positive mood”.

Bhajan clubbing may thus be just a
trendy word for what they call satsang in
religious circles and the science behind
chants shows the power of congregation
as well as health benefits. But there is evi-
dently a need to differentiate between
headbanging decibels and soulful chants.

(Views are personal)
(On X @madversity)

Expr
Anekal Taluk. Bengaluru - 560 099, Bengaluru. Vol. 62, No. 27 RN| Reg. No. 3457/1960. Phone: 080-22866893.

imited, at No. 1, Q Bengaluru-560

or , Plot No. 2A,
ited.

Prasadam politics

Ref: Laddu finding ought to impose wider
restraint (Jan 30). The editorial should
sensitise all the concerned. The emationally
prolonged and fierce episode carried on for
some time showed how our politicians stoop
to any extent to gain political mileage.
AGRajmohan, Anantapur

Gig growth

Ref: Why gig economy turns the clock on
progress (Jan 30). The column misses the
forest for the trees. Any last-mile service—
usually ideal for users—involves workers and
it cannot be deemed exploitation. Evolution
of innovative business models and products
are inevitable for growth, which requires
realignment and not rebuke.

Rajarao Kumar, Bengalury

Guide adolescents

Ref: Social sector paradox (Jan 30).
Adolescence is a very crucial period in one’s
life, as it's the time when students enhance
their learning outcome and life skills.
Unenroled students may fritter away their
time and energy in unproductive work or even
anti-social activities. The State should take a
serious note of the issue and remedy it.
SRamakrishnasayee, Chennai

Annihilate caste

Ref: SC stays UGC fiat (Jan 30). The court's
contention that the regulations ‘will divide
society' is erroneous and unfortunate. To
allow harassment and humiliation of Dalits,
indigenous people and OBC on the ground of
caste to avoid “social divisions" is to confer a
judicial sanctity to ‘sanctified apartheid'. The
equity rules are needed to annihilate caste.
6 David Milton, Kanniyakumari

Booze menace

Ref: Search continues for woman's body
(Jan 30). Today, through the widespread
promotion of alcohol as a source of state
revenue, governments undermine the right
to lead a dignified life for its citizens. The
wellbeing and protection of workers coming
from across the country should be prioritised
over industrial expansion.

KomalaB, em:

Area, 4th Phase, Survey No. 46, Part Yarandahalli Village, Jigani Hobll,

epapemewindianexpress.com.
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HE Economic Survey 2026 pro-

vides some interesting facts about

the growing digital economy of India

and its side effects. It also provides a
1

capacity is expected to reach about 8
GW by 2030, up from L4GW in Q2
of 2025. If realised, this will translate
into growth for the real esmlc sector,

glimpse into how digital
like AT are reshaping the country’s nu-
merous sectors. The survey pointed
out that the mature IT services indus-
try, growing startup ecosystem, and
increasing user base of internet-ena-
bled services put India as one of the
biggest generators of data. Currently,
the country generates around 20 per
cent of all global data. But most of the
data is stored outside the country-as
India has only three per cent of global
data centres. This creates huge op-
portunities for creating a vibrant data
centre ecosystem in the country. Ac-
cording to the survey, the data centre

electronic equip
power generators in both lrad.lllom]
and renewable space, and public ser-
vices. Not to mention, such growth
will create more jobs in the technol-
ogy and related segments apart from
accelerating the pace of urbanisation.
Similarly, the AT wave is likely to ben-
efit the Indian economy in multiple
ways, according to the Survey. How-
ever, it recommends adoption of Al
technology in phases.

‘The survey pointed out that India is
a labour-rich economy and unbridled
use of Al in replacing human labour
will create social instability. Therefore,

it calls for social mapping of sectors
regarding labour displacement that
may happen due to Al It indicates
that the government is quietly do-
ing its work of labour displacement
mapping in sectors like IT services.
Notably, global technology firms have
laid off thousands of employees in the
last two years as Al adoption makes
many jobs redundant. In contrast,
the IT industry did not see any heavy
layofls despite Al making serious in-
roads. Therefore, one can state that
the industry and the government are
in touch to avoid any large-scale job
losses, which could create panic in the
industry. Lastly, the Economic Survey
highlighted a pertinent threat faced by
the Indian society due to internet pen-
etration. For the first time, the Centre

India likely to handle Al-led disruption proactively

has acknowledged that rapid rise of
digital addiction and screen-related
mental health issues are being seen
due to smartphones, internet, gam-
ing and social media addiction. Men-
tal health issues have especially been
prominent among teens. Moreover,
social media is creating mental health
issues among people, creating nega-
tive feelings like inferior complexity,
comparison and loss of self- esteem
among others. Owing to such out-
come, the survey has recommended
introduction of age-based restric-
tion on use of social media. Notably,
Australia has already introduced re-
strictions on usage of social media
for young people. France is likely to
follow suit. Against this backdrop, it
should be anticipated that India may

introduce some restrictive measures
on unbridled usage of social media
in the coming years, Interestingly, the
survey also flagged up risks arising
from concentration of global LLMs, It
stressed on the importance of having
technology sovereignty that will be
vital for the country's tech ecosystem.
Overall, this years Econom-
ic Surveys findings about the
digital economy indicate  what's
up in the years ahead. With India set
to hold the Global Al Summit in the
coming months, the surveys thread-
bare analysis shows that the govern-
ment will be proactive in handling
the Al wave rather than reacting to
its outcomes later. This augurs well for
the Indian economy given Al's disrup-
tion potential.

India’s growth story needs Imlicv depth, not populism

s India stands on the
cusp of its Union Budg-
.t for 2026-27, the Eco-

nomic Survey 2025-26 has set
the analytical and policy stage
for the nation’s fiscal priorities.

It presents a cautiously op-
timistic assessment of Indias
economy with a growth pro-
jected at 6.8-7.2 per cent and
claims that the country remains
a global outlier in a slowing

world economy.
Meanwhile, the survey also
flags  structural  constraints

that could limit medium-term
growth if left unaddressed. The
upcoming Budget is therefore
less about headline populism
and more about policy fine-
tuning to sustain momentum,
manage risks, and deepen
structural reforms,

The survey is more than
a statistical recitation: it is a
narrative of transformation,
resilience, and caution amidst
persistent global uncertainty.
Yet, beneath the headline fig-
ures lies a more complex and
nuanced macroeconomic
landscape — one that requires
careful policy calibration in the
forthcoming Budget.

It underscores that the eco-
nomic growth continues to be
underpinned by strong domes-
tic demand, particularly robust
consumption and sustained in-
vestment activity. Private con-
sumption accounts for roughly
61.5 per cent of GDP, a level
that rivals some of the highest
historical readings. Rural de-
mand remains buoyant on the
back of strong agricultural out-
put, while urban consumption
is supported by eased inflation

From survey to strategy: India’s moment of economlc calibration

and wage growth.

This domestic demand cush-
ion has helped insulate India
to some degree from faltering
global external demand. Still,
the macroeconomic backdrop
is one of “caution not pessi-
mism” — acknowledging exter-
nal vulnerabilities while point-
ing to internal stren

Inflation trends have been
broadly benign, allowing the
Reserve Bank of India (RBI)
to maintain a supportive mon-
etary stance. Coupled with
improving bank balance sheets
— with gross NPA ratios at
multi-decadal lows — Indian
financial intermediation is rela-
tively well positioned to sup-

As India heads into Unlon suuge:zoze -21, the Economic

a«-w,

d gobal Strong

d d and fiscal discipline h

butstructural vuinerabilities—high costof capital, extemal risks,

state-level fiscal stress,
Budget

about populist

d job creation

persist. This

port growth. Nonetheless, the
cost of capital remains a struc-
tural concern.

Indias high reliance on bank
financing and the current tax
treatment of debt instruments
contributes to a persistent pre-
mium on borrowing costs. The
survey advocates tax reforms in
debt markets — including ra-
tionalisation of rates— to deep-
en corporate access to capital.

Experts claim that fiscal
management  continues  to
strike a balance between con-
solidation and growth-oriented
spending. The fiscal deficit nar-
rowed to 48 per cent of GDP
in FY25, beating targets, and
is projected to improve further
in FY26. Capital expenditure
has risen sharply — more than
fourfold since 2018 — and now
represents a central plank of
India’s growth strategy, particu-
larly in infrastructure expan-
sion and connectivity projects.

At the same time, the survey
also warns of state-level fis-
cal pressures, especially rising
revenue deficits driven by un-
conditional cash transfers and
populist spending, which could
crowd out pmdunive capital

policy

1o sustain growth, deepen reforms, and build

long-term economic resilience.

formation.

On the external front, India
enjoys robust foreign exchange
reserves — covering roughly
11 months of imports — and
a comfortable short-term debt
position. Though the opposi-
tion ecosystem does not agree,
the government claims that
exports reached record levels
enhanced by dynamic services
exports, particularly in IT and
professional services.

Yet the focus on external
vulnerabilities is striking. The
rupee experienced depreciation
pressures in 2025, partly due to
volatile capital flows and geopo-
litical headwinds. This under-
scores India’s exposure to global
financial conditions, and the
strategic imperative to decpen
trade diversification and reduce
external imbalances. The Eco-
nomic Survey highlights evolv-
ing sectoral dynamics offering
both opportunities and policy
imperatives,

Manufacturing activity has
shown signs of structural fe-
covery, with robust growth in

industry GVA and a pickup in
capacity utilisation. Initiatives
like the Production Linked
Incentive (PLI) schemes have
catalysed investment across 14
sectors, attracting over 42 lakh
crore and generating significant
employment. These schemes
are central to Indias ambition
(«\ move up gjob.\l value Lhams

the Budget, especially in terms
of skills development, regula-
tory simplification, and export
facilitation.

Similarly, infrastructure
development is a lynchpin of
Indias growth strategy. From
highways and rail electrifica-
tion to aviation expansion and
renewable energy deployment,
the survey maps a transforma-
tive thrust in physical capital.
High-speed corridors, electri-
fied rail networks, and energy
capacity additions are not just
growth multipliers but also in-
clusivity engines across regions.

The survey places novel
emphasis on emerging sectors
such as space services, where
Indias market — currently
valued at over $8 billion — is
projected to expand multifold
over the next decade, driven by
private sector participation and
technology innovation.

For the first time, a distinct
chapter on Artificial Intelli-
gence (AD) and frontier technol-
ogies signals the government’s
intent to integrate technological
leadership with economic strat-
egy. Harnessing Al across agri-
culture, manufacturing, health,
and governance could be a deci-
sive dttfcmnllalor in productiv-

and other Ngh value industries.

Moreover, Indids semicon-
ductor mission has advanced
domestic capabilities with pro-
jects spanning multiple states
— a critical step in reducing
strategic technology dependen-
cies.

Services continue to lead
the growth trajectory, with sus-
tained high growth in tradable
and digitally enabled services.
The strength of India$s services
exports has been a notable
macroeconomic stabiliser, con-
tributing to export and foreign
exchange resilience. This sector
— encompassing inance,
and a growing digital economy
— will remain a key focus in

ityand comy

But the budget has several
key policy challenges ahead of
Budgel 2026-27.

Despite positive trends, the
survey lays out several policy
challenges that the Union
Budget must address:

S

External and

geted incentives, logistics re-
forms, and trade facilitation.

It is also essential to reform
the tax treatment of debt instru-
ments and expand non-bank
financial channels to lower the
cost of capital. This would un-
lock investment — particularly
in infrastructure and technolo-
gy — and reduce over-depend-
ence on bank credit.

With state revenue defi-
cits rising, the Budget needs a
framework that balances state
autonomy with fiscal responsi-
bility. Encouraging productive
capital spending while limiting
unproductive transfers remains
essential for medium-term debt
sustainability.

Indias demographic divi-
dend can only be realised
through sustained investment
in education, health, and skills
— especially in underserved
regions. Allocations that bridge
human development gaps will
be vital to unlock long-term
productive potential.

A resilient growth path must
also align with climate impera-
tives. Energy transition, sus-
tainable agriculture, and green
finance will require budget-
ary support — both in direct
spending and fiscal incentives
— 10 ensure that climate goals
are embedded in economic
strategy. The rapid expansion
in renewables and clean energy
capacity needs further policy
backing.

Hopefully, the government
will balance ambition with re-
alism and ensure that India

() LETTERS

Indian economy is not as rosy

LTHOUGH the Economic Survey has painted a rosy
picture of the Indian economy, it is not as rosy and
does not sit comfortably with the economic plight of an
overwhelming majority of people that they suffer in their
daily life. “Bright India", the new name given to the “Shin-
ing India”, is an illusion or at the most a reality for the upper
crust. Suffering will continue to exist if the persistence of
poverty and unemployment are anything to go by. The logic
of the claim that the rest of the world is not keeping up with
India’s growth rate while it is home to the largest concentra-
tion of impoverished people defies understanding. The con-
tention that India is a bright spot in a world that is getting
darker is good only for self-satisfaction. The fastest growing
economy does not keep the pot boiling or fill the bellies. It is
self-evident that the Economic Survey has defended scrap-

ping of MGNREGA for political reasons.
G David Milton, Maruthancode (TN)

Both India and EU will gain from FTA

TH reference to the article India-EU FTA is a win-

win proposition for both economies (THI Jan 30),
T would like to highlight the significance of this historic
agreement. The India-European Union Free Trade Agree-
ment is a landmark deal that will take our economic ties to
the next level. This agreement is a feather in the cap for both
Indiaand the EU, as it will provide a much-needed boost to
our trade and investment relations. Indian industries will
get preferential access to the European marketacross 99 per
cent of tariff lines, covering 99.50 per cent of trade value.
This will be a shot in the arm for our employment-gener-
ating sectors like textiles, leather, and footwear. The agree-
ment will also pave the way for increased cooperation in
areas like IT and professional services, education, and other
business services. The mobility of professionals will become
easier, and non-trade barriers are expected to go down. To
reap the benefits of this agreement, Indian industries need
to gear up and take ndvanhge of the new opportunities.
They should focus on improving ll‘-elrcompclm\'eness and
quality standards to meet the EU's

Raju Kolluru, Kakinada

FTA is agood augury

PROPOS “India-EU FTA is a win-win proposition

for both economies” (THI, Jan). The condusion of the
long-pending India-EU Free Trade Agreement is indeed wel-
come news. It promises balanced gains—duty-free access for
many Indian exports like textiles, footwear, tea, spices and
jewellery, while opening our markets sensibly to European
cars, alcohol, machinery and services. It also opens doors
for deeper cooperation in defence, security, technology and
skills. However, the real test begins now. To make the FTA
truly beneficial fnr ordinary Indians, the government must
move quickly on impl This means li
customs procedures, investing in export infrastructure (&5
pecially cold chains for agri-products and quality certifica-
tion for MSMEs), offering targeted support to small export-
ers facin, liance costs, and closely sensitive
sectors like dairy and poultry to prevent any sudden import
surge. Transparent communication with farmers and indus-
try will build confidence. Done right, this pact can create
jobs, lift incomes and strengthen India’s global standing.

§ M Jeeva, Chennai-32

Effective implementation vital for India
APROPQS "lndm EU FTA is a win-win proposition for
both

export competitiveness:

The persistence of global
headwinds — trade fragmen-
tation, geopolitical risk, and
volatile capital — demands a
concerted shift towards broad-
based merchandise exports and
deeper integration into global
value chains. Budget measures
will need to support export
competitiveness through tar-

from a fast-g;
economy toa more resilient, i m
clusive, and globally integrated
one. The Budget must balance
short-term  demand  support
with long-term capacity build-
ing — ensuring that growth is
not only sustained but is also
sustainable,

(The author is
former Chief Editor of

The Hans India)

Bharath’s rural soul can once again start shaplng global commerce

SADINENT YAMINI SHARMA

HEN we speak of Bhar-
ath today, it is often de-

scribed as a developing nation

ing system did not occur due
to any lack of skill or enter-
prise among Bharatiyas. 1t fol-
lowed colonial interventions
that ically di led

the environment, and deeply
local while remaining glob-
ally relevant. It balances growth
with dignity and efficiency with

finding its place in global mar-
kets. Yet history tellsa different
and far richer story.

There was a time when Bhar-
ath was not merely participating
in world trade but shaping it.
Long before modern economic
rankings and industrial metrics,
this land stood as the economic
heartbeat of the world. Around
1700 CE, Bharath accounted
for nearly one-fourth of global
GDP, making it one of the larg-
est economies of that era.

This prosperity did not
emerge from massive factories
or centralised production. It
was built on a vibrant, decen-
tralised system rooted in vil-
lages. Bharath’s textiles trav-
elled from Bengal to Europe,
its spices transformed cuisines
across continents, and its steel,
crafts and traditional medicines
earned global respect. From the
fine muslins of Bengal and the
spices of Malabar to the silks
of Kanchipuram and the crafts
of Rajasthan, villages were not
passive settlements. They were
active centres of innovation,
production and trade, Com-
merce was not merely an ex-
change of goods; it also marked
movement of culture, knowl-
edge and civilisational values.

From prosperity to disrup-
tion:

The decline of this flourish-

indigenous industries. Artisans
were pushed into poverty, vil-
lage economies were weakened,
and Bharath was reduced from
a producer of finished goods to
a supplier of raw materials. The
most damaging loss was struc-
tural: the organic link between
village production and global
trade was severed. At Inde-
pendence, Bharath inherited
not its historic prosperity, but
an economy shaped by distor-
tion and deprivation.

The mother of all trades:
Today, the global economy
faces fragile supply chains,
environmental  stress, rising
unemployment and cultural
uniformity, Ironically, many
solutions now being discussed
worldwide have long existed
in Bharath’s villages. This inte-
grated rural economic model
can be called the “Mother of
All Trades”. It encompasses ag-
riculture linked with local food
processing, handlooms blend-
ing culture with ethical fashion,
traditional medicine aligned
with global wellness, village
crafts supporting sustainable
lifestyles, and millets and natu-
ral foods reaching health-con-
scious consumers worldwide.
This model is labour-inten-
sive without being exploitative,
productive without harming

Why it works:

Atits core, this trade philoso-
phy places the human being at
the centre of economic activity.
Every product carry’s identity,
heritage and skill of its maker. It
respects ecological balance and
builds economic strength from
the village upward. In today’s
digital age, technology allows
even small producers to access
international markets directly,
recreating, in a modern form,
the connectivity once provided
by ancient trade routes.

On the global stage:

As Bharath deepens its glob-
al engagement, trade must be
measured not only in volumes
but in values. Demand for ethi-
cal and sustainable products is
growing in the United States
and Europe. Japan places high
value on craftsmanship and
authenticity. Africa and South-
cast Asia offer opportunities to
revive historic trade links and
support decentralized develop-
ment.

Bharath's export future can-
not depend salely on software
and services. The next wave
must include handlooms, mil-
lets, Ayurveda, natural fibres,
forest produce, rural tourism
and artisanal industries—areas
where Bharath has both herit-

age and global credibility.

History reminds us that
this connectivity once thrived
across regions such as coastal
Andhra. Machilipatnam, the
historic port town, was a ma-
jor trading centre in the 17th
century, exporting textiles and
spices to Persia, Southeast Asia
and Europe. It was among the
carliest locations where Euro-
pean trading companies con-
nected local producers to global
markets.

Leadership that
understands the world:
Leadership plays a decisive
role in shaping trade direc-
tion. Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s foreign diplomacy re-
flects a clear understanding that
each country operates within
its own economic and civili-
sational framework. He en-
gages confidently with capital-
ist economies like the United

manufacturing  cooperation
with Japan, energy ties with
the Middle East or develop-
ment partnerships with Af-
rica, the guiding principle has
been mutual benefit without
dependency and engagement
without compromising na-
tional interest. This approach
has helped reposition Bharath
from a passive market to a re-
spected global partner.

The Bharatiya perspective:
Without turning trade into
ideology, the country can
still offer direction rooted
in its civilizational wisdom.
Bharatiya traditions empha-
sise balance—between indi-
vidual prosperity and social
good, consumption and con-
servation, markets and mo-
rality. Applied to trade, this
means growth that uplifts the
smallest producer, exports
that protect the environment,
and business models that
h ities. Glo-

States mu safeguarding Bhar:
ath’s d | priorities,
Whether lhmugh technol-

ogy partnerships with the US,

balisation is not rejected; it is
humanised.

National reconstruction:

Reviving rural trade is not
nostalgia; it is strategy. Strong
village  production  reduces
distress  migration, increases
women’s participation, encour-
ages entreprencurship, diversi-
fies exports and builds cultural
confidence. This is more than
economic development. Tt is na-
tional reconstruction grounded
in economic self-belief.

The future rises from the
rools:

Bharath does not need to
replicate the industrial excesses
of the last century, The world is
now searching for sustainable,
humane and culturally rooted
economic models. The coun-
try's rural trade ecosystem of-
fers exactly that. When villages
prosper, Bharath becomes sta-
ble. When Bharath is stable, it
becomes a trusted global part-
ner. And when trade is guided
by human values, prosperity
is shared rather than concen-
trated.

That is how Bharath can
once again lead the world—
not through dominance, but
through example.

When its villages connect
to the world, trade becomes
more than commerce; Bhar-
ath becomes a bridge between
livelihoods, culture and global
prosperity.

(The writer s BJP National
Council member and spokes-
person)

" (THI Jan 30). Finali: of the India-
EU FTA is a significant milestone for our economy, While
the duty-free access for over 90 per cent of our exports, such
as textiles and footwear, is a major victory, the real test lies in
ground-level implementation. We must help our small-scale
exporters meet stringent European regulatory standards and
navigate non-trade barriers. Prioritising technical support
for SMEs and improving logistical efficiency will be essential
to ensure that this “historic” agreement translates into actual
job creation and sustainable growth for the country.
K Sakunthala, Coimbatore-641016

Post-Texas shocker, India must
rise like Phoenix

PROPOS “Texas tremor to blight Indians’ entry into
US' (THI Jan 29), Texas Governor and Republican,
Greg Abbot dropped a bombshell by freezing recruitment
of H-1B Visa holders across public Universities and state
agencies till May 31, 2027. This will adversely affect Indians
as Texas is home to over 41,000 H-1B Visa holders. This
wasn't unexpected. A tariff-crazy Trump was expected
to react explosively to India signing an FTA with the EU
to douse the effects of US-imposed tariffs. India, in the
meanumc mustn't be seen as an alms sreker Through At-
Bharat and Make-i the coun-
try must rise like the proverbial Phoemx in the interest of
national pride and self-dependence. It remains to be seen
how America will survive without ‘draining’ Indian brains,
which has contributed significantly to America’s prosperity.
Dr George Jacob, Kochi

thehansreader@gmail.com

Real estate firm owner dies by
suicide during IT raid
1 Real estate ent and Chairman of

P
Confident Group, CJ Roy, allegedly died by suicide after
shooting himself at his office during an Income Tax (IT)
department raid in Bengaluru on Friday.

The incident occurred at the Confident Group office
located in Langford Town, off Hosur Road. Police from
Ashaknagar Police Station rushed to the spot immedi-
ately after receiving information and initiated an investi-
gation. The body was later shifted to Narayana Hospital,
Anekal, for post-mortem examination,

According to preliminary information, IT officials had
conducted a raid at the Confident Group office earlier in
the day. C.J. Roy reportedly arrived at the office around
noon and faced questioning by the officials for nearly an

hour.
Read more at.
https://epaper.thehansindia.com
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No backdoor
eniry to quotas

he issue of changing one’s faith to benefit from the
reservation system has become the subject of a Supreme
Court case again, with the bench asking the Haryana gov-
ernment to explain how minority certificates are issued
to those claiming to have converted. The petitioners, orig-
inally belonging to the Jat community in Haryana, wanted
the court to issue orders to admit them into the Buddhist
minority category in a post-graduate medical course in
Uttar Pradesh, on the strength of certificates issued by a
Sub-Divisional Officer identifying them as Buddhist. In
oral observations, Chief Justice of India Surya Kant, who
was on the bench with Justice Joymalya Bagchi, depre-
cated what appeared to be a fraudulent attempt to claim
a minority benefit through conversion when the peti-
tioners were originally from a prosperous, landed com-
munity in the state. Haryana’s government must now
explain the norms adopted by the SDO to issue a certifi-
cate and whether a candidate who appeared in the qual-
ifying NEET PG examination in the general category
could subsequently use conversion to press a claim for a
minority seat. Such questions, which surface periodically
in the context of attempts to exploit quotas for education
and employment, highlight the conundrum: how can gov-
ernments reconcile the

conflict of limited op- A future-focused
portunities available for | policy should

society as a v&;ho]e with ¥ expand public
constitutional quotas -
forhistorieallydeprived education to cover
communities? There | €VETYONE a?ld not
have been other cases | parcel out identity-
earlier involving con- | based benefits

verts to Christianity
from Hinduism being denied reservation benefits, since
they no lenger belonged to historically deprived sections.
In the case of a woman who claimed Scheduled Caste
identity in Puducherry but whose father had converted
to Christianity and sought an SC certificate as a practising
Hindu, a bench of Justices Pankaj Mithal and R. Mahad-
evan ruled in 2024 that accepting such a claim made
purely for reservation benefit would amount to a fraud on
the Constitution. It would also go against the very object
of reservation. Today. the debate on quotas has acquired
anew momentum against the backdrop of major political
parties calling for a caste census and the Union govern-

Comment
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he Union Budget |

is the backbone

of governance in

a large and di-
verse country like India, where
economic disparity varies con-
siderably from one region to
another and from one state within
a region to another. The budget
outlines how the government plans
to raise and spend publie money in
a financial year, crucial for convert-
ing policy promises into action and
managing finite resources to drive
economic growth and social wel-
fare. However, beyond tax changes
and spending announcements, the
budget document is never only
about economics. The political di-
mension of a budget can never be
ignored. Precedents indicate that
fiscal priorities are influenced by
elections or other considerations to
send a clear message to the elector-
ate,

Because the political dimension
has a significant correlation to the
annual accounting exercise, this
year’s budget, scheduled for Sun-
day, will be closely watched for
signs of targeted allocations or pol-
icy incentives for four states going
to polls in the next few months—
Tamil Nadu, West Bengal, Kerala,
and Assam—even as the govern-
ment stresses fiscal discipline and
the Viksit Bharat story. Except for
Assam, the other three poll-bound
states have non-NDA governments.
Political observers and analysts do
not rule out electoral compulsions

_\

Guest Column

ment, after initial reluctance, favouring it in the u
national census. Making economic backwardness a sep-
arate reservation category is now part of the mainstream
discourse after an SC bench majority order upheld the
103rd constitutional amendment, introducing a 10% EWS
quota. With an expanding quota system, the incentive to
find a place in one or the other group is stronger; the apex
court took the view that the 50% cap on reservation can
be breached. At the root of the pressures, however, is sys-
temic failure to deliver capability-building education and
skills, buttressed by good health, to millions. A future-fo-
cused policy should expand public education to cover
everyone and not parcel out identity-based benefits.

Eco survey: Devil
is in the details

lldja's Economic Survey 2025-26 laid before Parliament
vesterday, while projecting a GDP growth of 6.8 to 7.2 per
cent in FY27, keeping India among the fastest-growing
major economies, also came with caveats—geopolitical
tensions, trade fragmentation, rising protectionism, and
rapid technological change that may upset India’s growth
story by reshaping how capital moves and how supply
chains function. For India, this means weaker external de-
mand and unpredictable investment flows, even if do-
mestic fundamentals remain strong. Volatility alone, the
survey warns, could put downward pressure on the
rupee. One scenario looms particularly large: a low-pro-
bability but high-impact artificial intelligence shock—an
Al-driven disruption severe enough to rival or surpass the
2008 financial crisis. The concern is not simply auto-
mation in factories, but automation of cognitive work,
such as coding, data analysis, customer support, and back-
office functions, which, for India’s massive IT and BPO sec-
tor, could translate into significant white-collar job losses
unless reskilling and adaptation happen at scale. Other
external risks are quieter but persistent—Trumpism
means tighter immigration policies in advanced econ-
omies—which could well reduce remittances, long a sta-
bilising source of foreign exchange.

At the same time. global financial tightening cycles
could trigger sudden reversals in capital flows. On the
home front, the survey is unusually candid about the rise
in state-level fiscal populism, particularly cash-transfer
schemes funded by expanding deficits. While politically
popular, such measures risk raising overall borrowing
costs and weakening macroeconomic stability. The survey
also admits that manufacturing, where India wants to
come near China, faces structural bottlenecks. High
energy prices, expensive freight. and weal logistics create
inverted cost structures that erode competitiveness.
Without deep reforms in these areas, policy wish lists
alone will not deliver results.

Human capital emerges as another constraint. Skill
mismatches persist across sectors. Women's labour force
participation remains low. Even public health enters the
economic frame, with rising obesity levels and ‘digital ad-
diction’ among the young flagged as a long-term threat to
productivity. The demographic dividend, the survey sug-
gests, is notautomatic; it needs to be engineered. Perhaps
the most consequential idea in the document isiits call for
an ‘entrepreneurial state”, not for a larger government but
for a more capable one, that is able to coordinate across
ministries, update regulations quickly. and remove proce-
dural choke points. Outdated governance rules, the survey
warns, risk locking India into stagnation. Climate action
illustrates the dilemma. India’s green ambitions are real,
but financing and technology flows from advanced econ-
omies remain inadequate. Without international support,
decarbonisation becomes far more difficult to sustain
politically and financially. The survey, ultimately, sketches
an India that is strong but not invulnerable, ambitious but
constrained, and poised but unfinished.

KIRTI JOSHI

ndia stands at an im-

portant stage of its

economic journey as

the Union Budget
2026-27 is set to be presented. At a
time when the country is steadily
strengthening its position in the global
economy, this budget carries high ex-
pectations from both individual tax-
payers and the business community.
The vision of a Developed India can be
achieved only when policy decisions
place agriculture, youth, and the
middle class at the center, while sim-
ultaneously encouraging capital ex-
penditure,  skill  development,
i ion, modern technology, and

www.freepressjournal.in

Budget 2026 and its political

gravity for poll-bound states

Despite the debate over blurred boundary between genuine welfare and
“freebies”, economic policy remains inseparable from political strategy

for the finance minister to an-
nounce targeted inducements for
these states or signal responsive-
ness to regional demands, though
prudence and not populism should
be the underlying theme of the
budget.

In recent years, the central gov-
ernment has been accused of
overtly using budgetary signailing
to influence poll narratives. For
example, the interim budget in
2019 read like the BJPs election
manifesto for the Lok Sabha elec-
tion two months later. Another
prominent example is Bihar, which
went to pollsin November and was
a centrepiece of last year’s budget
in July—support for agriculture,
tourism circuits, and infrastructure
corridors. While political incen-
tives or poll-driven “sops” cannot
be ruled out entirely, economic ex-
perts stress that the government
will be under pressure to manage
the fiscal deficit at around 4 to 4.5
per cent of the GDP. This implies
that the scope for election-driven
largesse devoid of economic justifi-
cation will be limited. This will
require measured expansion in
capital outlay, rather than headline-
grabbing handouts.

It will be interesting to see
whether politics dominates over
economics amid the continuing
economic uncertainty driven by
global headwinds and Donald
Trump’s trade war and the delay in
the India-US trade deal. Therefore,
what should be looked out for in

the budget is whether Union fi- |

nance minister Nirmala Sithara-
man announces new development
measures for West Bengal and Ke-
rala, where the promise of ushering
in an era of rapid development,
which will go well with the govern-
ment’s Viksit Bharat narrative, be-
comes the BJP-led NDAs major poll
issue. For, stressing the message of
“double engine” government will
help the BIP increase its vote share
in Kerala and bolster its chances in
Bengal.

‘Tamil Nadu is somewhat a differ-
ent case. It is the second largest
state in terms of the GDP, trailing
Maharashtra with strong industrial
output and a 9 per cent contribu-
tion to the national GDP. It also
ranks high in per capita income.
But politically, the Hindutva party
is on a weak footing in both Tamil
Nadu and Kerala, though its in-
fluence has been steadily growing.
In West Bengal, the BJP has
emerged as the main political op-
ponent to the ruling TMC after its
impressive performance in the
2019 Lok Sabha poll and the 2021
assembly election. Bengal is a state
where the BJP has been expending
alot of political capital over the past
decade, hoping to form its maiden
government there. But the TMC
has so far given a determined fight
to ward off the BJP. Portraying the
BJP asan “outsider” while accusing
the centre of “punishing” the state
by choking financial resources,
TMC chief and Bengal Chief Min-

ister Mamata Bannerjee has been
playing the local card quite well. A
tit-for-tat street fighter, Mamata is
no pushover, though she is fighting
anti-incumbency for a fourth
straight term. An announcement of
a few big social and infrastructural
projects could help the BIP set the
narrative of development because
of the “double engine” government
in Bengal. But still, it is going to be
atough walk for the BJP to dislodge
the TMC from power. In Assam,
however, the BJP has already been
in power for the last 10 years, and it
may not need big project an-
nouncements to retain control over
the state, where the Congress-led
opposition seems unlikely to pose a
strong threat to the BJPs domi-
nance.

Both Bengal and Tamil Nadu
have vibrant political landscapes
and strong regional identities. In
the lead-up to the elections in both
states, political experts expect in-
tensification of welfare pro-
grammes by respective state
governments that could have bear-
ing on the poll outcomes. In Kerala,
fiscal constraints because of high
debt and social commitments may
prevent the state government from
loosening its purse strings on poll-
driven populist measures. But then
the BJP is a fledgling political
player in Kerala, though the central

ship schemes, experts expect the
Union budget to fine-tune central
incentives according to regional
priorities.

Over the years, subsidies and
welfare schemes have played a key
role in'state politics, with the Union
budget setting the narrative during
election years. That tradition is un-
likely to be broken on February 1, as
the budget will be presented well
before the model code of conduct
kicks in. Despite the recurring de-
bate over the blurred boundary be-
tween genuine welfare and
“freebies”, economic policy remains
inseparable from political strategy.
Considering the turbulent relation-
ship between the BJP-ruled centre
and the three poll-bound non-NDA
states, Budget 2026 offers the
centre multiple levers to soften its
image in these states, particularly
Bengal, where the language of
“dues”, “funds”, and “rights” under
fiscal federalism dominates every-
day conversation.

Given the importance of the as-
sembly elections for the BJP, and
considering that fiscal policy is not
merely economics but also an elec-
toral terrain, it would not be a sur-
prise if the budget features a slew
of promises and scheme enhance-
ments for the poll-bound states, be-
sides project-linked funding and
infrastructure support.

incentive might infl an im-
provement in its vote share. As for
Assam, with significant central as-
sistance already in place with flag-

The writer is a senior independent Mumbai-
based joumalist. He tweels at
@ali_chougule

Key Expectations from

Union Budget 2026-27

Budget 2026-27 is expected to provide relief to taxpayers, incentivise industry, and foster
economic stability. Tax reforms could boost savings, consumption, and investment

lower the tax burden, and increase
disposable income in the hands of tax-
payers. This, in turn, would boost con-
sumption as well as savings.

Optional Joint Income
Tax Return for Married
Couples

Currently, income tax is levied on
an individual basis, requiring married
couples to file separate returns even
though household income and ex-
penses are usually shared. In single-in-
come families, the entire tax burden
falls on one spouse, while the basic

emerging areas such as artificial intel-
ligence. These elements are essential
for sustaining long-term growth in
GDP and productivity.

Tax policy plays a crucial role in
economic development. The expecta-
tion from Budget 2026-27 is that it will
introduce fiscal and tax measures that
protect the economy from global un-
certainties, enhance cost competitive-
ness, and provide long-term stability
to taxpayers and industries. Some of
the key expectations relating to per-
sonal and corporate taxation are dis-
cussed below.

Inerease in Standard Deduction

At present, salaried taxpayers are
allowed a standard deduction of Rs
75.000. There is a strong expectation
that this limit will be increased to Rs
1,00,000. A higher standard deduction

limit of the other spouse
remains unused.

To address this imbalance, there is
an expectation that Budget 2026-27
may introduce an optional joint in-
come tax return system for married
couples. Such a facility should be vol-
untary, allowing taxpayers to choose
between the existing system and the
joint return option. This would reduce
the overall tax burden on families and
enhance their purchasing power.

Separate Perquisite Valuation for
Electric Vehicles

Under the current rules, the taxable
value of a company-provided motor
caris determined based on engine ca-
pacity. With the growing adoption of
electric vehicles, it is expected that a
separate and simpler perquisite valu-
ation mechanism will be introduced
for employer-provided EVs. This

would directly reduce taxable income, | would further encourage the use of |

environmentally friendly transporta-
tion.

Extension of Time Limit
for Revised and Belated
Returns

At present, revised or belated in-
come tax returns can be filed only up
to 31 December. In cases involving tax
audits, foreign income, or foreign tax
credits, correct information often be-
comes available at a later stage, leaving
insufficient time for compliance. Ex-
tending the time limit for filing such
returns would improve accuracy and
overall tax compliance.

Home Loan Interest Deduction
under the New Tax Regime

The new tax regime does not cur-
rently allow a deduction for interest
on home loans for self-occupied prop-
erties. Considering rising housing
costs and the needs of the middle
class, there is a strong expectation that
interest on home loans for self-occu-
pied houses should also be allowed as
a deduction under the new tax re-
gime.

Extension of Concessional
Tax Rate for New
Manufacturing Companies

Section 115BAB of the Income-tax
Act provides a concessional tax rate of
15% for new domestic manufacturing
companies, subject to commence-
ment of production within a specified

| time period. Since manufacturing
projects often require longer gestation
periods, it is expected that the dead-
line for starting production will be ex-
tended to 31 March 2029, This would
provide a significant boost to the
Make in India initiative and encourage
fresh investments.

Reduction in Tax on
Dividends of Domestic
Companies

Under the current system, corpor-
ate profits are taxed at the company
level and dividends are again taxed in
the hands of shareholders, resulting in
double taxation. To reduce this
burden. it is expected that the maxi-
mum tax rate on dividends dis-
tributed by domestic companies may
be capped at 20%.

Amnesg Scheme for Old
Disputed Tax Cases

In the initial years of GST imple-
mentation, the complexity of rules led
to several small disputes that are still
pending. An amnesty scheme offering
relief from interest and penalties for
such cases would reduce litigation,
ease the burden on both taxpayers
and the tax department, and improve
revenue collection.

Rationalisation of
Income Tax Slabs

The income group earning be-
tween Rs 12 lakh and Rs 20 lakh cur-

rently faces the highest tax pressure.
This segment not only pays taxes dili-
gently but also invests and drives
economic growth. There is a strong
case for widening tax siabs. In particu-
lar, the highest tax rate of 30%, which
currently applies from an income of
Rs 24 lakh, may be extended up to Rs
30lakh. This would provide meaning-
ful relief and enhance spending ca-
pacity.

Increase in Exemption
Limit for Long-Term
Capital Gains on Equity

Participation of the middle class in
capital markets through mutual funds
and SIPs has increased significantly.
However, the exemption limit for long-
term capital gains on equity remains re-
stricted to Rs 125 lakh. Increasing this
limit to Rs 2 lakh would provide a major
incentive to small and medium inves-
tors and strengthen the culture of long-
term investing.

The objective of tax reforms should
not be limited to revenue collection
alone. A balanced and fair tax system
empowers citizens and promotes
economic stability. When taxpayers
have higher savings and disposable
income, the positive impact is re-
flected in higher consumption. in-
creased investment, and overall
economic growth.

The writer is a chartered accountant based
in Indore

Healthcare
Appeal
Punjab's 10 lakh cash-
less health scheme is
commendable. With high
out-of-pocket medical ex-
penses nationwide, Tamil
Nadu and other states
should adopt similar wel-
fare-driven healthcare
models for inclusive gov-
ernance.

A.P. Thiruvadi, Chennai

Rupee Woes
The rupee's sharp fall,
rising crude prices and
global uncertainty reflect
economic stress. RBI in-
tervention has prevented
worse damage, but policy
focus must shift from
elections to stabilising
the economy and restor-
ing investor confidence.
Tharcius S. Fernando,
Chennai

Know When

To Exit

Astronaut Sunita Wil-
liams' willingness to pass

the torch contrasts
sharply with Indian politi-
cians clinging to power.
Leaders should learn
when to step aside and
nurture successors.

P.G. Menon, Chennai

Opposition
Failure

India's opposition suffers
from inconsistency, ap-
peasement politics and
lack of governance focus.
Disruptions and blame
games weaken credibility,
helping BJP dominate
elections. Constructive
opposition is essential for

democracy.

Sravana Ramachandran,
Chennai

Railway

Discipline

Unreserved passengers
occupying reserved
coaches inconvenience
genuine ticket holders.
Railways must strictly en-
force compartment disci-
pline and empower TTEs

to act firmly.
S. Sankaranarayanan,
Chennai

TVK Silence
With alliances forming
ahead of TN elections,
TVK'’s lack of visible
political engagement
raises concerns. Silence,
limited outreach and de-
layed strategy risk reduc-
ing the party to a spoiler
rather than a serious con-
tender.

B. Krishwanth, Chennai

RTE Enforcement
The Supreme Court’s
push for 25% EWS reser-
vation in private schools
is vital. Strong enforce-
ment, grievance re-
dressal and incentives are
needed to reduce educa-
tional inequality and fulfil
NEP goals.

Prasun Dutta, West

Midnapore

Do we need Guvs?

Of late, governors in non-
- L

BJP-ruled states are refus-
ing to read speeches pre-
pared by CMs, especially if
they include criticism of
the BJP government at the
centre. The aforesaid
scenario has been ob-
served mainly in the states
of Tamil Nadu and Kerala,
which is a poor reflection
of our democracy and
hence needs to be avoided
in the future. Political
parties must collectively
decide whether there is
any need for governorsin
the country. .

Satish Murdeshwar, Pune

It's destiny
Destiny is cruel. Ajit Pawar
wanted to take over from
Sharad Pawar, as the latter
was old and needed to re-
tire, so the former broke
the party into two and took
over the latter's organisa-
tion, symbol, and party
workers. Sharad Pawar is
still alive, while Ajit Pawar
is no more.

Biju Cherian,

Dear reader, we are eager to know your opinions, comments and suggestions. Write to editor.indore@fpj.co.in Using snail mail? Send your letters to
Free Press, Free Press House, 3/54, Press Complex, AB Road, Indore 452008
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India-EU trade deal
The conclusion of the Free Trade Agreement between
India and the European Union is an important land-
mark in the bilateral relations between two of the
world’s largest economies. The agreement opens up a
new chapter in India’s engagement with the European
Union. A significant aspect of the deal is the reduction
in tariffs across a large spectrum of goods. It took
more than 15 years of negotiations for India and the
European Union to finalise the deal, and one hopes
that the agreement will redefine India’s economic tra-
jectory in the coming years.

Devendra Khurana, Bhopal
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Like in 1991, will FM set
a transformative path?

very Indian may not understand the financial jargon that finance
minister Nirmala Sitharaman would use when she presents her
ninth Budget in the Lok Sabha on February 1. Similarly, an average
citizen may not understand the import of the falling rupee or the
ebbing US dollar flow. One thing that every Indian, however, would under-
stand is that gold and silver — which are intrinsically connected to the ritu-
alistic lives of most Indians — have become unaffordable. As a result, every
Indian knows that “all is not well” and would have their eyes set on Ms

Sitharaman.

The finance minister, therefore, carries a huge burden of navigating the
country and its economy through unprecedented global financial uncertain-
ty. When the world is in flux, India cannot remain aloof. The country needs

to make hard choices. This Budget, therefore, may not be pop

in the tra-

ditional sense, as it may not offer anything substantial in terms of savings to
people or companies. However, Ms Sitharaman could lay the groundwork to
extricate India from depeudence on foreign countries for stra(egic products
such as energy, electronics and defence equipment.

TImported fossil fuel has always been one of the major causes of financial dis-
tress for India. Though India achieved self-sufficiency in food through the

Ms Sitharaman
could lay the
groundwork to
extricate India from
dependence on
foreign countries
for strategic
products such as
energy, electronics
and defence
equipment

Green Revolution, the world’s most populous
nation is dependent on other countries for com-
muting, which is the country’s biggest vulnera-
bility. The Budget could focus on rolling out
another green revolution in energy to reduce this
external dependency.

Another area of concern is electronics, which
has become one of the major consumers of foreign
exchange. However, the Indian manufacturing
sector must become efficient to achieve self-
reliance in electronics, especially in semicondue-
tors and rare earths. Though it may seem difficult
on the surface, the Indian automobile sector
achieved this long ago. All that India needs is
some big electronie players and a concerted effort

involving government, industry and academia. The Budget could have some-

g on this front.

Imported defence equipment is another pain point for India. The country is
still dependent on other countries for key components of weapons systems,
which keeps India hostage to foreign powers. The finance minister may take

steps to further i

ing of defence

the
The Russia-Ukraine war and the US capture of Venezuelan President
Nicolas Maduro showed how drastically technology has altered war. If India

is not to be left behind in this race,

the government should incentivise pri-

vate companies to spend on research and development. Apart from this,
Indian Institutes of Technology (IITs) should be nudged to become research
hubs rather than factories that mass-produce engineers for the world.

Ms Sitharaman's current Budget, therefore, should no longer focus only on
the upcoming financial year; it should be path-breaking — something that
posterity remembers in the same vein as the 1991 Manmohan Singh Budget.
The Budget should take steps to make the country self-reliant and competi-
tive, and not have a narrow-minded focus on polls or votes. It is time for the
Budget to display a true sense of patriotism.

War & peace prize for Trump?

If there were to be a Nobel Prize for war and peace — with due apologies

to Leo Tolstoy —

there would be no contest as the US President Donald

Trump would walk away with it. The avid claimant for the Nobel Peace
Prize may have been dlsappumted with the decision of the Swedish com-

mittee last year, but he has carried on in his uniquely Trumpian style of

threatening wars on one hand while pleading for peace on the other.

Mr Trump’s latest initiative in imploring for a week's ceasefire in the
harshest and coldest part of the northern winter may have had a positive
response from the Russian President Vladimir Putin who may have agreed
not to bomb Ukrainian cities so that the shivering people do not suffer
‘more during power outages. We have only Mr Trump’s word on this, but it
does appear as if his humanitarian plea may have found a sympathetic ear

after all.

If Mr Putin desists from hitting Ukrainian urban centres for a while, it
might just suggest that he may not be averse to agreeing sometime soon for
longer pauses in the Ukraine war that is just weeks short of four years

now.

‘man who had agreed to nothing in years of trilateral peace talks

might just see the light even though a lasting peace would still be condi-
tional on Ukraine agreeing to give away a considerable chunk of the
Donbas in exchange for peace.

With someone else’s Nobel Prize in hand. Mr Trump has kept himself

busy ruminating over Pentagon options for attacking Iran with missiles
from aircraft carriers, destroyers, combat ships and aerial bombers posi-

tioned in waters off Iran.

wave of protests but, according to estimates, taking

However, Iran seems to have weathered the first

more than 5,000 lives.

1t is believed the US President is giving diplomacy the first chance to
bring Ayatollah Ali Khamenei's men to the table before letting his armada
display their attack prowess, with the aim of keeping Iran off enriching its
nuclear fuel resources further and also in solidarity with the protesters
who seek to bring the regime down. And what could be more apt than a war
and peace prize for the leader who has kept the world on edge as he alter-
nates between waging war and talking peace.
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Trump on rampage: For
US, costs are piling up

Indranil Banerjie

President
Donald Trump
has emerged as
the single most
disruptive force
in American and world pol-
itics. Like many strong
leaders of the past, he wish-
es to shape the world
according to his personal
vision, using raw power.
Unrestrained by considera-
tions of ideology, ethics or
costs, he is redrawing polit-
ical and strategic equations
by the use of force, econom-
ic coercion and intimida-
tion. The bigger question is
whether the tactics of yes-
teryears will work in
today’s complex and far
more evolved world.

There was a time not so
long ago in history that the
exercise of raw power
offered immediate and
overwhelming rewards.
‘The Portuguese sailed into
the Indian Ocean towards
the fag end of the 15th cen-
tury and proce to dis-
place the Arabs, and every
other maritime and littor
power, with unprecedented
ferocity, thereby ensuring
for themselves an unchal-
lenged writ over the east-
ern oceans for well over a

century. They were only
ousted by the Brmsh more
than a century later, who
used similar uncompro-
mising power to reduce the
Portuguese to a shambles
and took over the world’s
oceans for themselves.
Unabashed power worked
in geopolitics as well as in
domestic situations.

Napoleon Bonaparte was
among the most prominent
world rulers to demon-
strate  that unbridled
power could force political
outcomes, and provide
legitimacy sans consent.
The notion that power and
not ideology could deter-
mine political outcomes
was further reinforced by
Otto von_Bismarck, the

“Iron  Chancellor” of
Prussia. Their strategy
worked — Napoleon creat-
ed the largest French

cost — a quarter million
deaths due to Bismarck’s
wars and an estimated
seven million soldiers and
civilians dead in the pur-
suit of Napoleon's quest for
power. Great powers could
do as they wished and lead-
ers who believed in the
strength of raw power usu-
ally prevailed. President
Trump seems to have
taken a page from their
philosophy. But the costs
are rapidly piling up, and
outcomes looking increas-
ingly ambiguous.

Perhaps the worst affect-
ed by his policies is
America itself. Having
vowed to clear me country
of th

American politicians

November this year. And
anti-immigration is not the

can sense a
- only reason. The good
groundswell against times  promised by
the President’s President Trump are yet to
policies and many materialise and the US dol-
i lar, like consumer confi-
analysts pmd'd,ﬂ'at dence, have hit historic
Mr Trump and his lows. The currency has lost
party could face a more than 10 per cent of its
ut in the n value since Mr Trump took
ro-,, 3 eftj led Office for a second time
Pt and, ing to a Reuters
for this year repirt, consumer confi-

immigration drive, includ-
ing US homeland security
secretary Kristi Noem and
Border Patrol “commander
at large” Gregory Bovino,
instantly became national
villains.

Driven to the wall,
President Trump Sa]d his
administration was gomg
to de-escalate a little bit".
Television news channels,
quoting sources in the
White House, however, felt
it was a turning point and
that the goal was to scale

and rampanl ﬂlegal immi-
gration, the President
decided to unleash military
force to tackle the problem.
Soldiers patrolling the
streets of American cmes
seemed to col

worst nightmares of cm
zens who now found them-
selves in a dystopian world
as predicted by doomsday
visionaries.

Thousands were pulled
out of their homes, arrest-
ed and untold numbers
deported. When ordinary
Americans began to
protest, they found them-
selves becoming the targets
of Mr Trump’s soldiers.
Many of these Americans
are those who supported
anti- unmjgmnon policies
aimed at removing the esti-
mated 11 million illegals in
the country, but found the
tactics to resolve it repre-
hensible. President Trump
had warned before his elec-
tion that illegal immi-
grants “will be remowed as
fast as they come in", with-
out specifying how exacl.ly
this would be done.

Outrage erupted follow-
ing the Killings of two inno-
cent US citizens — Alex
Pretti and Renee Good —
by federal agents this
month. In the rising politi-
cal storm that followed,
even many Republicans
and former supporters of

back and ull
out. The most worrying
aspect was the emergence
of an organised Dppnsmnn
to Mr Trump’s anti-immi-
gration drive, which some
officials have termed as

“terrorism”.

The American geopoliti-
cal analyst Andrew
Korybko wrote: “Never
before has there been such
a modern, tech-savvy, and
locally popular insurgency
in a US metropolis. The
goal is to neutralise the fed-
elal government's authori-

ty in Minneapolis, which
could lead to a domino
effect in other metropolises
if this insurgent network
repl.\(:;tes its by-then suc-

ign there

dence has “slumped to the
lowest level in more than
11-1/2 years in January
amid mounting anxiety
over a sluggish labour mar-
ket and high prices, which
could see households
becoming more cautious
about spending”.

In foreign affairs too,
President Trump's boasts
about being the Big Daddy
of the world does not seem
to be materialising. His
promise to end the Ukraine
war within days of moving
into the White House has
proved to be a washout and
the bullying of his
European allies has sent
them scurrying to clmch
new alliances around th
world, including with amh
enemy China.

Venezuela might have
lost its President but the
country has not quite fallen
into Mr Trump's pocket
and US oil companies are
anything but thrilled about
“taking over” that coun-
try’s oil sector. Canada,
once the closest US ally,
now talks about a rupture
in the world order and is
busy finding new friends.
Greenland finds a new
predator while Ei
recoils in horror. An
Amerlmn armada is mov-
towards

essful
too He claims that the
unrest in Minneapolis
should be considered an
insurgency, led and coordi-
nated by highly tech-savvy
citizen opponents of
actions by Immigration &
Customs _ Enforcement
(ICE) and Border Patrol
(BP) agents. He feels that
“there’s no doubt this cam-
paign is professionally
coordinated at a level far
beyond anﬂhmg hitherto
seen in.

This is alarmmg if true.
At another level, American
politicians can sense a
groundswell against the
President’s policies and
many analysts predict that
Mr ’[‘rump and his party
could face a rout in the next
mid-terms scheduled for

lran with no clear objec-
tives and the possibility of
anightmare war that could
change the Middle East for-
ever.

If Donald Trump indeed
wished to be another
Bonaparte or Bismarck, he
might have got it all wrong.
Power is much more dif-

in tuday 's world, and
awareness is all pervading.
Moreover, American
‘power is long past its peak.
Big Daddy could end up

like another Humpty
Dumpty if he doesn’t get off
the wall.

The writer is an
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RELIEF TO DRUG MAKERS

THE GOVERNMENT has relaxed the
criteria for approving the development
of new medications. To address this,
the rules for new medications and clin-
ical trials were revised in 2019. The goal
is to shorten the time required to test
new medications and promote related
research. Previously, such operations
required a licence from the Central
Drugs Standard Control Organisation.
Companies will now be allowed to
begin studies in all circumstances,
except for certain types of medications,
by merely alerting the CDSCO online.
The health ministry claims that this
modification will save at least 90 days.
Care must be taken that companies do
not take undue advantage of the loos-

ening of rules.
Abhijit Roy
Jamshedpur

SHIFT TOWARDS EQUITIES

THE ECONOMIC SURVEY 2025 -26 high-
lights a significant shift from our tradi-
tional savings culture toward equities.In
absolute terms individual investor hold-
ings have risen to ¥84 lakh crores in
September 2025 from 8 lakh crore in
FY14, a 10X spike : even as deposits fell
from 58 per cent in FY12 to 35 pc in FY22.
Thedata points to diversification, not ab-
andonment: deposits still dominate, but
equities are being layered on top. Uncer-
tainty lingers over low real deposit ret-
urns, asset inflation and anxieties on fut-
ure employment and retirement, nudging
households toward higher-yielding as-

independent  sets. Equity participation is being shaped
on  asmuch by aspiration as by anxiety.
political RN
and security issues Navi Mumbai

As ex-Tory Suella
comes ‘home’ to
Farage’s Reform,

will exodus start?

‘But metaphors by appreciative readers’ minds are

fixed
As poets cast infinitely numbered dice.”
— From Seen Twice on the Double-Dekker. by
Bachchoo

ast week’s column had
I that Suella Braverman of the Conservative Party

would be one of the greasy-arsed:slipperies who
defect to Reform.

It came to pass.

The nation watched as Nigel Farage, Fuhrer of
Reform, on the stage of some packed Reform Party occa-
sion summoned her, and Cruella appeared to applause,
embraced Farage and then she went info a vicious dia-
tribe denouncing the party that she had abandoned as
liars and deceivers.

She then went up to the grinning Farage and placed

‘her head on his shoulder in a photogenic embrace, fac-
ing the cameras. Nigel looked like an imbecile infant
wlm had been gifted a new, albeit ugly, teddy bear.

Go back to when Cruella was a Tory home secretary.

+

5. Secion 11, Nida 201301, empire in history while President Trump were con-
s Lid, S Flo, Block 2. Elzabeh House, 39 York Reud. Ladon, SE1 780 Bismarck unified  cerned. A number of offi-
Germany but at a terrible  cials spearheading the anti-
“The base Indian, threw away a pear] She was responsible for — perhaps responsibly —
More precious than all his tribe” — ing Afghans who had collaborated with the British
The bard meant the jewel was a girl durmg the Nato occupation of Afghanistan, before the
Butwhy does an Indian suffer this jibe? had chased them out, to settle in Britain,
And yes, in these lines. tbememphar;s mixed Il ‘may not have been her compassicnate deeision, but
No tribe in this world ever had a price the force of public opinion that compelled the move. At

the time, Cruella was roundly denounced by this same
Nigel Farage as someone who was befraying the British
population by allocating accommodation to refugees
while some Britons were still queuing for it.
it was then. ru the floor, becoming,
Tory MP “traitor”, she said she felt she was
“coming home”. To back-tracking pappy?

TThis is a somewhat strange homecoming as her hus-
band Rael Braverman had just days before quit the
Reform Party, “left home"”. Will he now follow Cruella
and rejoin?

Rael is an ardent anti-antisemite and feels that both
Labour and Tory are not sufficiently so. He joined the
far-right “national-socialist” Reform, which he is confi-
dent is vn'ulently anti-immigrant and, I suppose he
knows, if not in an openly stated way, anti-Muslim.
While a member, Rael had led other Jewish Beform
members to attack Britain's Jewish Board of Depuf
for “being too closely aligned with the Labour Party"
There is no evidence of any formal alignment between
the board and Labour, but the board did appreciate Keir
Starmer’s public efforts to purge the party of those he
regards as antisemites.

The Tory Party complicated matters over Cruella’s
defection by a senior member issuing a statement which
said, in effect, if not in those words, that thepam under-

stood Suella’s defection and sympathised with her as
they were aware that she suffered from mental prob-
lems. This statement was attacked as it eertamly con-
tained the words “mental health”.

The Tory chairman subsequently apologised for the
phrase and withdrew the statement, having made the
nation and potential voters aware that there was this
smoke of crack-pottery emanating around Cruella, so

‘might be some fire.

Other Tories will certainly follow Suella’s lead. The
profiles of the present defectors, three sitting, and sever-
al former MPs who lost their seats or voluntarily left
Parliament, such as Nadim Zahawi and Nadine Dorries,
suggest to me, gentle reader, that their abandonment of
the ’l‘ones isareaction to their failure of ambition with-

Bmh Suellaand the previous defector, Robert Jenrick,
failed in the recent past in their bids for the leadership
of the party. Zahawi was accused of illegal behaviour
regarding tax and lost his seat, departing under a cloud.
Reports say he begged Kemi Badenoch to be madea lord,
and when he was rebuffed, went and defected to Reform.

Dorries was, and perhaps still is, an ardent “chamehi”
(the Hindi term gets closest) of Boris Johnson and has
constantly schemed and plotted for his return to the
leadership. .. yes, Judas to rejoin the Apostles?

o0 © —+

Nigel Farage says he accepts these defectors to Reform

as his party has, apart from them, no MPs with any
experience of gvvemment He himself, though he wasa

member of the European Parliament and is a British

position MP now, has none. Never admitted to
corridors of power. Will he resignand let one of the expe-

rienced defectors take over the leadership? Will the
Pupe convert to Islam?

The question Britain needs to ask is not why Nigel
Farage welcomes them, but why they are there. Cruella
says she's finally “home". Let's look at what Jenrick has
said about Reform and Farage before he moved into this

residence.

In 2025, Jenrick yublmly said that Reform was “not a
serious party”. He then analytically declared that
Reform is moving “far too far to the right”, causing
major issues for “national cohesion”.

About Farage, he said he framed policy under the
influence of a few pints of beer, and before joining
them he saxd on TV that he wants to “put Reform out of

He a!so said Farage “couldn't run a five-a-side football
team, leave aside a country?”

Were those npmmns insincere or is his defection bla-
tant opportunism?

And then Farage has in the past called Jenrick a
“fraud”. So, now, good Christians all, they've turned the
other cheek — not for another slap, but a reconciling
kiss?
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presidency, America’s dynamism was
already the envy of the world. That success
did not night.

Despite the US economy ’s strong per-

Business Standard new oeLw | SATURDAY, 31 JANUARY 2026

voters, whystrTrumpw:lhng[orakedus
risk?P the
supply-side gai Aland i
will be enormous, while the supply-side
costsof his tariffs wil

Trump wants a ‘Hot Hot Hot’ economy

Similarly, ¢ slowly, adjusted

. Davos with a bullish message. Massive be minimal, allowing ﬂ’: whichi: ux«cn to
fiscal stimulus — both continuing and  ingful short-term gains, and Europe could  simultaneously, competitive pressures output to expand enough to meet higher in20: red hot), itis
) newly promised under the administra- certainly benefit from more of it, as Mr  limit how quickly any one business can demand. If s0, his more pragmauc econ- hard toescapetheconclusmnmal overthe
"' tion’sOne BigBeautiful BillAct—willsoon  Trump emphasised repeatedly at Davos, respond. Contrary to popular belief, even omic. d back. i MrTn isi the
be reinforced by a sharp increase in whenhewasn’t hurling personalinsultsat hyperinflation typically takes years, not Onesuspects, however. thatMrTrump  pastyear heU isks,

ossibly evena fresh
round of Covid-19-style $2,000 checks for

European leaders. But these supply-side
effects fall well short of what would be

months, todevelop.
That said, if Mr Trump and his new Fed

understands perfectly well what happens
when demand persistently outpaces

including inflation, market volanhty. and
accelerating decline in dollar dominance.

L mostAmericans. Joe Biden-eraregulations needed to raise near-term growth by sev-  chair prioritise rapid growth over pricesta-  suppl: prospectofashort- Thesei i i vii
s L will be rolled back aggressively, and anew eral percentage points. bility, inflation is likely to linger near 3 per ahead of! theFedi il
KENNETH ROGOFF Federal Reserve chair, chosen for his will- Conversely unleashing massive fiscal - centanddrifttowards4 percentbylate2027 - midterm elections is worth the risk. From  rates,and rapi i i not
ingness to deliver multiple interest- imul especiallyonein rather than fall to2 per cent, as the Interna- ive, inflation to mention his blatant corruption and
cuts, will be installed. which labour-| force growth has been cur-  tional yFund projectedis but an over Demo- d ive power.

Ifthere is one song that captures President
Donald Trump’svision forthe USeconomy
in2026, it is Buster Poindexter’s 1987 cover

Taken together, we weretold, these pol-
icies will push US gross domestic product
growth to 4-5 per cent, perhaps even 6 per

tailed by restrictive immigration policies,
isinevitably going to push demand beyond
supply, stoking inflation. In such an

updatetoits World Economic Outlook.
Of course, a major negative shock —a
new pandemic, a financial crisis, or more

cratic victory that impedes his ability to
impose his agenda would be far worse,
Tobe sure, the US economy performed

Centuries of experience across dozens
ofcountriessuggestthat the kind of hetero-
dox experiment now underway in the US

of Montserratian musician Arrow’s Hot Hot
Hot, with its line about “party people all
around me.” That, at least, was the unmis-
takable vibe emanating from Mr Trump’s
entourage at the World Economic Forum’s

annual meeting this month.

Mr Trump and his team arrived in

cent. Betterstill, inflation will continue to
il decli d

relikel

environment, long-term interest rates are

fall, y-
one will live happily ever after. While this

compensanon forinflation nsks Bamnga

scenario is not i

it is highly
unlikely. Artificial intelligence (AI) may
boost US productivity, though only at the
modest annual rate of around 0.5 per cent.

major

will boost short-term growth, but inflation
is notoriously “sticky.” Firms and house-
holds revise their inflation expectations

plausibly, a stock-market correction —
could derail this high-growth, high-infla-
tion scenario. And a cyber conflict or full-
scale war that leads to a surge in defence
spending on top of an already overhealed

‘When

economy would be even more

ing. Given how unpopular inflation is with

very well during Mr Trump’s first year in
office,and he can hardly be faulted for boast-
ing about it. But his claims — most notably,
his oft-repeated claim that he inherited a

temble economy from Joe Biden — are
Davos

rarely endswell in the long run. To borrow
once more from Hot Hot Hot, a “funda-
mental jam” is all but assured.

The author is professor of economics and
publm policy: at Harvard University.

last year, during the first week of hi

d ©Project 2026

he retorted. “Who are they to tell me
toretire? [ can still work.”

Now, Ajit Pawar is no longer on
thescene. Havingbecomea member
of the Bharatiya Janata Party-led
(BJP-led)alliance Mahayuti, whichis
in power in Maharashtra, with the
rankof deputy chief minister butdis-
appointed with the limits to political
growth, he was reportedly negotiat-
ing a return to the family bosom
before he died. We will never know
how far the merger negotiations had
Butthis muchisclear: In

PLAIN POLITICS

ADITI PHADNIS

Ti d ra'stallest
leader, Sharad Pawar (85), has

announced he wants to retire from
politics. The last time was in Novem-
ber 2024, during the Maharashtra
Assembly elections. Campaigning for
his great nephew Yugendra, who was
a candidate from his party, the
Nationalist Congress Party Sharad-
chandra Pawar (NCP-SP), from Bara-
mati, Mr Pawzu' spoke to voters as if

d family. “Tam

the absence of his nephew, the
responsibility of runmng the NCP
estate — which is =

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

The second option — for both
the NCP factions — is to merge with
the BJP. There is political equity
here but no growth. It is a crowded
political space.

The third, faced particularly by
NCP members like Jitendra
Awhad, is to join the Congress.
There are many constituencies
where MLAs have won with the
support of the minorities. Joining
the BJP-led Mahayuti could endan-
ger this vote. Joining the BJP will
drive it away completely.

This is only one numeral in a
complicated political equauon The
BJPwillhold itsown

may once again devolve on the patri-
arch, Sharad Pawar.

members in the Sharad
Pawar faction of the NCP have three
options: They can persuade the
senior Pawar to negotiateamerger, in
which case some existing positions.
will be t but it will be a

not in power ... and my tenure in the
Rajya Sabha has one and a half years
left. (After that) Iwill not contest any
election in the future, (1) will have to
stop somewhere...” he said,
thevotersof Baramati forelecting him
as their representative, for the Lok
Sabhaand the Assembly, 14 times.

To this, Ajit Pawar, his nephew
and NCP candidate against Yug-
endra, said: “People should stop
after reaching a certain age...but
someare not ready...even after turn-
ing 80, this person (there was no
doubt whom he was referring to) is
notready to retire.”

Never one to turn the other
cheek, Mr Pawar’s response was
robust. “Na tired hoon, na retired
hoon.” (lam neither tired nor retired)

smooth transition into the Mahayuti
—and power. The nextround of elec-
tions in Maharashtra (once the cur-
rent Zilla Parishad polls are over) is
notuntil 2029.

Ajit Pawar's position in the coun-

assess the cost-benefit analysis of
keeping the NCP in the fold versus
bringing the unified NCPinto it. For,
thelatter will include Sharad Pawar.
Leaders like Praful Patel, who is
currently working president of the
NCP and has declined the offer of a
minister of state rank position in the
Modi Council of Ministers (“because
it was a demotion”), has suggested
that Ajit Pawar’s widow, Sunetra, be
made deputy chief minister in the
state government. This is unlikely to
fly because she is already a Rajya

cil of ministers is now vacant and Sabha member barely halfway into
Spons mester Mamkrao Kokate hertenure, Bes:des Ajit Pawar was a
fromh inDecember handling

after a criminal conviction. Ajit
Pawar held the finance portfolio and
the Maharashtra Budget needs to be
tabled in March. It is unlikely that a
new finance minister can be
appointed soquickly and thisjobwill
likely fall to Chief Mu:usxerDevendra
Fadnavis. But two posi in the

complex portfolios like finance. His
wifeisarelative newbie.

When to stop fighting

The key to fighting a war successfully, or even
launching it, is a clear objective. That's an entirely
political call. It isn’t emotional or purely military

Was India wise or hasty in accepting the Pakis-
tanirequest foraceasefireinabout the 88th hour
of Operation Sindoor? Should India have con-
tinued fighting, and until when?

These questions were revived last week with
the release of the comprehensive report of’ the
high-powered assessed
for the Switzerland-based Centre for Military
History and Perspective Studies (CHPM). Its
findings have mostly been welcomed in India.

This is as you'd expect, and not merely
because it puts India’s aerial losses at about half
of what Pakistan claims. More importantly, it
says that by the time the truce was called, the
Indian Air Force “managed to significantly
degrade the enemy'" 's air defence systems, then

space or even close to it. This question is
relatively esoteric.

The second, and the larger question, is the
one we raised right upfront: Did Indiaaccept the
ceasefire too early? Many serious and substan-
tive Indian voices call the ceasefire hasty, and
ruethatahard-wonopportunity tochasten Pak-
istan was sacrificed. The counter-question
would be: How would then India have defined

istanabout as many), only toaccidents with live
ammunition and minefields. The final out-
come, asd in the Vajpayee-Mush:
raf talks and the Islamabad Declarauon ®
January2004), was nobetter than what was con-
ceded inthat January 12 speech.
Therewerethreesuchdecisionsinourinde-
pendent history, two made by us and one by an
adversary. In1999 and 1971, India set clear objec-
tives: The clearance of all occupied Kargil terri-
tories, and the liberation of Bangladesh,
respectively. Vajpayee tossed off pressures,
especially from the armed forces, to expand the
fighting beyond the LoC, Indira Gandhi offered
an immediate ceasefire in the western sector

after Pakistan’ intheeast.

victoryand when?With 1 fthe
PAF? A Dhaka, 1971 encore? India has argued
since the evening of May 10 that its objectives
were achieved, it owned escalation dominance
and knew when to call it a day. Whether it was
wise or the typically old Indian habit of leaving
issues unfinished, isthe debate.
Thisi ?

Thereisaneternal debate and regretinsome
circles that she did not finish the “business” in
the western sector. But she was clear in her
objectives and declared victoryafterjust 13days
of fighting, The third such call was taken at our
cost. In1962, the Chinese declared a unilateral

by carryingoutaseries of
spectacular strikes against Pakistan’s principal
Air Force stations. Thus, by achieving clear air
superiority, India coerced Islamabad into
requesting a ceasefire.”

At another point, the report goes on to con-
clude “.sufficient elements
appear to indicate that by the
morning of 10 May 2025, the Indian
AirForce had succeeded in achiev-
ingairsuperiority overasignificant
portion of Pakistan's airspace. This
in turn enabled it to continue long
range strikes against enemy infra-
structure at will...”

Not leaving anything to chance,

toall warfare.

A war must be defined by the objectives,
especially for the side that starts it. That’s the
question Atal Bihari Vajpayee had asked at the
peakofthe full mobilisation for Operation Para-
kram in January 2002, when the furious
national mood wanted an all-out
war. Vajpayee himself had subse-
quently threatened “aar-paar ki
ladai” (a fight to the finish). But
early that January, in a conversa-
tion recorded by me multiple times
while he was around, he reflected

and returned from where they had
started in the eastern sector, and in Ladakh
barring some enclaves. Their objective of
teaching Nehru and India a lesson was
attained. They did not want to get bogged
down in a never-ending war, especially when
they had multiple crises at home.
Tunderstand that in the middle of 1962 and
1971, there was also the 1965 war, which ended
with much international pressure that neither
side pushed back against. Only Pakistanis, who
started thewar, had an objective — taking Kash-
mir. Theylostout and mdladetended more than

onwhat thatwarwould
be whenits history is written.
The key to fighting a war suc-

Bothwer
In conclusion, we can look back at General
George S Patton’s impassioned view that the
1d have taken the war into the Soviet

the report concludes that at the NATIONAL cessfully, oreven one, is
same time, the PAF “had lost the INTEREST aclear objective. That’s an entirely
ability to repeat the operations it political call. It isn't emotional or
had GUPTA purely military. Not knowing clear

n7
May20?5 owingtotheloss oflLs for-
ward air-surveillance radars and the threat
posed by S-400 systemsto its AWACS and stand-
off weapons delivery platforms...”
The findings looked fairer and more clinical
than anything seen from the Western [hmk

objectives, India got bogged down
in Operation Parakram, fully mobilised and
deployed for 10 months, Ultimately, a totally
uneventful, tired thaw led to a return to bar-
racks. Did India miss an opportunity? It's an
enduring debate,

tanks vet, because they hi

retaliatory successes and Indian losses on the

May | 6/7 nlgh[ as well as the IAF’s return to
Ital

was inits early weeks
(it followed the terror attack on Parliament on
December 13, 2001), General Pervez Musharraf

even on the night of May 6/7, the PAF was not
abletointerruptor deflect any Indianstrikerson
Bahawalpur or Muridke, In Lhe immediate

There are other
family dynamics at work involving
colliding ambitions of nephews and
cousins. Sharad Pawar will have to
keep all these factors in mind as he

moves. Histermin

Council of Ministersare vacant. That
is a powerful argument for a merger
and the Mahayutiroute,

the Rajya Sabha ends in April.
Despite having said he wouldn’t, he
may haveto return as member.

upshot, tv

One, from sceptics who asked: Spectacular
as Indlan strikes were, can you ca].l it air
uperiori 1Al from
deep within its own airspace? This is somewhat
nerdy and, some would argue (this writer
included), outdated, as almost all warfare,
especially in the air, is now long-distance and
vou do not have to go into the adversary’s air-

televised speech that
sounded like an almost total capitulation. He
promised to not let any Pakistani controlled ter-
ritory be used for terror hereon and even said

Union to defeat “the Communists” rather than
let them become a perpetual threat. He didn’t
say so quite as dramatically as in the movie, but
there are records of him pleading with the then
Under-Secretary of War, Robert Patterson, on
May 7and 8, 1945 On May 18, he wrote in his
diary that the Russians “withthe
greatest of ease.” On May 20, he wrote to hiswife

making the same point. All of this is archived.
There is good reason behind the oldest
wisdom that war is too serious a business to be
lefttogenerals. Add tothat social mediastrateg-
ists. That call is made by politicians, wholook at
the bigger picture. This was the case for America
in 1945, China in 1962, India in 1971 and 1999.
Operatlon Smdoor had a limited objective,
andLash-

that Pakistan had not given asylum ybody

on India’slist of 22 fugitives. If we find them, we
cansend them back, he said.

Could the Vajpayee government have
seized that moment, declared victory and
rolled back the mobilisation? I would argue
that it missed that moment. Ten months dug-
in on the frontlines led to unnecessary pain
and loss of life (India lost nearly 800 and Pak-

Kkar-e-Toiba centres by the JAF and Army. This
done, truce was offered on May 7 morning.
Because Pakistan fought on, their bases were
attacked, imagery secured, and it was time to
callit a day, in victory. Knowing when and how
to stop fighting is asimportant as starting it.

By speual arrangement with ThePrint

To ban a mockingbird

EYE CULTURE

ATANU BISWAS

Rethinking the Republic Day tableaux

Actually, since 1963, ToKill a
Mockingbird has been asignificant

“Remember it’sasin tokill amock-
ingbird” isan iconic line from Harper
Lee’s ToKilla Mockingbird, spoken
by Amcus Pmch to l’us children. It

source of After learning
that the school administrators were
holding hearings to determine
whetherthe book was suitable for the
classroom, in an editorial letter to The
Richmond News Leader, Harper Lee

fharming

innocent creatures orindividuals.

‘Today, 10 years after Harper Lee’s
passing and in her centennial year,
it'simportant to note that in 2021,
The New York Times named ToKilla
Mockingbird the best book of the
previous 125 years. Be that or not, the
book encountered significant social
challenges in North America over
the years.

Thebook was banned from class-

thatthe $10 that she sent be
used to fund the enrolment of “the
Hanover County School Board in any
first grade of its choice.”

The N-word cause:

beafraid of ideas. “Don’t be afraid to
goto yourlibrary and read every
book, aslongas that document does-
n'toffend our own ideas of decency.
That should be the only censorship,”
he said. Naturally, some would argue
that students should be at least
mature enough to comprehend it.
Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird was
published in 1960. It’s a tale of a Black
man who was charged with the
murder ofa White woman. The Great
D isthe time fi Scout,

discomfort for many people in the
‘Western world. Perhaps, they see this
‘word’s pronunciation to reflect their
history in a mirror. And confrontingit
makes them feel very uneasy.
Interestingly, in 2006, a poll con-
ducted by the UK Museum, Libraries,

the story’s narrator, was six to nine
years old at the time. Atticus, Scout’s
father, was the lawyer of Tom Robin-
son, the Black defendant. Thus, the
story’s theme may be a little sensitive.
In actuality, the book: comains17
instances of the word “rape.” Is it

Pradesh float back in the 19508
displayed Gond and Baiga tribal
artisansat work; aPunj

procession depicts historical
periods, eras and major events in

a decade later celebrated the
Green Revolution with wheat
fields and mechanised ploughs;
and the Tamil Nadu tableau for

reverse {er,span-
ningfromthe Meiji Restorationin
the early 19th century to the
Heian period in the 8th century.
The spirits of Emperor Kanmu,

who the capital to
Kyoto, and Emperor Komei, the
last emperor to rule from Kyoto,
are t in sacred car-

Y ) dancers and temple gopuramsto
represent Dravidian culture.
YES, BUT... re )
SANDEEP GOYAL ured. Gujarat’s

As one witnessed the Republic
Day parade eatlier this week, one
as usual felt much pride in the
progress and diversity of the
nation - but one also felt a bit of
visual fatigue vis-a-vis the parade
spectacle. The parade has started

2001 tableau showcased the
state’s industrial growth and its
new ports; Maharashtra’s 2010
floatdepicted

riages called gohoren as a form of
ritual meant to helpKyoto remain
secure, developed, and prosper-
ous. The historical

The Kyoto festival could cer-
tainly be an inspiration for future
Republic Day parades. The
accent at Jidai Matsuri is on his-
tory —and India too has loads of
ittocelebrate and remember.

The parade in 2030, the Oak
Anniversary of the Republic —
and oak being a symbol of
strength, stability, and longevity —
canstartwiththe Maratha Empire
(1674-1818), move on to the Mug-
hals (1526-1857), the Vijayanagara
Eumnm(mé 1646)and thentothe

from each era them

of Mumbai into a “global city”
with the Bandra-WorliSeaLinkas
its focus. Goa's “Save the Frog”
float was an environmental first
while Odisha's post-cyclone
reconstruction: ﬂoat wasatribute

roomsand libraries in September 2025 andArchlve Council named ToKilla advxsable foroursociety’s eighth- to look much the same year after
bytheLeander School mok read suchabookin year.True, thethemesdovaryand
District in Central Texas; froma sec- ever Id ‘hool curriculum? Most of my change y y
ondary school in Brampton, Ontario, death, even ranking it above the Bible. Tasked butthereisstill

in2009;a highschoolin Texas,in2012;  Tobe honest, without properly negatively. But this was not the main forinnovation and newness.
Virginia, in 2016; Biloxi, Mississippi, in addressing racism, sexism, and problem in America. The primary Tableaux were not always a
2017 Duluth, Minnesota, in 2018;and religion, any meaningful book on objection there was the N-word, part ofthe parade. After the Con-

Burbank king, Lit-
Dlsmct.mzozo-’n erature Itmaynotbea
places, the book encountered diffi- sign of maturity to reject the image of

culties or was removed from reading
listsorclassrooms.

Peopleh the

society and its dialects froma century
ago. If society hasimproved, it can be

book’sapy i in
due toits racial slurs, profanity, frank
dxscussmn of’ rape, and occasional

USPresident Dwight D Eisen-
Thower’s famous quote — “Don’t join
the book burners” — came from his

which was used 48 times in the book.
So, yes, societies are different.
Undoubtedly, it’s just as wrong to
ban or silence amockingbird asitisto
killit. Butisitatall iblein this era

stitution came into force in 1950,
the pageantry of Republic Day
constituted only a military spec-
tacle showcasing the strength of

nation. Cultural tab-

ofthe internet? Perhaps banning a
bookwill lot of students

leaux were introduced only in
1952, ly to add a peda-

who might not have otherwise read
the Mockingbird narrative to doso.

* narrative. hy

Dart-

less, the book continues to be a main-
stay of American literature, and it’s
frequently defended as a crucial
teaching tool regarding racial injus-
tice and prejudice.

i
. That may bethe

mouth College. F D y chal-

lenged McCarthy’s. a.nucommumst

takeaway in Harper Lee’scentenary.

hysteriaand
urging Americans toembrace mtel-
lectual freedom, read widely, and not

‘Theauthor is professor of statistics,
Indian Statistical Institute, Kolkata

gogical dimension of pride and
pluralism to the parade. For the
country’s new leadership, the
parade became a tool to propa-
gate the meaning of the Indian
nation to its own people — a
curated cultural demonstration
of “unity in diversity”. A Madhya

[

to national The 2024
Uttar Pradesh tableau centred on
the Ram Lalla consecration at
Ayodhyaand the pran pratishtha
ceremony of January 2024, with
an artistic model depicting Lord
Ram in a young avatar holding a
bow andarrow. Thethemes have,
however, largely remained staid
and predictable.

If one were to re-imagine the
Republic Day parade somewhat,
and inject some new thinking,
one could draw inspiration from
the Jidai Matsuri —the Festival of
Ages — held on October 22 every
year in Kyoto, Japan. The parade
is like a moving history book
before youreyes.

The Jidai Matsuri Festival

during their journey from Kyoto
Imperial Park back to the Heian
Jingu Shrine. The procession
encompasses eight historical
periods beginning with the Meiji
Restoration (1868) and ending at
the Enryaku era(782-806).
Around 20 groups with
approximately 2,000 participants
and 70 horses and oxen join it,
forming a two-km-long parade;
12,000 costumes and ceremenial
items are used in the festival to
showcase the vibrant coloursand
the pinnacle of Kyoto craftsman-
ship. Through  meticulous
research, artisans have recreated
these pieces using authentic
anclemmateﬂa]sand[echniques.

1201

mgthe Mamluk, Khalji, Tughlaq,
Sayyid and Lodhi dynasties.

There could then be tableaus
on the Chola Dynasty (300s BC—
1279 CE) known for their naval
power, maritime trade, and
empire-building; the Pala Empire
(c.750-1174 CE) that ruled Bengal
and Bihar; the Rashtrakuta
—-982 CE) amajor
power(hatcompe{ed forKannauj
at one time; the Chalukya
Dynasty (543 - 753 CE) that domi-
nated the Deccan, based in
Badami; and the Pallava Dynasty
(275-897CE) renowned for Dravi-
dian architecture. They would
make for a spectacular parade. A
further rewind could take usback
to the Guptas, the Kushans, the

er ydown

the Mauryan, the

to every thread. Most deplcnons

Nanda and the Haryanka eras.

exceed
I i i o

the parade,

it imagil refresh.

ness, Iti:

national history anywhere on
Planet Earth.

Theauthor is chairman of
Rediffusion
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Darzi to Designer,
That Brand Jump

India needs more Tanishgs at Paris

India’s jewellery exports are pushing their way into the
branded segment as the industry pivots towards formali-
sation. The presence of top brands like Tanishq at mar-
quee events like Paris Fashion Week is an assertion of
thecountry’sgrowingaspirationsin theluxury segment.
Indiais the world’s largest exporter of jewellery. Yet, the-
rei toclimbfarupthe ‘hain. The capi-
talisation funnel for India’s jewellery industry has wide-
ned in recent years with interest by large business gro-
ups. This is aiding modernisation of the industry across
the value chain from import to re-export. Quality assu-
ranceand design capability are giving branded jewellery
theedgeamong India’s growing middle-class consumers,
with spillover effects on exports. Titan, the Tata Group
company that owns Tanishq, acquired the UAE’s Damas
last year to widen its footprint in West Asia while cate-
ringtoregional design and brand sen-
sitivity. Tanishq's showcase events in
the US and Europe are pitching a new
design aesthetic ina crowded market.

The international jewellery market
is going through a rapid transforma-
tion, withdemandfor diamondsslack-
ing due to laboratory-grown varieties
andaspike inbullion prices on account of heightened ge-
opolitical uncertainty. Establishing brand presence in
thisscenario involves extraemphasis on aesthetic value.
Europe offers some succour for Indian jewellery expor-
ters battered by the bling of Trump tariffs in the US, abig
market after Chinaand India. The trade deal with the EU
will provide greater access for Indian jewellery expor-
ters, provided they cannegotiate the bloc’s sustainability
requirements. Yet, the need for diversification has beco-
me amply evident in the emerging global trade scenario.

India must press its advantage in the luxury segment
of the jewellery business. More Indian brands are nee-
ded on the international stage to reinforce the country’s
comparative advantage in jewellery exports. The design
ecosystem must become much morerobust for Indianar-
tisanship to receive its due recognition.

-
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Expectations vs
Reality: Our Cities

‘Well, what do you know—there’s oneline in this year’s Econo-
mic Survey that has read our collective mind: our cities are
‘aspirational but exhausting’ — magnets for opportunity and
ambition, yet booby-trapped by pollution, overcrowding anda
pace that quietly erod: yday life. B d
financial fixes, the survey goes beyond the usual data points
surveyors so love— civic norms, shared responsibility and re-
spect for public spaces. These intangibles explain why public
behaviour can seem unruly in one setting, yetsurprisingly di-
sciplined in another: orderly queues on Mumbai's BEST bu-
ses,orcalm ontheDelhimetr: 1 below).
‘The challenge, of course, is bridging the gap in these natio-
nal ‘expectations vs reality’ meme of our
cities. You may cheer the India-EU FTA
for cheaper Maybachs and Lamborghi-
nis, but where will they go? On cratered
j roads that double as experimental water
bodies each monsoon? Through traffic
that treats lane markings as abstract art?
‘We build flyovers to escape congestion
that earlier flyovers promised to fix, inaugurate metro lines
while last-mile travel remains an endurance test, and launch
smart cities where the smartest survival skill is patience.
The survey’s subtextis clear: India faces an infraand coordi-
nation deficit. We cannot build new cities from scratch, retro-
fitting old ones is Herculean, and a commons -first mindset
cannot Aspirationsand will
not sustain urban life, Until governance, socialnorms and de-
sign work in harmony, our cities willremain wonderful in the-
ory and exhausting arenas in practice. Ambition has arrived.
But with civility and predictability still under construction,
weawait conversion toreality.

£ JUST IN JEST

For a template to follow, look no
farther than Republic of Metro below.

Indla Go Viksit,
Go Underground

Binding constraint on India's growth isn't capital, labour or technology, but institutional friction

Regulate t

rticle 112 of the Constitution
requires Gol to place before
I Parliamentan annual financi-
[\ alstatement,anaccountof re-
" ceipts and expenditures: bud-
get. Formally it' sanexercise infiscal dis-
closure, i

Letitbe!

e Begulators

not comphance escalation at scale
but uniform, low-friction
mgu]au‘nn that allows firms to expand
without crossing regulatory cliffs.
8 Choice and regulatory competi-
tion Whereverfeasible, firmsshouldbe
offered parallel regulatory pathways
(standardised, principles-basedor sand-
boxed)subject to transparent disclosu-
re. Regulation that delivers net value
will attract voluntary adoption. Regu-
lation that does not will be avoided. A
system that does not allow regulated
entities to vote with their feet cannot
learnand, therefore, cannot improve.
© Discipline thr mlgh consequence
and

THE SPEAKING TREE

Silver
Lining

BHARATRAWAT

Wedonotall need torun in the
same direction. Each person’ 'slife
‘may need help or repair ina par-
ticular domainata particular
time. Noteveryone's current con-
cernneed be money or fame; so,

jothing in the Constitution as- High-Level C: i Non-Fis open, vIf entry Regulation must don't worry about the current ral-

signsitalargerphilosophicalrole. al Regulatory Reforms, is closed, the cause i face hard to fis- ly inmetal prices. We do not need

Yet, since 1991, the budget has beco-  year has suceessfully nudged GoI m gulatory (licences, quotas, discretiona-  cal rules. Sunset clauses, statutory de- tobe equally excited about inv-
meastatementof intentonhowthesta- wards pruning complian-  ry not market poweritself.  cision timelines, deemed approvals estment opportunities or stocks.
teunderstands markets, growthandits  ces, consolidating overlapping rules Narendra Modi has articulated and rollback triggers linked to ohsex» ‘What may be genuinely import-
limits. In periods of ample fi- and reducing administrative this principle duringone of his inter- vable outcomes, such as ant to you may | use-
scal space, that intent is often burden. But the unfinished viewsinwhichhesaidthatinequality costs, firm entry rates, investment re- lessfor me inmy current situati-
expressed through spending. task is more fundamental. It should bereduced by raisingincomes ~ sponseandinnovationmetrics, should on, Thereal task isnot to blindly
In periods like the present — concerns how regulators over time, not by flattening everyone be introduced. pursue what appears valuable to
marked by weak nominal @ themselvesare governed. into poverty. The same pr mmple app-  © Measurement is key Regulation is everyone, but to remain aware
growth, external uncertain- @ﬂ, e In an Economist essay, lies to firms. The mhjectlve is not to an implicit L"m Tt raises costs, delays of whichdomainof one’slife
tyand binding medium- lerm \ defi entrepre- needsattention.

pressures — it must

pressed through reﬁ)rm.
This distinction matters, because the
binding constraint on India’s growth
today is not capital, labour or technolo-

donot permit themtodo.

72078, Argentinian president Ja-
W vier Mileiandhis deregula-
tion minister Federico

ly, but toenable Lhem lo grow, compete
and, if successful, become large.

neurship.. Al?fol ‘m-oriented statemust
institutionalise regulamry costaccou-

Let'sstartwithour ownassess-
mentof our u.nmetneeds Mas-

Sturzenegger pose an tab-

nting with fis-

le question: why are markets relent-
lessly diseiplined, while regulators

operate as
by default. They impose
s, documentation

Dorrit

cal accounting. Budgets
should publish regulato-

low classified nd
depicted them like a pyramid. In
anideal world, we donot blindly

gy It's institutional friction. Growthis arenot? Their provocation— ‘reinin  and uncertainty that car- ry cost along- pursue societ;
increasingly constrained not by what regulators,notbigcompanies’—can  rynocost to the regulator; side tax and expenditure CeSS Or' Progress.
firmscannotdo, but by what regulators  bemisread asideological. Itisactual- but impose real costs on accoums. What isnot me- Phr many, the. mrrentdo]lm rate
ly analytical. the economy, Unless expo- gold
Remember Charhs Dxckens Lmle Iarge E\rms are frequently lhe ouir sed to [eedback mgu.la ined, and what is ot con- pnws should natmzmet: Maybe
comeof effi tion suamed will ing ourlivesneed
Officeexistsnot to: so]ve problemsbutto arning effects and innovation. What serious reform fi am health, relationships, mnerslabl-
ensure that nothing is ever done, except matters is whether others are free to  ework would rest on 4 ! e Th]s mfmmes the bud- lity, mezmmg,or]xve 00d. Re
theproductionof moreprocedures. Aut-  challenge them. State interventions —principles: A residual Tnanera we
hority isexercised throughdelay, paper-  should focus on creauuf, competition, @ No scale aversion Po- ~ Soclalist instinct o i i f imbalan-
vork and none of wh]ch not winner ig ize-h treats but expansive regulatory ceandres}mndtonconmously.
LndJau policy has long struggled sed suspicion and treat as virtue, and reach, growth will depend instead of following general gro-
with: Avresidualsocia- market i scale as suspicion.  less on allocating capital up tendencies shaped by extern-
der; but economically significant, ver- list instinct virtue, efficient, un- Firms are and more on removing in- alstrategiesandnarratives.
sion of the same failure. Regulationac-  and scale as suspicion. ’I'!meshold ba-  less it is sustained by sta- protected in stitutional friction. One is Wemay be blind to our own ar-
because face no tecrea(ed barners to ent- remaining small reminded of thephraseco- easof weakness or raw chapters
equivalent of profit and loss. Whenru-  ce, u- regulation  pyt penalised for ined by 1+-2+c. Roman po- of life that need healing, while
les impose costs, those costs are disper- latory scrutiny collectively encode should not be to cap firm growing large  etJuvenal whowill guard being impressed by highlightsof
sed across firms and consumers. The thisbias. Fir i i-  size butto thre- the guards? In this case: the world’s drama. The outside

result is a systematic bias toward over-
mgulauon, irrespectiveof intent.

ning small but penalised for growing
large. N_Tzu‘ket leadership is treated as

se ths pmblem, at least implicitly The

This misdirects policy If entry is

OnIyTimeIndiaI

atof entry. Differential compliance re-
gimes that favour small firms perver-

who will regulate the regulators? Bud-
get 2026 should show the way:

sely subsidise ion and pe-
nalise growth. The correct response is

world has no idea which tender
areasof ourlives need attention
and care. Let'sdiscover and heal

ncAgrees: B-Day

Trending Now:

] d India’s we praise ts iti-  mist visionary on prime time thanan -
performance in World Cup finals, Bu- Vuv tothecommonman. If nothing  armchaircritic. Letus understand Gran d Eq U |ty
wishlists  changes, tability  that th speech isa mood-set-
VOUS: i —never—in  ter Andfor that one day, themood Apropos ‘Steady; Steady... Go'by
lcv\ ver taxes, higher g gover] nmen( whicha semor busmessman goes  mustbe ‘bullish’. It i per- 'V Anantha Jan 30),
spending, fast: on “Thisbudgetis formance wh knows i vey 26 highli-
erclearances, generous incen- muddled andunderwhelming”  theirlines, and the only direction i th igni hift from our
Harsh Goenka uves zerodeficit, astableru- N Behindclosed doors, of co-  ‘positive and optimistic’ t:admonal savings culture tow-
bal d urse, Sectoral 11 ?7Be- nvestor
minance, All simultaneously. i Foot- il holdings haverisen to ®4lakh cr
Forone brief, glorious period every d. C: things well; one, in 2025 from 8 lakh

vear, Indian business folks undergoa
miraculous intellectual transformati-

without
B Day 1Lself isritualistic. At11am.

ndia sit

o
out. Someune nunces Lhat t)\e ﬁnepn i
th

startups, they can'tpivotevery quar-
ter;two,

crinFYl4,al0x spike—evenas
from58% in FY12to

on, Chairper MDsand

ntgivet

35% in FY22. This signals struc-

with: ha-  taketh with the o(hm_ But publicly the acountry not maximisinganyone’s
assorted CXOs—whootherwiseout-  ven't MBA school. Nobody ~ verdiet i 100n10.Stand-  quarterly EPS. Stability matters. As tural maturity than fixation for
tax planning speech. Everyone ingovation. The FM i ility ini) returns. Our economy today re-
to PPTs—suddenly become macroeco-  waits fm keywords that lmk famﬂla: tax on breathing, and at least three loudly rarely improves either: sembles earlier phases of advan-
nomists, fiscal theorists, deficithawks ~ Infrastructure. industryle: 11t ‘abol , let most budget: ies in the 1980s-90s,
andgrowth evangelists. For48hrsbe-  Green. Digital. Export: ter health’. arenot disasters. The: when mi-
foreand24 hrsafter thebudget, India  ness. Phones vibrate, headsnodand Thi y imity isamas- i ving grated pital
i i ET :‘Verypositive."Strong  terclass inrisk Why le infini with finite resour- 'k inflation fell. financi-
y signal.” G publicly question adocument that ces. Ina noisy world, restraint is und- al intermediation deepened and
ics, be- Th half hour TV will govern your fate for the next 365 errated. India today ean'tafford fiscal marketaccess widened. Thedata
i The same days?It's the ultimate ‘speak now,pay ~ adventurism, even if WhatsApp eco- points to diversification, notab-
policy intent i forever'dilemma. Bettertobeanopti- nomists insist otherwise. andonment: deposits still domi-
with I Industrial-  age iver instant vardims wilh By thenext morning, the transform- nate, butequitiesare being lay-
i readatax thority: Ne ation fades. The pundit in the busi- eredon top.
circularsince hbem]xsanun express  Tneedtostudy thefine print. Instead nessman quieﬂyexits. GST becomes That said, uncertainty would
hnv. suggested taueforms willsup- asmall but powerfu.l vocabulary desi- in. Tax lingerover low it retur-
longterm  gnedfor : balance law is handed back with ns, asset inflation ieti
econumlc stability Family WhatsApp ~ pragmatic, growth-oriented, non-| pop agrateful sigh. The budget, having onfutureemployment and retire-
groups cftav;]qmre the confidence of “poli-  ulist, forward-looking.... Theseelastic been fully dissected, analysed, praised ment, nudgmg households E%{r])w
cy conclaves, ly old news. ui-
insightintothe FM’s budget since1991. Untilnext year: ty pa.mclpahon isbeingshaped

thinking.
In therun-up to the budget, expectati-
onsrisetoalevel usually reserved for

If taxes goup, we applaud Gol's cour-
D I 30OL

The writer is chairman, RPG Enterprises

AII Wired Up for Comeback

Ram Sewak Sharma
I

For nearly twodecades, BSNLsym-
bolised stagnation of India’s public
sector: Once thenation’s telecom
‘monopoly, it saw subscriber erosion,

asmuch by aspiration as by an-
xiety, reflecting both confidence
inourgrowth story and to hedge
against macro{inancial stress.
R Narayanan

Navi Mumbai

You Don't Strike
While Metal's Hot

» Customer response This network 'must expand its B2Band B2G offer-
u'ansfarm:mon msmggemd ashift > Fx om I ed to blaLk After18; yrs of ings,suchas. enterprlseconnecuvuy Thisrefers to ‘PriceaBar for
behaviour: Betv Q1 IoT vices, Partner- Gold Consumption’ by Sutanu-
and Q3FY26, BSNL integratorsand kaGhosal(Jan30). The crash in
per user (Arpu)rose from 1 to 99— GBI‘YZ.: Its EBITDA rosefrom 2164 cr sta1 fups can help scale withoutex- gold and silver prices ison exp-
a22% increase, indicating higher- inFY24t035,3% cr inFY25—up149%.  cessiveoverhead. ected linesas they had moved up
returning to th k. Margin: ibled t023%, P Incentives and talent alignment toomuch tno soon, and correcti-
Subscriber it i ing real i fficiency.  Perfor i pay and promy Pricesof
i inmarket What i i i i metals, beitgold, silver, copper:
response, notaccounting optics. brief recovery iswhether BSNLcan  retain i i itive inium, etc, need t li
» W inningback trust Infrastructu- ~ sustainmomentumthroughserious  talent market. dateat particular levels before
intele- tal i BSNL i » Beyond bal. heet BSNL'sre- investorsthink

capi
alil onageinginfra-

com— execution does. i
this, BSNLis: modermsmgnslegacy
d- CRM

structure: Moving beyond stabilis

vival is not just a balance-sheet suc-
cess. Astrong public operator provid-

financial losses and decaying infra- customer systems. C twn escompet modera- as volatility, if
Honour e Indiah drafting Vision structure, rendering it ne;g[v ir rele1 platfor tosup- i i e if tes tariff shocks, and servesasana- in the range of
o = . o vantinamarketdominated by rapid rtreal fastergri- i innetwork modernisa- tional backup for essential telecom 14-15%, canbe
ZZ}ZO’ Vision 2047, Vision Infuut}twa_nd-Beyund, and mem Vi innovation St s i 4 tion: 4G towers, treng-  services. Th;j indigenous4Gstack isa suicidal for th-
sionary documents, each promising to transform us into a Yet,inunder3yrs, BSNLhasinitia- b satisfactionandiits moderni tomer  case in point—itsdevelopment would osetakingbets,
“viksit’ nation. Best of luck with that. Yet, developed India al- ;_ed a ml:;lnmound that caxrt;snds beyond  competitiveedge, movingBSNLaway ~ systems. Forthe govemment towalk  havebeen commercially unviablefor We witnessed
exists, ‘mament e financial recovery. It m: astructu- fmm aprice-only posmom.ng away now, after ingproof- apr an almost 770,000 fall in silver in
&dy _senlf;::raurﬁr of ourcil ‘i);tzebl;)g)elt mtl;e“l\:[eﬁue ralreset inIndia’s telecom narrative, i WlLLu.u - pt. would i BSNLUs story isstillunfolding. At amatter of couple of hours yes-
Uniiven mans Srau inforcing digi e tion formation.  illogical. less than 8% wireless market share, it terday Thefirstsignof policy
Lhebr 0P into petitive bal: and thef Field b- it ionisunderwaysus- isfar domi ionri tion
Meﬁ-oworld and— chhumanta.l‘ we become Berlinwitha state-owned enterprises innetwork scriber growth, tained competiti-  remain, especially inenterprise ser- has come from the US where E‘mi
a intai industries. Arpuand satis- ivery.
i o P Exons ubwq“e“e“ d ;:m CrREEy Atthe centre of BSNLsrevivalisits  faction, instill- deeperreforms:  But thefoundation issound. ainleadingto wildfiactuations
e corridors, 13 at forms, sul SY‘LS - clean. They make WAy indigenous 4G stack —astrategic inga ‘revemie- P Leadership Thedeeper significancelies in what in the pricesof gold and silver.
for betor They standon the right gamble that placed India amonga first’ mindset. stability and BSNLrepresents: astate-owned firm Thisisall themore reason to
sideof th ily turned into First’ dful of countries capable of pro- ‘The newlangu- decentralised adopting private-sector discipline have a balanced portfolio that
The Metr is India’s most success- 1 telecom i J executionAfull-  without sacrificing public purpose. hasequity, fixed deposits, gold,
After years of delayand scepnmsm. formanceand ume CMD with Its mmamu.nd challenges narrames silver, etc, tonot, just hedgerisk
ful behavioural experiment. No one litters, since the floor is BSNLhasnow deployednearly98.000  accountability butlook d The
shinier than living room tiles. No one shouts, because anno- 4G towers, witha software-upgrad- » Governance | ld ensu.m strate-  spacefora hybnd rket f each can depend
uncements are audible enough. And everyone taps their ablepathto5G. Thistransitionredu-  reset BSNL's Hello, BSNL? i ility. Tre- vet state hored — onone’srisk-takingability and
ces dependence ouformgu vendors, transformation ating CGMsas especially in sector: ‘when vol-

card with the solemnity of a monk rmgmg a temple bell

ity and resilience in

mirrorsbroader reform

true CEOsof their circles would un-

ports,’

Evenour

tarily obeyrules without

and social externalities.

atility ishigh. Accidents happen

ic  locklocal If sustained, BSNLs revival could ‘more often at high speeds; cau-
‘have the Metro as their secret ‘world-class’ role model. So, af* iech lnndscape conn‘ol to performaneeledaccuum— » Monetising BharatNet Withover  becomea pivotal chapterin India’s tion isadvised at times of crazy
ter the budgetary show is done, and the op-eds are lost and Metr & ability Circl now  42000crinvested, BharatNetmust  telecomjourney — p rise inequityand ket
‘won, pay attention totheonlyrepublxc where Indians vul\m— f i at itheagewithoe, i, Tuteg, e
2 BSNLi: ilding its fibre and radio targets Quarterly rated with PM-WANT and the BSNL and national interest converge to Mumbai
SRS infrastr privateben- without UdyamimOdEL it blelocalen- ingvalue.
orsounding out baat that's on well-intentioned minds. hmarks — i icr This governance digital acces Letters to the editor may be addressed to
‘industry-grade service' into reality. reset has led tosharper peﬂormance > m\ ersifying bevond B2C BSNL Thewriter is former chairman, Trai editet@timesofindia.com
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s ALWAYS QUESTION

p A thought for today
If I designed a computer with 200 chips. 1 tried to design it
with I50. Then I would try to design it with 100. 1 just tried to
Jfind every trick I could in life to design things real tiny.
STEVE WOZNIAK, co-founder of Apple

DRAM Beaters

Why Al can push up the cost of your next smartphone

govt remains mindful of the global memory crisis. Not the kind

If we could make only one Budget wish this year, it would be that

that’s related to social media overuse - duly noted in Economic
Survey - but the shortage of DRAM chips for phones, tablets, laptops
and other smart devices. Supply is so tight now that the three key
suppliers have stocks for only 2-3 weeks, down from an average of 17
in 2024. Analysts expect memory prices to rise 40% by June. Some
leading phone makers have said they may raise prices by 20%. No
respite is likely, because building new factories takes a couple of

years. Besides, the big three memory
makers are wary of a future glut - such
things have happened before.

Instead, they are investing “bigly” in
making a different kind of memory
called HBM that's needed to run AL
Now,an HBM chip is basically a stack of
four to twelve DRAM chips, the kind
found in your phone. But because this
stacking isa complex task, each HBM is
worth much more than the sum of its

parts. Hence, extremely lucrative. And Al firms want millions of
HBMs, at once. OpenAl, Google,Meta, Microsoft, Amazon, Alibaba,
ByteDance...the list of firms willing to pay top dollar for them is
long. For its Stargate project, OpenAl alone wants twice the current
monthly global production of HBMs —every month until 2029.
Hence, the DRAM shortage for ordinary folks. It's like what
happens when rich people demand ethanol to run cars - food gets
costlier for poor people, and they might have to eat less. Analysts see
smartphone and laptop sales falling this year. There’s nothing we
can do about this shortage, but coming back to the Budget, govt
shouldn’t do anything to make devices on our wishlists costlier.

Sing, For The People

Protest music endures because govts often tune out

citizens at the frontline against brutal ICE tactics, with a song

Springsteen lifted Minneapolis from near-despair, one with

that has travelled the world faster than light, as only solidarity
can. Adding to the greatest voices in song - of resistance against
injustice, infusing new courage into ordinary citizens turned
defenders of basic humanity. “A city aflame fought fire and ice/'Neath
an occupier’s boots/King Trump’s private army from the DHS".

When he sang, “We'll take our stand for this land
the same as Joan Baez's powerful “deep in
my heart, [ do believe we shall overcome...”
Baez sang Suaigon Bridge for Vietnam,
“How many children must we kill/Before
wemake the waves stand still?” but it could
justhave been for Palestine. Songs of protest
endure, their connect with core humanity
reclaimed time and again in different worlds
—like Baez says, “in countries under deep
distress or totalitarian states.”

MINNEAPOLIS

the message is

Anti-fascism movement’s Bella Ciao is no longer Italian —
translated into at least 33 languages, including Hindi, Bengali
and Punjabi. Nothing can stop revisits to Hum Dekhenge’s promise
of a time when “sab taj uchhale jaayenge/sab takht giraaye
Jaayenge” (All crowns will be flung in the air/All thrones brought
down). Protest music travels effortlessly across cultures, a melodic
heritage that's also always relevant - because all govts everywhere
sometimes tune out of what people are saying.

Earth Is Not A
Chesshoard

Global power competition begets climate disaster

rump threatens to take over
Greenland, but backs down —
for the moment. His tariffs
roil global markets and supply
chains. Middle powersarerushing tofind
a new equilibrium. Geopolitics today
is top of the mind. But do we pause to
reflect upon its impact on the planet?
Oceans Rise Empires Fall, by Gerard
Toal, looks at what geopolitics does to
environmentand ecology.

From a traditional ive of

unlikel tension:
between the two, especially over Taiwan.

Plus, if maintaining large, sophisti-
cated militaries is crucial for geopolitical
power projection; then that too is
contributing to the climate disaster
through the production and deployment
of war machines that guzzle millions
of barrels of hydrocarbons.

In fact, an American MIA1
Abrams battle tank (which was
deployed in Russia-Ukraine

What Does Paying 35% Tax Get Us?

Not clean air or water, not good roads or sanitation, not nice public hospitals. Sure, too few
Indians are income tax payers. But an incompetent state does not offer them fair returns either

Siddharth Dhanvant Shanghvi

Iremember the moment [ knew I had

to leave Mumbai: around 15 years ago,

attheend of themonsoon, the water in

my tap turned worryingly brown. Alab

report confirmed sewage. The actor

Hrithik Roshan, who lived down the
road, made asimilar complaint to the press. This was the
true, satirical nature of Indian democracy: a humble
writer and a Bollywood star were both
forced to - and maybe I'm paraphrasing
an Amencan pres]dent eatshit.

5% of m:

as u should; T have a dispropor- twnawly
greater income than the average Indian
so I'm taxed accordingly. In a country as
unequal as ours, income redistribution
via taxes is not a “freebie”; it's the
language of civilisation. And yet, it stings
more than ever when you remember
how few Indians actually pay personal
income tax.

In FY 2023-24, only 6.68% of Indians
filed an income tax return, and PRS
Legislative Research, using CBDT data,
shows that most filers did not end up
paying income tax. In FY 2022-23, 7.5cr
people filed returns, and 4.7cr (63% ) had
zero tax liability That means roughly
2.8cr Indians had non-zero income tax
liability —around 2% of the population.
‘This small 2% club helps subsidise the
lives of everyone else (to be clear: all
Indians pay taxes in the form of GST
and other direct and indirect levies).

What does my 35% tax contribution
buy me? Well, it's certainly not clean
water — as the recent tragic deaths in

i i water ion
evidence. Clean air canalso be cut out of the equation;
try breathing in Delhi today. IQAir reports that in 2024,
India’s average PM2.5 was more than ten times the
WHO's annual safety guideline. A state unable to protect
theairis turning every citizen intoa patient.

Now, if you did fall sick in India, you could go toa
state hospital to use the services your taxes paid for: But
treatment in a state-run hospital might feel far worse
than the sickness itself. Asa result - and NITI Aayog's
analysis confirms - about 60% of hospitalised cases

are treated in the private sector. Even as govt spending
on public health rises, citizens still pay again: private
hospitals, private diagnostics, private insurance.

My complaint is not ideological, moral, or even
particularly political. It is bodily. As an Indian
taxpayer, govt stands at the front of the queue to
yank at your money, and then makes you pay again:
with your lungs, your guts, and your peace of mind.
Maybe the state gets away with this because the
system is built so noone is responsible.

Chad Crowe (USA)

GOI does grand announcements and ribbon-cutting.
States do “implementation”, then come the clumsy
explanations for why yet another newly constructed
bridge collapsed. Cities are saddled with the mess
we have to live with - garbage, drains, potholes, and
that famous tap water a la sewage. The 15th Finance
Commission puts it plainly: our city govts are seriously
underfunded and living on handouts while their own
income shrinks.

Govtisadeptatreframing yourlife through thelens

of itsfailures. Diarrhoea buildscharacter: Anaesthesiais
overrated.If there’s traffic, walk. If you can’t breathe, it's
your bad karma. Atno point will govt simply admit that
itgives you almost nothing back.
But can we blame them? Most of India does everything
inits power to escape paymg direct taxes. Alarge partof
y is informal; i 1 , seasonal,
under-reported, orhardtosee, Enforcement isexpensive,
litigation is slow, so the state leans on the easiest levers:
TDS for the compliant, GST for everyone, fuel duties
fortheresigned.
Of course taxes do buy real things: defence,
welfare programmes, infra that take decades
to reveal their full value. And returns on
taxes cannot be reduced to personal perks for
myself -or Hrithik Roshan-simply because
we're in a higher tax bracket. The moral
logic of taxation is collective: our taxes
feed someone we will never meet: mine may
vaceinate a child whose name T'll never
know. That's not theft; that is the price of
admission intosociety.
And yet, society also has standards -
and reciprocity.
If the state wants more Indians to pay
more taxes, it must show more competence.
Indian roads are a civic metaphor for
institutionalised corruption: they show
us how perpetual repair is a form of
governance. The Mumbai that 1 left
behind did not have a pothole problem;
rather, it enjoyed an excavation culture.
The real money doesn’t come from
building a road that lasts but from the
endlesscycle of re-tendering, re-digging,
re-laying...and re-billing.
This is where the 35% goes.
And maybe tl\at swh\, I.ndxahasoneul‘
net

f desi

Per projections from Henley & Part tnels
Private Wealth Migration Report, India saw net outflows
of about 5,100 (2023), 4,300 (2024) and 3,500 (2025) such
millionaires. 35% of income tax is a first world tax
grab for a fifth world return. So the honest taxpayer
Sees non- delwery and then plots an exit: into cash. into
creati ting, or into passport.

There will be no return gifts at Nirmala's tax
party. But someone must tell the host that a democracy
cannot run on compulsory citizen payments and
optional govt performance.

Woman, Say It With Pride, | Am A Gold Digger

The great gender wealth gap persists by socialising women to separate their emotions
from smart financial decisions. They need to stop romanticising such rubbish

Renuka.Bisht@timesofindia.com

Amanhasaskedawomanoutonadate.
They are at a restaurant. After their
order has arrived and she is digging
into hers, he starts video-ing her, and
grilling her. Why has she ordered the
, E most expensive items on the menu?
She denies that she has, and points out that he chose
the restaurant, and she’s just ordered its speciality.
Helists the cheaper items she could have ordered.

Thisisclassic ‘gold digger' themed content. It's very
popularon social media and has a pseudo philanthropic
quality. Like, it's social service for men: How not to be
fooled by those women.

But this coherence only holds within the incel echo
chamber. Step outside into actual reality, and it goes
chhu mantar. The most obvious is this: If

sheisa ‘trophy wife’. Never mind thatheis goodlooking
too, still less that she is also a successful professional.
Orat least she was, until she had their children.

Fairy tales, movies, Mills & Boons...they all hype
the poor woman meets rich man story. But in fact, the
strongest force in partner selection is often similarity:
handsome marrying pretty, middle class marrying
middle classand soon.

Think about it, a Jane hooks up with a Bingley, an
Elizabeth with a Darcy, a Lydia with a Wickham. They
seem very, very well matched.

Yes, in the Austenian marriage market we know
very precisely who has how much capital. Those
with less, seek partnership with someone with more.
Men too have done this throughout
history. East to west, that's how many
an emm.re has come to be. Indian

ranged

paying for his date’s dinner is pinching him, what gold
does he have for her to want todig?

In imagining that a woman is chasing him for his
(skinny) wallet, an incel is imagining himself as some
kind of Jeff Bezos. Or Lalit Modi.

Remember how Sushmita Sen was trolled as a
gold digger, after he posted a photo of the two, with
the caption “my #betterhalf”. That relationship is as
over as hashtags. But Sen’s stellar comeback
then, has gone on to have a celebrity of its own:
“I've always (famously) preferred Diamonds!!

©®@® AndyesIstill buy themmyself!!!"

Like that episode, when men diss Bezos's partner
as a gold digger today, it begins with a narcissistic
identification with him. It is to prop up this fantasy of
shared bro-dom that they endlessly disparage Lauren
Sanchez. This needs pretending that a super-accomp-
lished woman brings only some looks and voodoo to
the table, shrugging off the Emmy she won and the
aviation company she founded well before meeting
Bezos, as dross. And all this rubbish when the age
difference is just six years.

But it's not bros alone. Women do this all the time
too. See the smart woman next to, say, a surgeon, and think

basis financial considerations.
But height, weight, education,
age, lots of other numbers
also go into the matrix. Maybe
people are more honest with
their matchmaker about the
exchange they truly want,
than with their therapist.

o)

STORIES OF THE WAY WE ARE ' /

So why does the gold
digger label stick to Lauren
Sanchez but not to Travis
Kelce, whose fiancée Taylor
Swift is a billionaire? It
defies logic. And screams
doublesstandards.

The gold digger label is
a 20th century invention.
Austen’s  world was
about women who could
only decide their destiny

internationalrelation:

‘may appear to have little to do with
geopolitics, However, this view
overlooks the ‘geo’ of geopolitics and
underplays the brutal competitionfor
territory and resources. That in turn

war) two gallons of jet
fuel per mile. Fighter jets burn even
more fuel. Note also that Ukraine has
flagged environmental destruction
caused by the Russian invasion as
ecocide, treating thisasa war crime—

Calvin & Hohbes

CALVIN, T'M TELLING || PIPE DOWN, WitL YA ROZ?
NoUR ABOUT | | HOBBES AND T CAN HARDLY
THIS! NOW LET ME IN! HEAR THE TV

in terms of deciding who to marry. As it becomes
possible for women to build their future or family
by other means, the new slur emerges. A masculinity
ideated by control over women, is constantly inventing
mnew ways to push back against equality.

What endures is everybody's interest in the
relationshipof loveand money. That's why Materialists
grabbed attention last year, as an update to Pride
and Prejudice. The film is about a woman who has a
job, and is torn between a man nearer her income
range, and one who's way, way beyond. He'sa unicorn—
a billionaire with height, good hair, and tenderness.
Shedoesn'tchoose him. That'sfine.

What s nuls lhough isthe proposmon thathervery
b ishy avery romanticone.

No, it's just a very stereotypical one.
It's how the great wealth gap between
men and women persists. He is not
Q socialised to prioritise emotions as
+ " separate from smart financial decisions.
. Healsoroutinely usesfamilymoney
to seed startups. But if she
ever inherits the family
business, society doesn’t
stop dissecting whether
she ‘deserves’ it. Female
startups getless than2%
of global VC funding. A
newspaper with 145
Pulitzer Prizes is still
debating, “Did women
ruin the workplace?”
Motherhood penalty
and fatherhood bonus

arenot fictions.
These are not fair
shakes. Sowomen need
to man up. It's better to
be too ambitious and a gold
digger; than a fool. Nobody
1 becomes a unicorn without

‘ capital from partnerships.

Sacredspace

Indians today

aregoverned

by twodi
ideologie
political ideal set

inthe preamble
of the Constitution affir msullre
uthbwl\ equality and|
ocial ideal embodied in their
religion denies them.
BR Ambedkar

has had catastrophic environmental  wars pollute the world.
consequences. The ™ - So, it’s not just
authorsaysgeopolitics dﬁ ld arms companies
modern mm e profiting from war
human civilisation SHORTTAKES ONBIGIDEAS and  geopolitical
on a trajectory tensions, but also oil
towards a hothouse companies. In 2022,
Earth. Geopolitics ExxonMobil earned
hastensfutureclimate a record $55.7bn in
catastrophe. § profit. SaudlAlamco
This, on second recorded a
thought, is logical. profit of $16lbn in
The fallout of a year
nuclear war will be Therefore, there is
felt by the whole a strong incentive
planet. It would for oil companies

likely prompt an
initial global cooling
as debris clouds
prevent the sunlight from reaching
Earth’s surface. Radiation would
spread wide, poisoning the biosphere.
‘When the French conducted nuclear
tests in French Polynesia, the fallout
contaminated the idyllic atolls and
residents. Similarly, the first US nuclear

and producer states
to literally fuel
geopalitical tensions
and ‘greenwash’ the damage they
aredoing to the environment.

So, what's the solution? Unless
action is taken, the world is on course
for a catastrophic global surface
temperature rise of 2.5°C or more over
1850-1900 by the end of the century. The

If You Feel Confused, Be Ecstatic

Swami

Theymust

wellto

isnot water; ‘biryani’ isnot biryani.

speak onetruth. Atone place, Vedas

hen you look at Shiv; look at
Himdeeply. Look at trishul -
the trident - meditatively
and when you offer flowers to Him, do
so meditatively. Then a beautiful poem
emerges in your heart: Ahimsa prathamam
pushpam, pushpam indriya nigraham,
sarvabhoota daya pushpam, kshama

extract their essence and to understand
them in totality. In classical literature, two
important methods are Adhyaropa-Apavada
Nyaya and Indu Shaka Nyaya.

Indu Shaka Nyaya means pointing
to themoon through branches of atree.
Imagine you have never seen the moon
andask your guru toshow itto
you. Thegurusa\ “Si e

test in Alamogordo, New Mexico, saw
th id ith46 ican

statesand parts of Canada and Mexico
being affected. US. in a way nuked
itself. All for strategic, military and
geopolitical power.

Second, the author argues that
geopolitics prevents collaboration
on climate change mitigation. For
example, any meaningful climate
compact needs China (currently
the Iargest producer of emissions by
tonnage) and US (historically the
largest emi Butthatis

Earthasastrategic

challenge is to stop thinking of the pushpam vi: hanti pushpam
Today, dh: pushpam

geopolitics hasreturned to the German pushpam

lebensraum idea - the quest for living vishnoho preeu karamhhavel .Whenwe

space’ inamad race for new territories
and resources that will power: capitalist

offera flower, we invoke eight important
gunas. Ahimsa prathamam pushpam -

growth, even as and its
post-World War II avatar have polluted
large swathes of the biosphere that are
vet to be cleaned up. Climate change is
the planet physically rejecting the
superstructure of polluting human

is the firstflower. Offering
aflower isa beej—bheejam avadhanam.
What pleases Shiv or Vishnu isnot
merelyaflower, but the very quality of
person who offers it. Meditation should
becomeone's way of life.

with

case.

meaning. They are not elaborate; they are

ee " You may feel
impatient and say, “i want
toseethemoon-nottree.”
Butif you donoteven know
where tolook, the gurumust
begin with what you already
know. Once your vision is
guided between branches,
themoonreveals itself.

Another classical approach is

Adhyaropa-Apavada Nyaya. Something
isstated and then negated. The student
isnot meant to cling to words, because
aword is not the thing. The word ‘water’

The word is only an indicator pointing
to that which lies beyond it. Classical
teaching is meant to stimulate thinking.
Certain things are said, and some things
are deliberately left unsaid. The student
is invited toreflect. “Some of us think,
many of us think we think, and most of
usnever think of thinking.”
‘When the guru says, “i know
what ihave said and what i
havenot said,” a thinking
2 personbegins toexamine
therelationship between
these two. Psychological
bridges are built - from

THE SPEAKING TREE known to theunknown,

from vyaktatotheavyakta.
If you feel confused, be happy.
Confusion means you are capable of
understanding. Thinking begins with
confusion.
InBrahma Sutra, Ved Vyas writes,
“Tattu Samanvayat' - all Vedas ultimately

say the truth is known by mind alone;
elsewhere, they say vou must go beyond
mind. Atone place, they say the Lord
created the world: atanother. they say
thereisnocreationatall.

Thesearenot contradictions. They
arenot paradoxes. They are polarities
meant to provoke inquiry. Hence Tattu
Samanvayat -a grand synthesis that
urgesaseeker to think deeply rather
than accept superficially.

When themind becomes quiet,
receptive, and alert, the sutra reveals
itself -notas information, butas
insight. The teaching then ceases to be
external and becomes one’s own inner
compass, guiding the seeker from known
to the unknown, from form to formlessness
and from ritual torealisation.

Swamiji will conduct an online
workshop on Feb 7, focusing on health.
relationships and stress-free living.
Contact: 99017 77003
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Like in 1991, will FM set
a transformative path?

very Indian may not understand the financial jargon that finance

minister Nirmala Sitharaman would use when she presents her

ninth Budget in the Lok Sabha on February 1. Similarly, an average

citizen may not understand the import of the falling rupee or the
ebbing US dollar flow. One thing that every Indian, however, would under-
stand is that gold and silver — which are mtrmsnmlly connected to the ritu-
alistic lives of most Indians — have become unaffordable. As a result, every
Indian knows that “all is not well” and would have their eyes set on Ms
Sitharaman.

The finance minister, therefore, carries a huge burden of navigating the
country and its economy through unprecedented global financial uncertain-
ty. When the world is in flux, India cannot remain aloof. The country needs
to make hard choices. This Budget, therefore, may not be popular in the tra-
ditional sense, as it may not offer anything substantial in terms of savings to
people or companies. However, Ms Sitharaman could lay the groundwork to
extricate India from depeudence on foreign countries for strategic products
such as energy, electronics and defence equipment.

Imported fossil fuel has always been one of the major causes of financial dis-
tress for India. Though India achieved self-sufficiency in food through the

Green Revolution, the world’s most populous
Ms Sitharaman nation is dependent on other countries for com-
could lay the muting, which is the country’s biggest vulnera-
groundwork to D Tt B eetmay o vl this

extricate India from o) dependency.
dependence on  Another area of concern is electronics, which
foreign Dountnes has become one of the major consumers of foreign
exchange. However, Lh?ﬁ Indian manufacturing
sector must become efficient to achieve self-
products suc“,as reliance in electronics, especially in semiconduc-
energy, electronics tors and rare earths. Though it may seem difficult
and defence on the surface, the Indian automobile sector

ui

I

achieved this long ago. All that India needs is

some big electronic players and a concerted effort
involving governmem industry and academia. The Budget could have some-
thing on nt.

Imported defence equipment is another pain point for India. The country is
still dependent on other countries for key components of weapons systems,
which keeps India hostage to foreign powers. The finance minister may take
steps to further indi the ing of defence

The Russia-Ukraine war and the US capture of Venezuelan President
Nicolas Maduro showed how drastically technology has altered war. If India
is not to be left behind in race, the government should incentivise pri-
vate companies to spend on research and development. Apart from this,
Indian Institutes of Technology (IITs) should be nudged to become research
hubs rather than factories that mass-produce engineers for the world.

Ms Sitharaman's current Budget, therefore, should no longer focus only on
the upcoming financial year; it should be path-breaking — something that
posterity remembers in the same vein as the 1991 Manmohan Singh Budget.
The Budget should take steps to make the country self-reliant and competi-
tive, and not have a narrow-minded focus on polls or votes. It is time for the
Budget to display a true sense of patriotism.

War & peace prize for Trump?

If there were to be a Nobel Prize for war and peace — with due apologies

to Leo Tolstoy — there would be no contest as the US President Donald

Trump would walk away with it. The avid claimant for the Nobel Peace
Prize may have been disappointed with the decision of the Swedish com-
mittee last year, but he has carried on in his uniquely Trumpian style of
threatening wars on one hand while pleading for peace on the other.

Mr Trump's latest initiative in imploring for a week'’s ceasefire in the
harshest and coldest part of the northern winter may have had a positive
response from the Russian President Vladimir Putin who may have agreed
not to bomb Ukrainian cities so that the shivering people do not suffer
more during power outages. We have only Mr Trump's word on this, but it
gges :ﬁ)pear as if his humanitarian plea may have found a sympathetic ear

er all.

If Mr Putin desists from hitting Ukrainian urban centres for a while, it
might just suggest that he may not be averse to agreeing sometime soon for
longer pauses in the Ukraine war that is just weeks short of four years
now. A man who had agreed to nothmg in years of trilateral peace talks
might just see the light even though a lasting peace would still be condi-
tional on Ukraine agreeing to give away a considerable chunk of the
Donbas in exchange for peace.

With someone else’s Nobel Prize in hand, Mr Trump has kept himself
busy ruminating over Pentagon options for attacking Iran with missiles
from aircraft carriers, destroyers, combat ships and aerial bombers posi-
tioned in waters off Iran. However, Iran seems to have weathered the first
wave of protests but, according to estimates, taking more than 5,000 lives.

It is believed the US President is giving diplomacy the first chance to
bring Ayatollah Ali Khamenei's men to the table before letting his armada
display their attack prowess, with the aim of keeping Iran off enriching its
nuclear fuel resources further and also in solidarity with the protesters
who seek to bring the regime down. And what could be more apt than a war
and peace prize for the leader who has kept the world on edge as he alter-
nates between waging war and talking peace.
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Trump on rampage: For
US, costs are piling up

Indranil Banerjie

President
Donald Trump
emerged as
the single most
disruptive force
in American and world pol-
itics. Like many strong
leaders of the past. he wish-
es to shape the world
according to his personal
vision, using raw power.
Unrestrained by considera-
tions of ideology. ethics or
costs, he is redrawing polit-
ical and strategic equations
hy the use of force, econom-
ic coercion and intimida-
tion. The bigger question is
whether the tactics of yes-
teryears will work in
today’s complex and far
more evolved world.

There was a time not so
long ago in history that the
exercise of raw power
offered immediate and
overwhelming rewards.
‘The Portuguese sailed into
the Indian Ocean towards
the fag end of the 15th cen-
tury and ed to dis-
place the Arabs, and every
other maritime and littoral
power, with unprecedented
ferocity, thereby ensuring
for themselves an unchal-
lenged writ over the east-
ern oceans for well over a
century. They were only
ousted by the British more
than a century later, who
used simi uncompro-
mising power to reduce the
Portuguese to a shambles
and took over the world’s
oceans for themselves.
Unabashed power worked
in geapolitics as well as in
domestic situations.

Napoleon Bonaparte was
among the most prominent
world rulers to demon-
strate  that unbridled
power could force political
outcomes, and provide
legitimacy sans consent.
The notion that power and
not ideology could deter-
mine political outcomes
was further reinforced by
Otto von Bismarck, the
“Iron  Chancellor”  of
Prussia. Their strategy
worked — Napoleon creat-
ed the largest French
empire in history wl’:u.le
Bismarck unifie
Germany but at a temble

cost — a quarter million
deaths due to Bismarck’s
wars and an estimated
seven million soldiers and
civilians dead in the pur-
suit of Napoleon’s quest for
power. Great powers could
do as they wished and lea

ers who believed in Lhe
strength of raw power usu-
ally prevailed. President
Trump seems to have
taken a page from their
philosophy. But the costs
are rapidly pil up, and
outcomes looking increas-
ingly ambiguous.

Perhaps the worst affect-
ed by his policies is
America itself. Having
vowed to clear the country
of the f unch

American politicians
can sense a
groundswell against
the President’s
policies and many
analysts predict that
Mr Trump and his
party could face a
rout in the next
mid-terms scheduled
for November this year

immigration drive, includ-
ing US homeland security
secretary Kristi Noem and
Border Patrol “commander
at large” Gregory Bovino,
instantly became national
villains,

Driven to the wall,
President Trump sﬂld his
administration was “going
to de-escalate a little bit".
Television news channels,
quoting sources in the
White House, however, felt
it was a turning point and
that the goal was to scale
back and

and rampant illegal immi-
gration, the President
decided to unleash military
force to tackle the problem.
Soldiers patrolling the
streets of American cities
seemed to confirm the
worst nightmares of citi-
zens who now found them-
selves in a dystopian world
as predicted by doomsday
visionaries.

Thousands were pulled
out of their homes, arrest-
ed and untold numbers
deported. When ordinary
Americans  began  to
protest, they found them-
selves becoming the targets
of Mr Trump’s soldiers.
Many of these Americans
are those who supported
anti-immigration policies
aimed at removing the esti-
mated 11 million illegals in
the country, but found the
tactics to resolve it repre-
hensible. President Trump
had warned before his elec-
tion that illegal immi-
grants “will be removed as
fast as they come in", with-
out specifying how exactly
this would be done:

Outrage erupted follow-
ing the killings of two inno-
cent US citizens — Alex
Preiti and Renee Good —
by federal agents this
month. In the rising politi-
cal storm that followed,
even many Republicans
and former supporters of
President Trump were con-
cerned. A number of offi-
cials spearheading the anti-

pull
out. The most worrying
aspect was the emergence
of an organised opposition
to Mr Trump’s anti-immi-
gration drive, which some
officials have termed as

“terrorism”.

The American geopoliti-
cal analyst Andrew
Korybko wrote: “Never
before has there been such
a modern, tech-savvy, and
locally popular insurgency
in a US metropolis. The
goal is to neutralise the fed-
eral government’s authori-

in Minneaj , which
could lead to a domino
effect in other metropolises
if this insurgent network
replicates its by-then suc-
cessful ign there

November this year. And
anti-immigration is not the
only reason. The good
times promised by
President Trump are yet to
materialise and the US dol-

like consumer confi-
dence, have hit historic
lows. The currency has lost
more than 10 per cent of its
value since Mr Trump took
office for a second time
and, according to a Reuters
report, consumer confi-
dence has "slumpcd to the
lowest level in more than
11-1/2 years in January
amid mounting anxiety
over a sluggish labour mar-
ket and high prices, which
could see households
becoming more cautious
about spending”.

In foreign affairs too,
President Trump's boasts
about being the Big Daddy
of the world does not seem
to be matenaLLqmg His
promise to end the Ukraine
war within days of moving
into the White House has
proved to be a washout and
the bullying of his
European allies has sent
them scurrying to clinch
new alliances around the
world, including with arch-
enemy China.

Venezuela might have
lost its President but the
country has not quite fallen
into Mr Trump's pocket
and US oil companies are
anything but thrilled about
“taking over” that coun-
try’s oil sector. Canada,
once the closest US ally,
now talks about a rupture
in the world order and is
busy finding new friends.
Gxeenland finds a new
predator while Europe
recoils in horror. An
American armada is mov-
ing thr towards

too.” He claims that the
unrest in  Minneapolis
should be considered an
insurgency, led and coordi-
nated by highly tech-savvy
citizen opponents of
actions by Immigration &
Customs _Enforcement
(ICE) and Border Patrol
(BP) agents. He feels that
“there’s no doubt this cam-
paign is professionally
coordinated at a level far
beyond a[mhmg hitherto
seen in the US...”
This is if true.
At another level, American
politicians can sense a
groundswell against the
President’s pelicies and
many analysts predict that
Mr Trump and his party
could face a rout in the next
mid-terms scheduled for

Iran with no clear objec-
tives and the possibility of
anightmare war that could
change the Middle East for-
ever.

If Donald Trump indeed
wished to be another
Bonaparte or Bismarck, he
might have got it all wrong,
Power is much more dif-
fused in today’s world, and
awareness is all pervading.
Moreover, American
‘power is long past its peak.
Big Daddy could end up
like another Humpty
Dumpty if he doesn't get off
the wall.

The writer is an
independent
commentator on
political

and security issues
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PROBE MUST GO ON

Shiv Sena (UBT) leader Sanjay Raut
has criticised BJP for issuing news-
paper advertisements mourning the
death of Ajit Pawar. He Is of the
view that, instead of indulging in
such symbolic gestures, the BJP
should drop the corruption allega-
tions levelled against Pawar eatlier,
now that the Ajit Pawar-led NCP is
a constituent of the BJP-led
Mahayuti govern tin
Maharashtra. Raut's argument is
baseless since the on-going investi-
gation should be allowed to come
to its logical conclusion. A man's
culpability does not get erased by
his death in the meantime. Late J.
Jayalalithaa was found guilty in the
disproportionate assets case. Had
she been alive, she would have
been behind the bars today in
accordance with the court verdict.
P.G. Menon
Chennai

TIMELY WARNING

Chief Minister MK. Stalin has said
that NDA will ruin the developed state
of TN if voted to power and it is a time-
ly warning to the people. A dispassion-
ate assessment into various happen-
ings in the country will spell out the
truth that it is only after the BJP
assumed power at the Centre that India
has been witnessing numerous attacks
on minorities in the name of religion.
The BJP goes to any extent to capture
power in various states, even when
they haveno vote bank. Only states like
Tamil Nadu and West Bengal have sur-
vived such an onslaught hy the BJP.
The “Double Engine Sarkar” of BJP in
all NDA-led governments like UP,
Bihar, Assam, Manipur, Uttarakhand.
Rajasthan and MP lag in key parame-
ters of development.
Tharcius S. Fernando
hennai

MEETING GROWTH AMBITIONS

The Economic Survey 2025-26 has high-
lighted several paradoxes confronting
India’s economy. Despite healthy macro-
economic indicators such as steady
growth, moderate inflation, rationalised
GST rates and new trade agreements,
there are no clear signs of a broad-based
revival in private investment. At the
same time, me; dise exports contin-
ue to remain sluggish. The weakening of
the Indian rupee is often expected to
boost exports. However, the Survey right-
ly notes that the currency’s valuation
does not fully reflect India’s strong eco-
nomic fundamentals. What the economy
itly requires is sustained mvestor
confidence and higher export
foreign currency. Structural reforms, pol-
icy stability and export diversification
will be crucial to meet growth ambitions.
M. Jeyaram
Sholavandan

Mail your letters to
chennaidesk@deccanmail.com

Farrukh
Dhondy

Cabbages
& Kings

As ex-Tory Suella
comes ‘home’ to
Farage’s Reform,

will exodus start?

“The base Indian, threw away a pearl
More precious than all his tribe’! —

allowing Afghans who had collaborated with the British
during the Nato occupation of Afghanistan, before the

The bard meant the jewel was a gi Taliban had chased them out, to settle in Britain.
But why does an Indian suffer ﬂnijbe" It may not have been her compassionate decision, but
yes, in these lines the metaphor is mixed the force of public opinion that the move. At
No tribe in this world abwhad a prw the time, Cruella was roundly denounced by this same
But. f Nigel who was betraying the British
As, pommst infinitely numbered dice.” ‘population by allocating accommodation to refiigees
From Seen Twice on the Donble-Dekker, by  while some Britons were still queuing for it.

Bachchoo

astweek's column had contained the speculation
that Suella Braverman of the Conservative Party
would be one of the greasy-arsed-slipperies who

Idefect to Reform,
It came to pass.
The nation watched as Nigel Farage, Fuhrer of
Reform, on the stage of some packed Reform Party occa-

sion summoned her, and Cruella appeared to applause,

embraced Farage and then she went info a vicious dia-
tribe denouncing the party that she had abandoned as
liars and deceivers.

She then went up to the grinning Farage and placed
her head on his shoulder in a phomgamc embmce fac-
ing the cameras. Nigel looked like
wltlxl&zﬂlxa’d been gifted a new. albelt ugly leddy bear
Yukiko!

Go back to when Cruella was a Tory home secretary.
She was responsible for — perhaps responsibly —

—+ o0 ©

That was lhen As Cruella crossed the floor, becoming
the third Tory MP “traitor”, she said she felt she was
“coming hmne To back-tracking pappy?

This is & somewhat strange homecoming as her hus-
band Rael Braverman had just days before quit the
Reform Party, “left home”, Will he now follow Cruella
and rejoin?

Rael is an ardent anti-antisemite and feels that both
Labour and Tory are not sufficiently so, He joined the
far-right “national-socialist” Reform, which he is confi-
dent is virulently anti-immigrant and, 1 suppose he
knows, if not in an openly stated way, anti-Muslim.
While a member, Rael had led other Jewish Reform
members to attack Britain's Jewish Board of Deputies
for “being too closely aligned with the Labour Party”.
There is no evidence of any formal alignment between
the board and Labour, but the board did appreciate Keir
Starmer’s public efforts to purge the party of those he
regards as antisemites,

The Tory Party cumphmted matters over Cruella’s

defection by asenior member- &mgamtemem which
said, in effect, ifnot in those words, that the party under-
stood Suella’s defecuun and sympamlsed with her as
they were aware that she uffered from mental prob-
lems. This statement was atmeked as it certainly con-
tained the words “mental health”.

e Tory chairman subsequently apologised for the
phrase and withdrew the statement, having made the
‘nation and potential voters aware that there was this
smoke of crack-pottery emanating around Cruella, so.
there might be some-

Other Tories will cerlx.mly follow Suella’s lead. The
‘profiles of the present defectors, three sitting, and sever-
al former MPs who lost their seats or voluntarily left
Parliament, such as Nadim Zahawi and Nadine Dorries,
suggest to me, gentle reader, that their abandonment of
me anm isa reaction to their failure of ambition with-

Both Suellaand the previous defector, Robert Jenrick,
failed in the recent past in their bids for the leadership
of the party. Zahawi was accused of illegal behaviour
regarding tax and lost his seat, departing under a cloud.
Reports say he begged Kemi Badenoch to be madea lord,
and when he was rebuffed, went and defected to Reform.

Dorries was, and perhaps still is, an ardent “chamchi’"
(the Hindi term gets closest) of Boris Johnson and has
constantly schemed and plotted for his return to the

leadm‘shm yes, Jndm to re)mn the Apost]ss
Reft

®0 O —+

ashispanyhas.apan from them, no MPs with any
experience of government. He himself, though hewasa
member of the European Parliament and is a Brifish
Opposition MP now, has none, Never admitted to
corridors of power. Will he resign and let one of the expe-
rienced defectors take over the leadership? Will the
Pope convert to Islam?
The question Britain needs to ask is not why Nigel
‘arage welcomes them, but why they are there. Cruella
savs she ‘s finally *home”. Let's look at what Jenrick has
sald abom Reform and Farage before he moved into this

In wzs Jennck publicly said that Reform was “not a
serious party”. He then analytically declared that
Reform is- moving “far too far to the rlgm“ causing
‘major issues for “national cohesion™,

About Farage, he said he framed policy under the
influence of a few pints of beer, and before joining
them he said on TV that he wants to “put Reform out of
business”.

He also said Farage “couldn’t run a five-a-side football
team, leave aside a country?”

Were those opinions insincere or is his defection bla-
tant opportunism?

AndthenFaragehssmdmpastmﬂedJamnka
“fraud”. So, now. good Christians all, they've turned the
nther cheek — not for another slap, but a reconciling
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Long-term, consistent comprehensive strategic
China-UK partnership mutually beneficial

eflecting a shift in how major countries
bility, d and cooper-
ation in a volatile world, the first visit to
China by a British prime minister since
2018 carries significance beyond bilateral ties.

Underscoring that China has always adhered to
the path of peaceful development, Chinese Presi-
dent Xi Jinping stressed in his meeting with United
Kingdom Prime Minister Keir Starmer on Thurs-
day that China will never pose a threat to other

countries no matter how it grows and develops.
Sending a clear signal that dialogue and coop-
eration serve the fundamental interests of both
countries, the two leaders agreed the two sides

source of certainty, predictability and stability ina
turbulent world. It is the world’s second-largest
economy’s consistent support for multilateral-
ism, economic globalization and the stability of
global industry and supply chains that has gained
its stabilizing role increasing recognition.

This recognition is grounded in hard facts.
Despite a complex external environment, China’s
trade surplus toppled $1 trillion in the first 11
months of 2025, demonstrating the competitive-
ness of its ing and the ion of its
market. Meanwhile, measures to expand market
access in services, enhance foreign investment
facilitation and pmmotc high-quality development

should develop a long-term
hensive strategic partnership. For the UK, thls
entails viewing China’s development objectively
in the first place. After several years of adjustment
under so-called “de-risking” approaches, the UK,
like some other European countries, now seems
to recognize that artificially distancing itself from
China is neither practical nor sustainable.

China is a reliable partner because of its open-
ness, policy stability, long-term development
potential and vast market. At a time when many
European economies face mounting economic
pressures, there is a strong impetus for them to
strengthen practical cooperation with China,

have among international
businesses and investors. Such certainty stands in
contrast to the unpredictability that has unsettled
global markets and partnerships elsewhere.

Increasingly, European countries are realizing
that formulating China policy solely through the
prism of the transatlantic alliance is neither real-
istic nor in their interests, Adopting a more inde-
pendent, rational and pragmatic approach
toward China is gradually becoming a main-
stream understanding in the core policymaking
circles of more and more countries.

In this light, strategic coordination between Chi-
naand the UK, along with other major countries,on

and the UK is no exception. the world stage is of practical importance. Foreign
Xi called on the UK to expand the Emnnels of Minister Wang Yi in a phone call with Emmanuel

cooperation with China in ed: Bonne, diple ic adviser to the French president,

finance and the service sector, and to h conveyed a similar message.

joint research and industrial transformation in
areas such as artificial intelligence, bioscience,
new energy and low-carbon technologies. These
are also the areas where the UK seeks new growth

To that end, countries should handle their dif-
ferences properly. The differences should not be
allowed to define their relationship. What mat-
ters is adhering to mutual respect, engaging in

drivers and where China’s vast market,

candid dial and p g differences from

industrial system and continuous opening-up
offer tangible opportunities.

escalating into confrontation. Good things often
come with difficulties. Despite facing complex

Thus, Starmer’s visit, acc d by dozens
of business leaders as well as representatives
from academia and culture, which followed the
visits of several European leaders and senior offi-
cials to China over the past months, reflects the
pragmatic reassessment of major country rela-
tions underway in some European countries.

In recent years, the rise of unilateralism has
become the major variable impacting Europe’s
strategic and diplomatic environment, disrupt-
ing global trade and squeezing the policy space
of countries. Strengthening dialogue and
exchanges with China has emerged as a viable
and rational way for European countries to
restore balance in their external relations.

What these visits highlight is China’s role as a

ible leaders must display the
courage to forge ahead as long as the actions

Cai Meng

Opinion Line

Politicizing business cooperation
undermines shared interests

align with the fund.
try and its people.

Yet it must be pointed out that the engagement
sought by other countries with China should not

be driven by short-term, utilitarian
tions or because of temporary external pressure
but their true commitment to stable relations.

If the UK and Europe more broadly show
greater vision and pragmahsm and take concrete
actions to ion with
China within the framework of multilateral plat-
forms, this will be conducive to promoting a sta-
ble, balanced and just international order that
produces tangible benefits for the world.

Military adventurism risky Middle East bet

he clamor caused by the United States’

'l'he path to peace in theregion is to resolve the

unilateral actions against la and
its land-grab attempt of European terri-
tory shouldn't mask the fact that ten-
sions in the Middle East have reached a critical
pointduetoits ical calculus.

with the two-state solution,

In aletter to the US commerce tion in the US through licensed tech- China-US trade supports large
chief and another to the Ford CEO, nology is an investment in US work- amounts of jobs on both sides of the
John Moolenaar, who chairs the US ers, local economies and energy Pacific, stabilizes global supply chains
House Select Committee on China, security, while complvmg with US and contributes to the well-being of the
sought to cast suspicion on normal, laws and tax credit req us by some China
market-based cooperation between ‘What is conspicuously absent from hawks in Congztss to rewrite these
US-based and Chinese enterprises. Moolenaar’s China-targeted lobbying realities through political posturing
actions follow the now ign i i id risk inflicting real harm on the very

familiar pattern of ing the jons that “q they claim to
concept of “national security”, politi- will occur if US ngage with Asl. with si influ-
cizing economic and technological Chinese partners amount to presump- ence over US policy on the world’s

and substituti! jec! uon of guiltb by iation. Such reason-  most consequential bilateral relation-
for evidence. Such moves runcounter  ingj process, i ship, b f Congress bear a
to market rules, hurt US companies reality and the fact that il that extends beyond
and consumers, and undermine the operate under regulatory oversight. partisan posturing. They should show
stable development of China-US eco- Moolenaar’s political theater also professionalism and pragmatism,

nomic and trade relations. raises a practical question the con-
Responding to the latest accusa- gressman has yet to answer: If US
tions, Liu Pengyu, forthe ch as Nvidia, Ford and
Chinese embassy in the United States, many others were to follow his urges
made China’s posiuon clear: Chmx has and sever ties with Chinese partners
opposed the and iers, who would pay for the

of trade and technology issues and the
abuse of “national security” pretexts,
and hopes the US side will take con-
crete actions to keep global industry
and supply chains stable.

This stance is fully aligned with the
consistent statements of China’s com-
mercial authorities, which have

respecl the sovereignty and choices of regional
countries and adhere to the principle of resolv-
ing differences through political dialogue and

ion. O ing external interference

Over three months after the first phase of the
ceasefire deal in Gaza was reached, Israeli military
strikes have yet to stop. As China’s Permanent Rep-
resentative to the United Nations Fu Congurged in
a UN Security Council meeting on Wednesday, it is
incumbent on all parties, Israel in particular, to ful-
1y comply with the mseﬁre agreement and work
toward ac d lasting

The humanitarian situation in Gaza remains
grave, The United Kingdom, Canada, France and
eight other countries on Wednesday rightly con-
demned Israel’s demolition of the UN's Palestini-
an relief agency building in occupied Palestinian
territory, saying it represents the latest “unac-
ceptable move” by the Middle Eastern nation to
undermine the UN’s ability to operate.

Meanwhile, with the US still unquestioningly
supporting Israel — deploying aircraft carriers to
the region and threatening military action
against Iran — the shadows of war are looming
large over the region. The world should be vigilant
to the military adventurism that has reared its
ugly head in the escalation of tensions with Iran.

As Fu stressed, Iran’s sovereignty must be
respected and its legitimate concerns should be
addressed through peaceful means. To that end,

while promoting development and stability is
essential to addressing both the symptoms and
root causes of the regional problems.
In the process, the UN should play a leading
role m mommnng the ceasefire, providing
ian and ¢ ing the
postwar arrangements and other issues, so as to
prevent “small circles” or “camp confrontation”.
Regmn'\l countries should work together to
an seeurity itecture,
China’s efforts in mediating the ion of dip-
lomatic relations between Saudi Arabia and Iran
offer a constructive example for regional countries
to explore workable paths to peace and security.
Gaza’s future, the broader Palestinian question
and peace in the region as a whole hinge on the
two-state solution and accommodating the legiti-
mate concerns of all Middle Eastern nations. But
the starting point for that is the inmediate cessa-
tion of all hostilities. China’s commitment to sup-
porting Palestine’s role in post-conflict governance
reflects the broader international responsibility to
foster peace and stability in the region. The UN
Security Council, with its mandate to maintain
international peace and security, must continue to
engage actively in this process, ensuring that the

all ies should abide by the pur and prin-
ciples of the UN Charter and engage in construct-
ive dialogue rather than resorting to threats and
coercion. History has repeatedly proved that the
use of force doesn't solve problems, and that dia-
logue and negotiation are the only viable path to
peace and stability. However, Israel’s military
actions and the US’ support are pushing the
entire Gulf region dangerously toward war.
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inGaza Jobal priority and that
Iran’s sovereignty and security are not violated.

If Washington and Tel Aviv intend to join for-
ces to attack Iran, which they claim to be the big-
gest “threat” in the Middle East, they will soon
discover that they are merely opening Pandora’s
‘box once again, unleashing a new round of chaos
in the Middle East that they will be unable to
control.
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repeatedly emphasized that China-
US economic and trade relations
should be based on market princi-
ples, with mutual benefit and win-
win outcomes as their essence.

The facts sur ing the cases cit-

resulting surge in production costs?
Market competition has demonstrated
that many Chunsc products and servi-

grounding proposals in facts and out-
comes rather than illusion and per-
sonal ideological prejudice.
Abandoning zero-sum thinking is not
a concession; it is a prerequisite for
safeguarding US economic interests.
In this regard, Chinese Foreign
Minister Wang Yi's remarks during
his meeting with a visiting US House

ces offer cost-per delegation in September remain
advantages. Forcing abrupt “decou- highly relevant. He expressed the
pling” would translate into higher hope that US lawmakers would
costs for US manufacturers, reduced understand China accurately, view
i and ultis ly higher  di ionally and explore

prices borne by US consumers.
Studies by the Federal Reserve sYs-

cooperation actively, noting that the
hard-won stabilizing trend in China-

tem, the National Bureau of
Research, and the Peterson Institute
for International Economics have

ed by Moolenaar speak louder than
rhetoric. The ¢ alleged

lv found that trade with
China has significantly lowered US
prices, ively increas-

that Nvidia's cooperation with Chi-
nese companies and Ford’s partner-
ship with CATL pose “security risks”
But as Nvidia stated, China has ample
domestic chips for its needs and it
would make no sense for China to
depend on US technology. Ford, for
its part, stressed that expanding lithi-
um iron phosphate battery produc-

ing households’ purchasing power.
One widely cited finding shows that
alpercentage point increase in Chi-
nese import penetration is associated
with roughly a 1.9 percent decline in
consumer prices. These are not xdeolog—
ical claims, but empirical
drawn from rigorous analysis. Ignoring
them is a sign of obdurate prejudice.

US relations should be ished
China and the US, he stressed, are
partners rather than rivals or ene-
mies, and need to enhance dialogue,
avoid misjudgment and promote
mutually beneficial cooperation.

History and economics both show
that politicizing normal business
cooperation leads nowhere. If Moole-
naar and other like-minded US law-
makers truly care about US prosperity
and global stability, they would do
well to heed market rules, respect
facts and let cooperation prevail.

— LI YANG, CHINA DAILY

What They Say

Industry and finance should support innovation

Editor’s note: Huang Hanquan, head of the meﬁ‘cjeAcademy aj Maaveconamwkeseardl spoke with China Economic

Times about what is

to promote

view. The views don’t necessarily represent those of China Daily.

The real estate sector used to serve
as a major engine driving China’s
growth. However, in recent years, the
driving force of this growth engine
has gradually weakened. Therefore,
there is an urgent need to build a new
growth engine that is powered by sci-
entific and technological innovation.

The development of this new
growth engine requires effective inte-
gration of innovation, industrial
upgrading and financial develop-
ment. Industries play a central role in
converting scientific and technologi-

financial commitments in newly

launched and high-tech projects.
More efforts are needed to consoli-

date the role of companies as mzuor

in China. Below are excerpts of the inter-

demand, and professional institutions
should form a “bridge” between univer-
sities, research institutes and compa-
nies. The qualltvof umovanou should

players in scientific and tech 1
innovation. They should be encour-
aged to make decisions on innova-
tion, invest in research and
developmenl and accelerate the com-
ization of research

This requires an environment of
fair competition, where State-owned,
private and foreign-funded compa-
nies are all treated as equals and

be further research
and development efforts target what
industries and the market really need.

Different regions should adopt dif-
ferent measures to drive innovation.
Those with abundant innovation
resources, such as Beijing, Shanghai
and the Guangdong-Hong Kong-Ma-
cao Greater Bay Area, should pursue
cutting-edge, original and disruptive
innovation across multiple fields.

‘The central and western regions
shou}d leverage their own distinctive
ies and focus their resources

cal achievements into productive enjoy the same access to the market
capacity and in guiding the optimal and other resources. Meanwhile, pro-
allocation of financial resources. A tection of intellectual property should
thriving capital market is needed to hened i ive and
let both entrep: sand i prudent of start-up tech-
share the returns from scientific and nology companies should be adopted.
technological innovation. ‘The country needs to build a system

It is necessary to develop a multiti-
ered financial service system which is
tailored to the needs of innovative
enterprises. This includes expanding
the pool of patient capital and encour-

to facilitate efficient technology trans-
fer and ensure that innovation out-
comes and the needs of industries are
matched. Companies should be
enmuragul to develop innovation

ding to market

App:

com

aging i to make long-t

on research to make breakthroughs
in niche sectors. Counties and third-
and fourth-tier cities should create
diverse scenarios for applying cut-
ting-edge technologies while taking
into account the local resources and
industries. They should use the tech-
nologies to foster new industries or
transform traditional ones.
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Emmanuel Daniel

More consumption, more circulation

he objectives for the financial sec-
tor in China’s 15th Five-Year Plan
(2026-30) may be “ambitious”
They aim to keep markets, credit
and innovation but prevent runaway asset
inflation and debt-led consumption, and
ensure that finance does not drift away
from social utility.
The tone was set at the Central Econom-
ic Work Conference in Demmber 2025.
China wants to sti

efficiency of
transfer pay-
ments, refining
expenditure
structures and

missed, the best institutions rarely sabo-
tage reform.

China may also need institutions the
West is not familiar with: hybrid entities
that behave like ﬁnancial utilities, credit

fis-
cal and financial
policy. It links fiscal support to longer-term
capacity via investment in “new quality
pmducuve forces” and talent development,
ing efforts to resolve hidden

demand and consumption. But unlike
‘Western economies, where financial deep-
ening means larger balance sheets, higher
leverage, and ever-expanding asset pools,
China is determined to ensure that more
leads to more
and the system remains anchored to the
real economy and to households.

This is where the “velocity of money”
matters. If money is applied actively to
productive activities, the system can sup-
port consumption and services without
needing a continuous expansion of the bal-
ance sheet. But if circulation slows down,
money pools into assets and leads to infla-
tion that any economy would want to
avoid.

The CEWC itself is prioritizing the
removal uf “unmsonable msmctlons in

vice
tion and advancing an “AI Plus” initiative
to raise productivity and shape credit allo-
cation.

At its January 2026 work conference, the
People’s Bank of China reinforced this
direction. Even while advocating a looser
monetary policy, it emphasized “high-qual-
ity economic development” and a “reason-
able rebound in prices” as key objectives.
‘The bank said it will target refinancing
tools toward services consumption and
will not allow liquidity to leak into the
asset markets.

The same logic underpins the joint
action plan for promoting the high-quality
development of digital finance. It has seta
concrete target: by the end of 2027, “a
financial system highly compatible with
th of the digital
should be “essentially established” The
plan pushes data governance, digital trans-

ion of institutions and
protection. The e-CNY is also positioned as
a potential pillar of this architecture to cre-
ate universal access.

This is China treating consumer finance
as economic infrastructure: payments,
data, and rails that increase participation
and potentially raise velocity, while tight-
ening oversight through “function-based
and penetrating regulation”. The CEWC
has signaled a preference for income-an-
chored consumption rather than purely
debt-anchored consumption. The con-
sumption push is being operationalized
with fiscal-financial coordination to chan-
nel credit into key consumption sectors
such as elder care, tourism, digital services
and green industries.

The National Development and Reform
Commission and the Ministry of Finance
are clear about where the interest subsi-
dies should be applied: a 500 billion yuan
($71.9 billion) investment guarantee plan
to support small and medium enterpris-
es. A continuing trade-in subsidy program
backed by special treasury bond funding
‘was announced in December 2025.

The Ministry of Finance is also directing
its own spending toward improving the

Wang Peng

debt risks and curb new increases. Very
clearly, China is trying to expand consump-
tion while tightening the screws on the

is

infi first ht.
forms. Their mcentives will not be profit
maximization. Instead, they may have caps
on upsides and tighter behavioral con-
straints. In return, they will have stable

the ecosystem but to validate it.

China’s 15th Five-Year Plan for the finan-
cial sector may prove that the capital can
be redesigned to circulate rather than

that finance can
expand without turning households into
leveraged balance sheets and that institu-
tions can be incentivized to serve flow
rather than hoarding. It will be the blue-
pnn( af a system that engenders broader

funding, y certainty,
volume, preferred access to policy tools
and reduced tail risk.

All this will need the overlay of medium
to long- '.erm capital, the fuel that greases
the

debt machinery that tends to fuel inflation.
Akey chall g hehavi,

China's top financial regulator wants to
reduce disorderly competition and has
urged banks and insurers to focus on core
businesses and differentiated develop-
ment. But will the institutions toe this line?
After all, commercial banks focus on net
interest margin and balance-sheet expan-
sion, asset managers chase assets under
management growth and relative perform-
ance while markets thrive on repricing and
exit. These logics don’t align witha
system that wants high partic-
ipation, controlled specula-
tion and higher velocity.
But the baxgam on offer

catastrophic crashes,
fewer existential shocks
and a policy environ-
ment that rewards
alignment. Though
resistance from
some institutions
should not be dis-

MA XUEJING / CHINA DAILY

1 system. Here, China's securi-
ties regulator released an action plan to
increase the scale and proportion of index
investing, a system lhaldom not rdyon

higher-quality growth, con-
trollable inflation dynamics and a financial
sector that deepens the economy without
eating it.

The author is the founder of The Asian
Banker and The Banking Academy,
author of The Great Transition - the per-
sonalization of finance is here and of @

mania, but on long-d
and predictable governance. This has to
attract foreign capital as well, not to fund

Jforthcoming book Building the Al Bank.
The views don't necessarily reflect those of
China Daily.

Broader unease at Board of Peace bypassing UN

nited States President Donald
‘Trump recently announced the
establishment of a new interna-
tional body — the so-called
Board of Peace — and invited roughly 60
countries and international organizations
to participate in the endeavor. The draft
proposal indicates Trump can be the “life-
long” chairman of this institution, and
member states must pay $1 billion to
secure permanent membership. Repre-
sentatives from 19 countries attended its
signing ceremony in Davos, Switzerland,
onJan 22.
A statement from the White House said
the “Board of Peace would pmvu:lc strate-

United Nations. Though the UN Security
Council has acknowledged Trump's plan
and welcomed the establishment of the
“Board of Peace’, it does not alter its inher-
ently unilateral nature.

The draft proposal of the “Board of
Peace” further exposes its true nature.
According to documents obtained by Reu-
ters, the committee will be “chaired by
Trump for life” and member countries will
only have a three-year term unless they
pay $1 billion for permanent membership.

Itis an innovation in governance where
influence is no longer negotiated but pur-
chased. The $1 billion membership fee vio-
lates the principle of sovereign equality in

ini the 1 relations. It ively
Zo-poml plan” for resolving the Gaza con-  excludes most developing countries, turn-
flict. However, beneath this i ing the institution into a club for wealthy
neutral statement lies a more complex nations.
political agenda. ‘Trump’s push for the “Board of Peace” is

The “Board of Peace” is supposed to be a
multilateral organization. In reality, it is
anything but. Decision-making will be
tightly controlled by the US, particularly
Trump himself. According to the White
House statement, the institution will

“operate under the leadership of President
‘Trump” and six of the seven fmmdmg
of the are
US nationals.

This structure alone turns the “Board of

Peace” into a US-led substitute for the

driven by multiple strategic considera-
tions. In the short term, this move aims to
consolidate his leadership on the Gaza
issue and present himself as a “peacemak-
er”. The board will oversee transitional
governance and appoint senior officials of
international peacekeeping forces.

In the long term, Trump seeks to
reshape the international order by estab-
lishing a new mechanism that bypasses
the UN framework. Trump has long been
critical of the UN and accused it of being

hostile to US interests. In January, he
announced the withdrawal of the US from
many UN agencies. The creation of the
“Board of Peace” is his latest move to chal-
lenge multilateralism and pursue the
“America First” policy.

‘The project will have a impact

‘While the UN secretary-general diplomati-
cally stated that member states “have the
right to form various cooperation mecha-
nisms”, he emphasized that the UN will

inue to fulfill its i
and msponslb\.hu&
ity of the Gaza issue is far

on global governance. First, it will weaken
the authority of the UN. Several Western
diplomats have warned that the mecha-
nism could “undermine the role of the

ll-eou]d also fragment global governance
further. The institution icitly states

bﬂ'yond what a US-led institution can
resolve. As acknowledged in the White
House statement, Gaza requires “restoring
core public services, rebuilding civil insti-
tutions and stabilizing daily life,” all of
which require widespread international

ion and sustained political will.

that it will “first address the Gaza conflict,
then expand to other conflicts” The model
of paying large sums of money to secure
' it of an instituti

dominated by one country replaces multi-
lateral negotiation with financial politics.
Moreover. it could force countries to
choose sides, thereby disrupting interna-
tional solidarity and cooperation.

Notably, Russia, China, the UK and
France all ahsmi.ncd from authorizing the

The contrast is stark. In Gaza, children

Chen Weihua

The author is a China Daily columnist.
chenweihua@chinadaily.com.cn

Hardworking
delivery workers

deserve hongbao

he Chinese Lunar New Year, or

the Spring Festival, falls on Feb 17

this year. As the country prepares

for its most important holiday fes-
tival of the year, the giving of hongbao, or
gift money put in red envelops, remains a
cherished Chinese tradition. Today, many
people gift hongbao through mobile wal-
lets such as WeChat.

Hongbao is usually given by elders to
younger people and by business owners to
their its red color i
good luck. But there is one group that also
deserves this gesture of goodwill: China’s
delivery workers who work hard, or too
hard in my view, to make our lives easier. I
don’t think any other country can match
China’s efficiency in online shopping and
food delivery.

1 say this both in a positive sense for
their remarkable efficiency, but also as crit-
icism for the harsh working conditions
imposed on them by companies and, at
times, by customers.

Xiao Yin, a young man from East China's
Anhui province, was the first person to
receive my hongbao this year because T will
be away for three weeks and won't see him
during the Spring Festival. When I asked
whether he will go home for the holidays,
he nodded, then in a low but emotional
voice told me that he will quit his job and
not return to the city.

There should be more pres-

sure on employers to imple-
ment relevant national laws
on social security benefits.

Despite working 12 hours a day, he said
it's very difficult to earn a decent income.
It was already 7:30 pm when he delivered
a package to my home on Wednesday. I
saw him coming to the neighborhood one
morning with a mountain of parcels
stacked on his moped trailer.

His company, SF Express, one of the
largest logistics companies in the country,
does not pay for his social security.
Although several major online shopping
platforms pledged after the Spring Festi-
val last year to provide social security ben-
efits to their employees, the reality is quite
different. Only a fraction of the employees
is covered.

Delivering parcels is a high-risk job.
Speeding, running the red lights and rid-
ing the wrong way are common in many
Chinese cities due to the pressure of
time. China has a massive army of nearly
10 million delivery workers. And there
were thousands of traffic accidents
involving delivery workers in 2023, near-
1y half of them caused by riding in the
wrong direction. Cities like Shanghai
have tried to clamp down on such traffic
violations.

I do not condone the violation of traffic
rules. However, the extreme pressure put
on the delivery men by their companies
and customers is a major reason for this
chaos. Even a one-minute delay, or cus-
tomer complaint, legitimate or not, would
likely result in a hefty penalty on the
worker by the company.

In China, social security includes pen-
sion insurance, medical insurance, work-
related injury insurance, unemployment
i and B

Today, many delivery workers still don't
have pension or medical insurance.

Apart from the delivery workers, many
migrant workers in ride-hailing business-
es or foot massage parlors still do not
enjoy the social security benefits from
their employers.

In March 2023, Wang Feng, a deputy to
the National People’s Congress and a
delivery worker turned manager at a
branch uf SF Express in Hubei, called for

walk through the rubble ing for
drinkable water, while in Washington, offi-
cials discuss how to allocate power and
funds. Members of the “Board of Peace”
discuss $1 billion permanent member-
ships in luxurious conference rooms, while
the civilians of Gaza are struggling for
their next meal. It not only exposes the
brutal reality of international politics but
also reminds us that true peace cannot be

“Board of Peace”, that the
resolution did not danfy the UN role in
Gaza's future governance. Their stance
reflects the broader unease among major
powers about bypassing the UN frame-
work.

The so-called Board of Peace also suffers
from fund; 1lesiti

J} with money, nor imposed
through coercive power.

The author is a research fellow of Institute
of State Governance at Huazhong Univer-
sity of Science and Technology.

The views don’t necessarily reflect those of
China Daily.

a national “delivery men day”
to honor those working in the fast-grow-
ing industry. It was a brilliant idea.

Giving hongbao to delivery workers is a
way to show appreciation for the hard
work they put in to make our lives conve-
nient. More importantly, it is an outery for
improving their working conditions and
labor rights that they rightly deserve in
today’s China.

‘There should be more pressure on
employers to implement relevant national
laws on social security benefits. The big
online shopping platforms should honor
their pledges made a year ago.

1wish China’s delivery workers good
luck in the Chinese Lunar New Year of the
Horse, as symbolized by hongbao.
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Should Iran's executioners go unpunished?

Itsupto

the U.S.

to impose
meaningful
consequences
on the Iranian
regime for
one of the
worst
atrocities of
this century.

Bret Stephens

To put into perspective the scale of the
Iranian regime’s massacre this month
of its own people, it's worth recalling
that over 1,200 Israelis and foreign
nationals were murdered in the Hamas-
led attack on Oct. 7, 2023, while just
under 3,000 people perished in the
attacks of Sept. 11, 2001. The Battle of
Antietam, the single bloodiest day in
American military history, claimed
some 3,600 lives, Union and Confeder-
ate alike.

So far, a U.S.-based Iranian human
rights group says it has verified the
killing of more than 5,500 protesters
and is still reviewing 17,000 additional
cases. Many thousands more were
injured, and independent reports indi-
cate that tens of thousands of Iranians
have been arrested or arbitrarily de-
tained. An Iranian doctor in the city of
Isfahan told The Times of having seen
“young people whose brains were
smashed with live bullets, and a mom
who was shot in the neck, her two small
children were crying in the car, a child
whose bladder; hip and rectum was
crushed with a bullet.”

That’s just one eyewitness report
among many. Meanwhile, the head of
Iran’s judiciary promises punishment
“without the slightest leniency." His
name is Gholam-Hossein Mohseni-Ejei.
‘Will the world let him get his way?

That’s the question that, at this writ-
ing, confronts the Trump administra-
tion. Not the United Nations Security
Council, where Iran can rely on diplo-
matic cover from its close friends in
Moscow and Beijing. Not the European
Union, which has condemned and sanc-
tioned Iran, but lacks any additional
means to punish it. Not Arab leaders,
who would prefer a weakened Iran that
brutalizes its own people to a broken
Iran that exports instability — or a
liberated Iran that inspires emulation.

‘And not the campus activists and
global do-gooders who care so deeply
about Palestinian lives but not about
Iranian ones.

Soit's left to the United States to
impose meaningful consequences on
the Iranian regime for one of the worst
atrocities of this century. Donald Trump
told Axios Monday that the Iranians
“want to make a deal” that would fore-
stall a military strike. Yet Tehran shows
no sign so far of agreeing to America’s
core demands that it ban all independ-
ent uranium enrichment, end its sup-
port for Hezbollah and other proxies,
and put caps on its long-range missile
program.

Iran could always become more
pliant, if only to play for time. But the

odds are growing that the president
will order some sort of attack once
sufficient U.S. forces are in the region,
which could happen as early as this
week. That, in turn, makes it more
likely that Israel will become involved
— either because it will respond to
Iranian retaliatory missile strikes or
because it will seek to pre-empt them
by hitting first. Whichever way, this
will not be a Venezuela-style sub-
three-hour war.

Is the military option wise? The
argument against it is that it’s unlikely
to achieve much.

Iran’s traumatized protesters might
have been energized by a U.S. attack
when they were still in the street; they

would probably be unwilling to risk
their necks again. The regime has
surely learned the lesson of Israel’s
successful strikes last June against its
top commanders and is hiding its
leaders much more effectively. Last
year's Israeli strikes on Iran’s ballistic
missile sites did not keep Iran from
restarting production lines once the
war had ended. And a U.S. attack, even
one that carefully spares civilians, will
also reinforce the regime’s propaganda
about perfidious Uncle Sam.

Weighed against all this is a differ-
ent set of risks: of the example of a
U.S. president who urged protesters to
go in the streets and said help was on
the way only to betray them through

inaction; of missing the opportunity to
cripple an enemy when it is vulnera-
ble, uncertain and — despite its show
of force — internally divided; of giving
it time to recover its strength, knowing
that when it does it will again pose a
clear and present danger to the United
States and our allies.

And something else: Do we really
want to live in a world in which people
like Mohseni-Ejei, the judicial leader,
can terrorize people with utter impuni-
ty? Have decades of vowing “Never
again” — this Tuesday marks the
anniversary of the liberation of
Auschwitz — taught us nothing more
than to offer pro forma condemnations
when thousands of protesters are

gunned down by modern-day Einsatz-
gruppen?

1 know that, for now, thoughtful
Americans are much more alarmed by
the thuggish killing in Minneapolis on
Saturday of Alex Pretti and by the
smears to which he’s been posthu-
mously subjected by senior members
of the administration. I also know that
the president who is so grotesquely at
fault for inflaming the situation in
Minnesota makes an unlikely cham-
pion of protesters in Iran.

But if Pretti’s death is a tragedy,
‘what do we say or do in the face of the
murder of thousands of Iranians? Are
they, as Stalin might have said, just
another statistic?

GETTYIMAGES

Trumps China

Keeping
Beijing off
balance has
advantages,
but the
president
may just be
playing for
short-term
political gain.

Kurt Campbell

President Trump’s second-term ap-
proach to China is full of contradic-
tions. One minute, he is threatening
tariffs on Beijing and bolstering Tai-
wan's military; the next, he’s lavishly
praising Chinese President Xi Jinping
and easing high-tech trade restric-
tions, His critics say this scattershot
palicy is incoherent. But in foreign
affairs, inconsistency is not necessar-
ily incompetence. Mr. Trump has used
unpredictability to good effect in the
past, including in relations with Bei-
jing. The question is what he is after
now.
Mr. Trump is unmistakably drawn to
powerful autocrats. He admires —
perhaps even envies — Mr. Xi’s brutal
treatment of domestic foes and his
repression of press opposition. Mr.
Trump has reversed bipartisan restric-
tions on the flow of the most advanced
semiconductor technology and artifi-
cial intelligence chips to China, under-
cutting one of the few areas of clear
American advantage in the contest for
global technological leadership. And he
has resurrected, jarringly, the “G2”
framing of the U.S.-China relationship,
ing a shared h to global

policy might be incoherent on purpose

ing these contradictions. Certain refer-
ences to China appear to have been
hastily edited out of Mr. Trump’s Na-
tional Security Strategy. When admin-
istration figures do, on rare occasions,
venture some version of a China strat-
egy, they fall back on bromides like
“Our policy is a policy of American
power with America first at its core.”

All of this ambiguity can cut one of
two ways, It may help Mr. Trump to
negotiate with Mr. Xi over long-term
American interests when the two meet
later this year. If Mr. Trump is just
maneuvering for his short-term politi-
cal and personal interests, however,
the damage to the United States will
be lasting. As the administration pre-
pares for those meetings, it is crucial
that it takes the first, strategic path.
Even if it does, the approach carries
risks,

“Strategic ambiguity” has a tortured
history in the U.S.-China relationship.
It refers to the longstanding and inten-
tional uncertainty over whether the
United States would come to Taiwan's
aid militarily in the event of an attack
by China on the island. This ambiguity
has allowed Washington to balance
engaging Beijing and preserving links
with Taiwan, simultaneously warning
both of them not to rock the boat.

The Trump team has taken strategic
iguity to a profound new level.

trends and responsibilities.

By contrast, in a challenge to Bei-
jing, the Trump administration an-
nounced in December one of the larg-
est U.S. arms sales to Taiwan in his-
tory, replete with items like precision
munitions and drones that have
proved effective in the brutal killing
fields of the Ukraine war. And he has
attempted to maneuver out from under
the Sword of Damocles that China
holds over the United States in the
form of its monopolies of critical min-
erals and rare-earth magnets.

The administration’s i

There is now a much larger uncer-
tainty over whether, when the chips
are down, the president will side with
China's authoritarians or align with
America's traditional opposition to
adversaries seeking to dominate the
Indo-Pacific. Strategic ambiguity in the
Taiwan Strait context has been an
imperfect but workable vehicle for
deterring provocation and preserving
peace and stability. There is anxiety
now, however, that strategic ambiguity
applied in the larger U.S.-China con-
text might lead to accommodation,
even ,of an i i

documents and its senior figures’
statements provide little help in resolv-

ambitious China.
Mr. Trump’s strategic ambiguity has

HATYUN JANG/THE REW YRS TWES.

certain advantages. First, it keeps
China off balance about Washington’s
ultimate intentions. Mr. Xi has man-
aged Mr. Trump more effectively in his
second term than in his first, treating
the U.S. president personally with
great respect while responding to
every blunderbuss tariff threat with a
precision countermove that exploits
American vulnerabilities. Yet Beijing
remains uncertain and worried about
what Mr. Trump might do under du-
ress. Mr. Xi is confident that the corre-
lation of glabal forces favors Beijing in
a longer-term contest with the U.S. but
is still deeply wary of Mr. Trump's
ability to surprise and suddenly shift
course in the near term.

Strategic ambiguity has certain
domestic political advantages for Mr.
Trump as well. China policy is one of
the few areas where Republicans in
Congress have found a tremulous
voice to criticize the administration,
reproaching its softer moves toward
Beijing. Ambiguity keeps them hoping
for a turn back to hard-line moves.

The Trump administration’s big tent
on China includes some top officials
who are bent on securing commercial

deals and others who believe that
China poses an existential threat to
America. The president’s strategic
ambiguity accommodates these con-
flicting positions and agendas, albeit
while triggering brutal bureaucratic
infighting, by suggesting that it is
merely a clever way to get to the ulti-
mate destination of a hard, or a soft,
relationship with China.

For all of its advantages, however,
ambiguity toward China carries more
risks than rewards. U.S, strategy in the
Indo-Pacific in the 21st century has
rightly focused on building allied soli-
darity and military capacity through
shared diplomatic approaches and
combined technological prowess.
Ambiguity doesn’t help that. The
Trump administration’s harsh tariffs
on America’s traditional partners may
be manageable, but a true G2 world,
dominated by the U.S. and China,
would be untenable for America’s allies
in the region.

Mr. Trump’s mixed messages al-
ready have partners from Tokyo to
New Delhi scouring his utterances and
actions for signs that Washington can
still be counted on. Countries such as
Japan and India want badly to be
reassured and are seeking to sway Mr.
Trump. Yet at some point, allies will
make stark decisions about their secu-
rity — including potentially pursuing
nuclear weapons or alliances with
other countries.

At home, Mr. Trump's ambiguity has
helped to fracture the last true area of
bipartisan consensus in American
foreign policy: a tough, competitive
framework for relations with China
that has prevailed for the past decade.
Now some corporate Republicans,
largely from the investment world,

is worth the risk
depends on his goals. Those will be-
come clearer this year. Mr. Trump and
Mr. Xi are set to meet, potentially, on
several occasions before year’s end,
and administration advisers frequently
refer to the prospect of a “comprehen-
sive and ambitious” set of outcomes
during the president’s expected visit to
China in April.

The U.S. side has signaled that it
badly wants short-term wins on ex-
ports of agricultural products and
curbs on the flow of fentanyl, to ad-
dress domestic political needs. China
appears to be angling for bigger game,
seeking access to advanced technolo-
gies while weakening Taiwan’s demo-
cratic leadership. Big U.S. concessions
on Taiwan and technology in exchange
for nominal Chinese purchases of
legumes and restrictions on drug flows
‘would be a manifestly bad deal. That
could pave the way for Chinese hegem-
ony in the western Pacific, with the
U.S. ceding control over crucial global
trade routes and leaving its allies
vulnerable to coercion by, and eventu-
ally forced capitulation to, Beijing.

Itis not an exaggeration to say that
the course of the 21st century may
depend on whether Mr. Trump’s ambi-
guity is strategic or merely tactical. If
Mr. Trump is playing a long game in
hopes of improving America’s increas-
ingly weak military and economic
hand, then his ambiguity may well
prove to be a cunning strategic gambit
to keep the United States ahead of its
primary global competitor. If he is
instead just shoring up his political
position at home while appeasing
China, the costs for Americans now
and in the coming decades could be
catastrophic.

along with liberal-minded
and think-tankers, have defected in
favor of a softer, more collaborative
approach akin to the one that was
dominant in the 1990s heyday of U.S-
China engagement.

Whether Mr. Trump’s ambiguous

KURT CAMPBELL served as the deputy
secretary of state from February 2024
to January 2025. He previously was the
Indo-Pacific coordinator at the National
Security Council in the Biden adminis-
tration.
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Why A.L can’t make
thoughtful decisions

Blair Effron

In college I took a medieval studies
seminar on the origins of British com-
mon law. There I learned how

ness, which made sense in purely
mathematical terms. But judgment
dictated the other path: Sell the vola-
tile unit and improve the other one.
Even though it’s too soon to know
‘which path will be correct, [ was struck
by the certainty of A.l's answer.

A.L excels at pattern recognition,
code ion and the is of

chancery judges in 14th- ry Eng-
land decided property disputes by
applying their own reasoning when
testimonies conflicted and records
were unclear or incomplete. It was a
formative class for me and one whose
lessons I return to often. It has re-
mained critical in my work advising
companies, even though it didn’t con-
tain a single number, management
principle or economic theory.

Artificial intelligence is poised to
profoundly affect American business,
and executives are rethinking the skills
they seek in colleagues and advisers.
For my part, I'm reminded of the value
of an education deep in reading, re-
search and analysis — one that
teaches how to approach problems
with no definitive answers.

My college education taught me how
to think, not what to think. That is
what proves most useful when navigat-
ing strategic and financial decisions in
a technology-driven world. Today, A.I.
———— isnear thecenter

Computers still of every board-
don’t do well room discussion I
ith witness. Roughly
WIth vagueness - paif the S&P 500
and uncertainty.  companies men-
tioned A.L on
their most recent

earnings calls, and they speak of the
new technology as a force that no
serious institution can ignore.

There is little doubt A.I. will be
transformative. And yet, for all the
disruption it promises, I am struck by
how much will remain unchanged. The
most consequential decisions in busi-
ness have never been about processing
information faster or ing pat-

large volumes of text and data. But
someone still has to decide whether an
analysis is trustworthy, what implica-
tions it carries and whether acting on
it would be wise. Someone has to con-
nect the output of a model to the
broader context, such as the political

i the regulatory
and the human dynamics at play.

Last year a board wanted to know
how much it should offer for a business
it wanted to buy. We fed a huge amount
of data into an A.L model, which sug-
gested a valuation that seemed low to
me. The chief executives of the two

ies had a fraught i i
and we debated whether the deal price
‘would need to be higher. Sure enough,
‘when the company offered the A.L-
recommended price, it was rejected.
The higher price was later accepted
and the transaction secured. The mod-
el could not account for the interper-
sonal dynamics. Judgment could.

‘This is why I doubt that A.I. will
soon match human cognition or that
the defining skills of the next genera-
tion of professionals will be narrowly
technological. Technical fluency mat-
ters, of course. But in a world of abun-
dant machine intelligence, the most
durable advantage will be broad intel-
lectual range.

‘There is a tendency in higher educa-
tion and in business to push people
toward specialization. A.I. accelerates
that pressure. If a machine can do the
general work, the conventional wisdom
goes, humans should retreat to the
specific. I believe the opposite. As
routine analysis becomes automated,
what distingui: P! i is the

The dream palace of the immigration hard liners

Ross\ Douthat

wished away. But the fact that some
backlash and resistance are inescap-
able doesn't mean that all enforcement
strategies that generate backlash are
sound or wise. To the contrary, pre-
cisely because immigration enforce-
ment is difficult, there are basic things
you need to do to pre-empt backlash, to
reassure the general public and to
make your critics look extreme. And
the Trump administration’s immigra-
tion have often done the

In the past few days, as the shooting of
Alex Pretti has induced a change of
tone and of personnel in the Trump
administration’s immigration crack-
down, some of the White House’s sup-
porters have written laments for what
they see as a fatal loss of nerve. Their
theme is that any concession to pro-
testers will just encourage the same
opposition tactics in every state and
city, which will eventually make all
internal immigration enforcement
impossible, nullifying both federal law
and Trump’s 2024 victory.

As for those Republicans who look at
the street chaos, the growing palitical
backlash and the two dead American
citizens (so far) and think that there
has to be a different way, the conserva-
tive podcaster Matt Walsh parodied
their stance as follows:

This ICE situation is really complex.
My take is more nuanced. I want our
immigration laws to be enforced, but I
Jjust want them to do it without using
any force, and without anyone ever
getting hurt, and without anything sad
or upsetting happening ever, and if the
people we're trying to deport don’t want
to be deported, or if liberal activists
don’t want us to deport them, then
obviously in that case we shouldn’t do it,
but I'm totally a conservative on the
issue, unless people get really mad at
me then never mind please don’t yell I'm
sorry.

I'm squarely in the camp that Walsh
is satirizing, since my position at the
moment is that the Trump administra-
tion was entirely correct to prioritize
deportations after the collapse of immi-
gration enforcement under his prede-
cessors, but that misplaced priorities
and excessive brutality have created a
debacle and that simply doubling down
will make things worse. So let me make
a brief case for that view — that en-
forcement is necessary, this approach
to enforcement is bad, and a different
course is possible,

Start with the points that Walsh gets
right. It’s true that you can’t have
sustained immigration enforcement
without also having upsetting cases
and sympathetic deportees. If you
deport illegal immigrants with families,
you will have to choose between family
separation and deporting children. If
you conduct arrests in homes and

terns more efficiently. The most salient
concerns are questions such as what
kind of enterprise a firm should aspire
to be, what culture it should embrace,
what risks it should tolerate and how
its leaders can plan when the path
forward is unclear. These are questions
of judgment, and judgment cannot be
automated — at least not any time
soon.

‘What do I mean by “judgment”? The
capacity to arbitrate among competing
values and differences of opinion, to
weigh considerations that matter
independently but cannot be satisfied
all at once, to consider several paths of
action to alight on the best one. Judg-
ment is the faculty we rely on when
trade-offs are unavoidable and the
right answer is not waiting to be com-
puted. It is a uniquely human skill.

Not long ago, a client was seeking to
sell a portion of its business to raise
capital. The company faced a choice:
offload a high-growth unit that was
volatile and not central to the business
or a slower-growth unit that better
aligned with the company’s mission.
An A.l-assisted analysis recom-
mended selling the slow-growing busi-

|
|

r
ability to synthesize across domains, to
see patterns that specialists miss, to
exercise judgment.

‘Today, when hiring, leaders I know
look for what might be called a gener-
alist with judgment, someone analyt-
ical and adaptable who is nimble
enough to learn skills and become
reasonably conversant in new knowl-
edge. The best candidates share a
quality no machine can replicate. They
think independently, navigate ambigu-
ity without waiting for instruction,
analyze the questions that were not
asked but should have been and own
their decisions. They use Al —asa
tool but not a crutch.

That medieval law seminar of long
ago helped prepare me for this world
more than my courses in finance and
economics. Just as centuries ago those
judges rendered decisions amid rea-
sonable disagreement, where evidence
was mixed and incomplete, profession-
als today must possess the skills to
make things better where machines
cannot.

you will be accused of
traumatizing kids and communities; if
you conduct them in workplaces, you
will be going after the hardest-working
migrants. If you focus only on immi-
grants who have run-ins with the law,
you'll end up deporting people with
minor infractions. And so on.

It’s also true that any deportation
program will meet resi from

opposite of what both political wisdom
and decency require.

First, they have deliberately played
up the tough-guy aspect of enforce-
ment, asking agents to generate

specific raids and targets and interac-
tions with protesters. The administra-
tion’s political problem isn't only that
ICE agents sometimes make mistakes
or that law enforcement operations
sometimes yield tragic deaths. It's also
that when something does go wrong, it
gives the public no reason to believe
that it’s taking the problems seriously.
The default is always to blame a cabal
of enemies instead.

‘Again, such cabals do exist, in the
sense of activist groups seeking dan-
gerous confrontations and aiming for
interference as well as protest. But
now we reach the third great failure of
the administration: the nature of the

all the time, resulting in a siege men-
tality that made the activist task of
‘mobilization infinitely easier.

This list doesn't even touch other
strategic failures, like why the admin-
istration has chosen to privilege ICE
roundups over workplace sanctions.
But just these critiques suffice to
amend the Walsh caricature as fol-
lows:

I want our immigration laws to be
enforced, but [ want the government to
do it without cutting advertisements
that make it look like it's in love with its
own punitive powers, without con-
stantly dissembling and shouting about
internal enemies and acting like its own

footage of arrests and which was errors don’t exist, and without enforce-
layering on hip-hop for with political ment operations creating a police-state
social-media clout, as though the on ascale to for a major ypolil

public’s support for immigration re-
striction were actually a demand for
Jerry Bruckheimer videos of shackled
migrants. Nobody watching these
videos would think that this is an
agency working carefully and authori-
tatively and acting more in sorrow
than in anger. Just as important, no-
body watching these videos would
think that pro-

people — activists, lawyers, protesters
— who basically don't want you to
deport anybody, and that certain liberal
jurisdictions are in a state of perma-
nent noncooperation with federal immi-
gration law. Even when it comes to
violent criminals, the sanctuary-city
position is effectively that they should
be jailed but not deported — or to quote
Mayor Jacob Frey of Minneapolis this
week, doubling down on his city’s refus-
al to cooperate with federal deportation
efforts, “Violent criminals should be
held accountable based on the crimes
they commit, not based on where they
are from.” That means that even if your
policy exclusively targets criminals,
you still have to send agents into liberal
isdictions where local offici is

BLAIR EFFRON is a co-founder of Center-
view Partners, an investment bank.

hostile to your efforts.
There are conflicts here that can’t be

S testers carrying
l:l{:ugrahon cellphones were
enforcement injecting a media-
o “MY"lleY circus element into
upsetting. But  a purely profes-
this is some- sional operation.
thing else. The operations

themselves look

like hype jobs, and
by the administration’s own choice — a
choice tailored not for the G.0.P. base
as a whole but for a small and hyper-
online constituency.

Second, the enforcers have repeat-
edly established themselves as unreli-
able narrators. The extreme case of
Pretti, in which officials denounced the
dead man as a terrorist bent on mass

catalyze a much larger political reac-
tion than anything that activists could
generate alone.

Minneapolis is not an especially
large city, and it doesn’t have an espe-
cially large number of illegal immi-
grants. It was targeted because of
recent revelations about fraud in the
Somali community and the link to Tim
Walz, the governor of the state — but
since ICE doesn't investigate fraud, the
predictable effect was to direct atten-
tion away from those stories and onto
immigration enforcement.

Then along with that own goal, the
actual enforcement campaign created
a different feeling in the affected re-
gion than ICE’s operations did in the
larger landscapes of Los Angeles and
Chicago — a sense of citywide occupa-
tion rather than targeted intervention.
Some conservatives have argued that
Minneapolis has attracted more media
attention than earlier operations be-
cause the activists are perfecting their
methods of resistance. There may be
truth to that, but based on my conver-
sations with people in both L.A. and

murder before any kind of i g
tion, is just the starkest instance of a
larger pattern of unreliability about

the biggest dil is
that in Minnesota ordinary people
started encountering masked agents
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area that lasts for weeks.

To Walsh and other advocates of
permanent confrontation, maybe even
that reformulation sounds like hapless
surrender. But to me, these people are
constructing a dream palace where
polling and mainstream opinion don't
matter at all, where just showing
strength is enough to carry waverers
and anxious normies with you, where a
magical final victory awaits that does-
n't require compromise or coalition
management.

The woke weren't bound by polls and
public opinion, comes the reply. Yes,
and look what it got them: a decisive
electoral defeat and a generational
opportunity for conservatism, which
the Trump administration has been
giving away, piece by piece and contro-
versy by controversy, since the “vibe
shift” days of late 2024.

But even Trump knows that it's a
bad idea to crack your own core coali-
tion, and to risk letting your polling
sink below its normal lows. His appar-
ent willingness to take a step back isn’t
weakness. It's a small dose of a wis-
dom that the right needs in far greater
measure before it’s actually equipped
torule.

We all must save NATO from

SHAHEEN, FROM PAGE 1
and economic stability at risk.

In this environment, allied unity is
not optional; it is a strategic necessity.
Yet leaders of Arctic countries now
speak openly of a “rupture” in our
longstanding security and economic
relationship.

Instead of strengthening our alli-
ances, threats against Greenland and
NATO are undermining America’s own
interests.

Suggestions that the United States
would seize or coerce allies to sell
territory do not project strength. They
signal unpredictability, weaken deter-
rence and hand our adversaries ex-
actly what they want: proof that demo-
cratic alliances are fragile and unreli-
able.

Similarly, the on-again, off-again
specter of tariffs and a trans-Atlantic
trade war does not provide meaningful
negotiating leverage. It spooks mar-
kets, wipes out wealth, distracts from
higher priorities and erodes the trust
we have built over decades.

In the midst of this, one crucial actor
is hiding in plain sight. The U.S. Con-
gress bears responsibility for re-

inforcing on

the Trump administration’s policy
toward NATO, with respect to both
Greenland and to safeguarding our
intertwined economic and security
interests.

Congress cannot be a bystander
when the stakes involve the
sovereignty of an ally or the future of
NATO. We have tools at our disposal to
assert our authority and make clear to
our allies that we will not tolerate
further threats against them.

One immediate step is to legally
block any potential attempt to seize or
coerce control over allied territory.

That is exactly what our bipartisan
NATO Unity Protection Act does. It
prohibits taxpayer dollars from being
used to blockade, occupy, annex or
otherwise assert control over the sov-
ereign territory of any NATO ally
without that ally’s consent and approv-
al by the North Atlantic Council. This is
anecessary safeguard against an
administration that has repeatedly
shown it is willing to act first and
explain later.

Pre-emptive legislation is unfortu-
nately necessary. Our fellow lawmak-
ers have a choice: assert their consti-
tutional authority or wake up to deci-

the presiden

sions that have already been made
without them.

During our recent visit, a Danish
American approached one of us after a
public event. She told us she worries

t

that her son, who holds both Danish
and American citizenship and is near-
ing Denmark’s conscription age, might
one day be forced to choose between
the two countries he loves. We heard
from Greenlanders who can’t sleep,
and who told us that their children are
crying amid fear of invasion — not
from China or Russia, but from the
United States.

That fear would have been unthink-
able just months ago. Today it is be-
coming part of how people in allied
nations talk about the United States,
and it is profoundly undermining
America’s national interests.

This is not the future Americans
want, and it is not the future we should
accept. The United States has spent
generations building alliances based
on shared values, mutual respect and
the rule of law. Those alliances remain
our greatest strategic asset. The ques-
tion now is whether Congress will
defend them.

JEANNE SHAHEEN is the ranking minority
member of the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee. LISA MURKOWSKI is a mem-
ber of the Senate Appropriations Com-
mittee.
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The census data just released brought
fantastic news for us hale and hearty
Midwesterners: We're growing.

It’s true. Our mighty region, overlooked
— and often looked down upon, particu-
larly by our coastal compatriots — was the
one region in the U.S. where all states saw
population growth from July 2024 to July
2025,

The region’s population grew by
244,000 in that period, marking four
consecutive years of growth, and, notably,
the Midwest posted positive net migra-
tion from other states for the first time this
decade.

Ahandful of states, including Indiana,
Towa, Minnesota, Missouri and Nebraska,
have seen population growth each of the
past five years. Among the biggest turn-
arounds, however, were turned in by Big
Ten rivals Ohio and Michigan, which had
previously been in a population slump
marked by negative net domestic migra-
tion and worrisome natural population
declines — more deaths than births. That's
turned around, and we're pleased for the
Buckeyes and Wolverines as they bask in
this good news.

But what about us?

Tllinois has grown, too, but far more
modestly. The state added about 16,000
residents in the year ended July1, 2025,
down sharply from 70,000 the year before,
and we still have fewer residents than we
did in 2020, That's progress. Of a sort. But
nothingto brag about.

Our broad take: It’s heartening the
Midwest is more attractive than it used
to be. That’s really good news for popu-
lation-challenged Chicago and Tllinois.
It will help immensely in reversing those
trends here if the wind is at the back of the
region of which Chicago is the unofficial
capital.

But that doesn’t mean Illinois will
take advantage of it. Our political leaders
have a chance now to seize this regional
momentum and make Illinois and
Chicago the destinations they should be.

We've written before on some of the
many reasons Illinois is stuck in the mud
when it comes to the number of people
living and working here.

One of the primary recent reasons is
beyond the state’s control, and that relates
to one of the more important disclosures
from the Census Bureau: U.S. popula-
tion growth has slowed markedly, and
while it remains true that the low birth
rate is a major driver, the real shift in this
latest report is that the country is seeing

EDITORIALS

The Midwest is becoming a population magnet
again. Here’s a chance for Illinois to grow

People walk on the Ping Tom Memorial Park trail as pockets of sun illuminate the Chicago skyline on Jan. 10. JOHN J. KIM/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

a “historic decline in net international
migration,” as the bureau puts it.

Tllinois’ international migration fell by
about 60% from 2024 to 2025, asudden
slowdown that exposes an underlying
weakness in the state’s ability to grow.

Domestic migration remains a signifi-
cant drag on growth here, too, with more
residents leaving than people coming here
from other states.

This is the component most responsive
to state and local policy.

In our region, Missouri and Indiana
were the clear winners in terms of gener-
ating positive net domestic migration last
year, with Wisconsin right on their heels.
Tllinois would do well to look at what
its neighboring states are doing to make
themselves more attractive.

In some respects, our problems aren’t
complicated. Taxes, especially property

taxes, remain a major complaint among
Illinois residents, a concern that polling
has consistently shown tobe a leading
reason people consider leaving the state.

Fiscal uncertainty, both at the state level
and in Chicago, is an impediment as well.
Even when the tax burden is onerous,
newcomers often will choose to come if
they feel confident those levies won’t rise
substantially in the near future. Chicago
and Illinois, unfortunately, have been
unable to offer such assurances.

Tllinois also is widely perceived as a
costly place to do business from a regula-
tory and tax standpoint. Our long history
of high-profile corruption scandals
doesn’t help matters, although we hope
the recent convictions of political power-
houses such as former House Speaker
Michael Madigan and former Chicago
Ald. Edward Burke will begin to lift that

cloud.

After years of stagnation, Ohio and
Michigan have responded by signal-
ing they want growth, moving faster on
permitting, leaning into housing afford-
ability and marketing themselves as
predictable places to spend and build.

Despite facing many of the same chal-
lenges, Illinois has not responded, playing
defense as governments face budget-bust-
ing pension debts and long-term obliga-
tions.

‘What appear to be the beginnings of a
Midwestern resurgence gives Illinois a
chance to reset and get in the game along
with our neighboring states. There’s no
reason, given Chicago’s clear preemi-
nence among Midwestern cities and an
abundance of infrastructure and natural
resources, that Illinois shouldn’t be lead-
ingthe charge.

Secretary of State Giannoulias

Where do e-bikes and e-scooters belong?
On the sidewalk? On the road? And who
should be allowed to drive them?

As use increases across the city and
suburbs, the need to establish broader rules
has become apparent. Too often, these vehi-
cles become a menace when used at high
speeds or in places they don’t belong.

After a suburban Mount Prospect teen-
ager died after his e-bike crashed intoa
truck in September, we called for sensible
regulations to protect walkers, drivers and
e-bike users alike.

Different local governments across the
state have created a patchwork of rules
and regulations that differ in various ways.

And while some suburbs have responded
already, not every local government has
taken up the issue.

Sowe were pleased to hear Secre-
tary of State Alexi Giannoulias’ Thursday
announcement of a new initiative to address
rising injuries and deaths tied to high-speed
e-bikes and other powerful electric devices.

‘We've argued that sensible rules for
e-bikes and e-scooters begin with clarity
and safety: clear categories based on speed
and power, limits on where and how fast
they can travel and commonsense require-
ments such as helmets, lights and proper
parking. Giannoulias is working with state
Sen. Ram Villivalam, D-Chicago, and state

puts e-bike safety on the table

Rep. Barbara Hernandez, D-Aurora, and
the potential legislation seems poised
toincorporate many of these principles,
though the specifics are still a work in prog-
ress. In addition to rules regulating e-bikes
and e-scooters — sometimes referred to as

: T 5 h

er-speed models are not really bikes at all,
but function more like motorcycles. Yet
under Ilinois law, teens can ride man:
classes of e-bikes without the licensing or
training required for motorcyclists. Most
electric bikes can cruise at speeds up to 28

devices—G as

said his proposal would pair regulation with
education by expanding micromobility
instruction across K-12 classrooms and high
school driver’s education, giving students
and new drivers clearer guidance on safely
sharing the road.

Granted, we still need to see the legisla-
tion, but these ideas broadly make sense.
The problem with e-bikes is that the high-

mph, depending on the class and model.

‘We are not letting teenaged motorcyclists
out on our roads without oversight. So why
isitdifferent for electric bikes?

These devices should certainly notbe
outlawed, as some have called for, but regu-
lated sensibly. We think this new statewide
proposal has the potential to bring some
needed clarity — not to mention improved
safety.

ON THIS DAY 126 YEARS AGO
NEW CONDITIONS IN WISCONSIN

‘With the exhaustion of the pine forests that have
been the chief source of northern Wisconsin’s wealth
in the past and the creator of a dozen enormous
fortunes a new order of things has taken possession

of the Wisconsin River Valley.

Asscore of thriving towns and cities have sprung up
which owed their origin entirely to the pine industry.
People used to ask: “When the pine is gone what

then?” The Milwaukee Sentinel answers in a review
of the industrial situation in that part of the State.
Instead of the pine the hardwoods are being used
and made into the finest furniture, one kind of wood,
the red curly birch, ranking second only to mahogany

and rosewood.

But the giant water powers are the chief resource.
In the Wisconsin Valley are a dozen water powers
that will each develop 5,000 horse-power, half a
dozen with 10,000, while one near Merrill by actual

survey shows 30,000.

In the utilization of this water power has been
found the solution of the problem of existence in the

cities.

Besides, the cleared land has been found excellent
for farming and is being tilled by skilled farmers. The
climate is so healthy that popular summer resorts

have arisen.

The result is a thriving population that can, with
equanimity, view the vanishing of the great pine

forests.

Tribune editorial board, Jan. 30,1900
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OPINION

What are Mayor Brandon Johnson’s plans
for stopplng abuses by immigration agents?

David Greising

Abright orange whistle has become the
symbol of resistance to federal immigra-
tion agents in Minneapolis, Chicago and
other major cities.

This week, Chicago Mayor Brandon
Johnson sought to blow the whistle in a big
way by calling for action in a speech to the
National Press Club in Washington.

“As anation, we have to really look at
the model that was set during the Civil
Rights Movement. We need a well-trained,
organized opposition to ultimately expand
the resistance that is already afoot in the
country,” Johnson told the Press Clubon
Wednesday. “Saving our democracy is
the most patriotic thing we can do in this
season.”

But if this was Johnson's big moment to
issue a call, unfortunately, it was a whim-
per. He recited a litany of past actions but
setno plan for what to do next.

Maybe that’s because he sequenced his
effort backward: First, the big national
speech; next, planning meetings at the
U.S. Conference of Mayors; then, at some
undefined time — two weeks, maybe, as is
the trend in D.C. these days — he’ll unveil
amaster plan for Chicago that could be a
pattern for the country.

There may yet be time for Johnson to
offer concrete details and seize the national
spotlight again. But to get to where John-
son and his fellow mayors need to go,
rhatorically and as leaders, they have work
todo.

For starters, they need to reckon with
how the power dynamic of the current
immigration struggle contrasts with the
civil rights era.

In the days of the Rev. Martin Luther
King Jr. and others, the federal government
imposed its will on the racists running
cities and states, in a drive toward racial
equity that delivered ma)or progrtg:g

Chicago Mayor Brandon Johnson speaks during a news conference at City Hall on Tuesday.
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the University of Alabama. The FBI and
Department of Justice ultimately brought
justice to the Klansmen who perpetrated
the Mississippi Burning murders,

Today, though, the power of the federal
government is at times arrayed against
constitutional order, the rights of free
speech and assembly, and even the power
of local authorities to police their own
streets. And before Border Patrol Cmdr.
Gregory Bovino was demoted, federal
agents were using the modern-day equiv-
alent of water hoses and police dogs —
and worse — to subdue the public. And
they were egged on by cheerleading from
Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem
and the nothing-to-see-here response of
Attorney General Pam Bondi’s DOJ.

White House border czar Tom Homan
on Thursday promised a more restrained
approach by Immigration and Customs
Enforcement and other border control
forces going forward, after the two kill-
ings in Minneapolis this month and the
outrage that has followed. He seems aware
that most Amenczms s support reasonable

President Dwight Ei er-
alized the Arkansas National Guard to
ensure safe entry of the Little Rock Nine
into Central High School, and the federal-
ized Alabama guard pushed Gov. George
Wallace out of the schoolhouse door at

ion laws, but not
the reckless excesses of federal power we
are seeing.
‘We should know by this spring whether
Homan can restrain the forces of chaos
that have seized ICE lately. And asa

measure of protection, cities such as
Chicago still need to prepare for areturn to
Bovino-style overreach, just in case,

After all, when the DOJ fails to investi-
gate the agents who killed Alex Pretti and
Renee Nicole Good, emboldened by Vice
President JD Vance's initial claim that
federal shooters could be protected by
“absolute immunity;” local authorities are
left to investigate and prosecute on their
own — with the expectation they will be
hamstrung by a lack of federal cooperation
and likely resistance.

theory that the courts will have a hard time
keeping up with — much less permanently
prohibiting — many ICE actions.

There is no reason Chicago can’t
consider similar brinkmanship. And Chica-
go'strack record against court challenges
to measures taken so far offer encourage-
ment that there is room for even more
ambitious defense of state authority, local
police powers and other constitutional

rights.

A federal judge has recognized the right
of the city and state to require federal
agents to wear name tags or other identi-
fymg markers, for exarnp!e The ’I‘rump

d Johnson's exec-
utive order prohibiting agents from wear-
ing masks during enforcement actions, but
the city’s public safety and governmental
accountability aims are being served for
now, even if the courts don’t back the city

e end.

Johnson’s executive order to block use of
city property for marshaling immigration
agents and equipment remains in effect.
And another ordering the Chicago Police
Department to protect the free speech
rights of protesters will be on hand should
federal agents amass again in Chicago this
spring.

Johnson has plenty of other tactics avail-
able for consideration: requiring federal
agents to wear body cameras while work-
ingin Chicago, for example; requiring
training standards for agents; ensuring that
no agents are listed in the DOJ’s National
Decertification Index of nearly 60,000
former police officers who have lost the
rlfght to wgrk in law enforcement because
of

Johnson is calling for coordi: d
national efforts led by mayors and state
governments, in concert with public pres-
sure groups and local residents, to combat
the actions by ICE, the Border Patrol and
other federal authorities.

During his D.C. appearance, Johnson
promised detailed ideas will be coming
soon. As to why this is taking so long —
Operation Midway Blitz started in Septem-
ber, after arhetorical windup by the
Donald Trump administration — Johnson
did not say.

‘What can Johnson and other mayors
and governors do? For starters, they can
take a page from the Trump administra-
tion’s playbook and press their own powers
to constitutional limits. Trump goes at least
that far, and beyond, evidently under a

The Brookings Institution listed more
such ideas this week. No doubt John-
son and his mayoral allies in Los Angeles,
Minneapolis and other cities have come
up with other ideas during the Mayors
Conference this week.

Johnson’s headiest idea — criminally
charging Bovino or whoever else might
break the law — would be a test of federal
versus state power that might be worth
taking.

Johnson took a political risk by announc-
ing plans to lay out ambitious steps in the
coming days. Now he needs to collect his
thoughts, set a plan and blow that whistle.

David Greising is president of the Better
Government Association.

As immigration enforcement intensifies, CPS
needs to share real-time data to protect students

By Daniel Anello

Last fall, amid heightened federal immi-
gration enforcement, Chicago commu-
nities and schools mobilized quickly and
creatively to help students get safely to
and from school. These compassionate,
community-led efforts were laudable —
but given what is occurring in Chicago
and across the country, we must be
prepared to do far more for the city’s chil-
dren. Despite these amazing efforts, far
too many students, particularly English
learners and Latine students, stayed
home. What began as a safety concern
quickly became an attendance crisis.

If last week’s actions in Minneapolis
are any indication of what this intensified
moment could bring, communities should
brace for disruptions far greater than
those seen in Chicago last fall.

Chicago Public Schools has struggled
with attendance throughout the 2025-
26 school year, continuing a pattern of
chronic absenteeism that dates to the
COVID-19 pandemic. A new report by
the University of Chicago’s Consortium
on School Research reaffirms that atten-
dance matters not only for learning and
achievement but also for school culture
and climate.

But today’s challenge is distinct —
driven by unprecedented actions being
taken by the federal government, often
in direct conflict with local governments.
Without timely, transparent data, it is
impossible to respond with the precision
and coordination this moment demands.

CPS and the city should immedi-
ately begin sharing weekly absenteeism
data, separated by English learners and
non-English learners, at the districtwide
and regional levels and searchable by
grade level. Reporting according to indi-
vidual schools or community areas is
unnecessary and could risk singling out
specific neighborhoods. But citywide and
regional data would allow CPS, commu-
nity organizations, funders and policy-
makers to align efforts and resources in
real time.

The risks of sharing this data is mini-
mal. Federal immigration actions are
already concentrated in these regions,
Without transparent, timely data, public
attention has been muted, and coordina-
tion across CPS, the city and community
partners has been more difficult than this
moment demands.

However, having access to accurate
attendance data would make it possible to
prioritize and prepare high-risk commu-
nities. For example, Safe Passage could be

Volunteers participate in the Walking School Bus, which ensures children from immigrant families can walk safely to and from school, in the
Albany Park neighborhood of Chicago on Dec. 18, 2025. ANTONIO PEREZ/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

expanded, routes to school incorporating
designated safe havens could be estab-
lished, and schools could establish sanc-
tuary teams to serve as trusted points of
contact for families. But we must under-
stand where these sorts of tactics are
needed.

Let’s be clear: Students in Chicago
(and in other cities across the country)
are missing school because of fear tied to
federal immigration actions. Schools and
community groups have reported sharp
spikes in absences during and immedi-
ately following enforcement activity.

Parents in our network describe being
terrified, with some fearing their children,
many of whom have legal status, could be
used as leverage against family members.
While there is no legal basis or precedent
for such actions, rumors alone have been
enough to keep children home and out of
classrooms. Although enforcement activ-
ity in Chicago has temporarily slowed,
federal officials have signaled renewed
action this spring. We must be better

prepared next time.

The importance of children being able
to attend school safely cannot be over-
stated. Decades of data show that school
attendance is tied to better life outcomes,
stronger economic participation,
improved health and safer communities.

1

‘We cannot address this acute, loca-
tion-specific challenge without real-time
data showing where and when students
are missing school. Weekly attendance
data is essential for precision, coordi-
nation between CPS and communities,
and mubllxzmg additional support from

This principle is so fund. atin
1982, the U.S. Supreme Court affirmed the
right of all children, regardless of immi-
gration status, to a public education. To
be clear, the U.S. government wants these
‘hildren in school. The education of all

C}ucago children mustn’t become collat-
eral damage to immigration enforcement
actions, regardless of how one views these
actions.

Families also want their children
in school. They trust schools to keep
them safe and fed. What they fear is the
commute to and from school. This is
particularly true in neighborhoods, where
many students are already struggling to
overcome numerous barriers to their
achievement.

py, city wards and
safety initiatives.

On behalf of thousands of CPS fami-
lies living with daily anxiety, we urge the
district to begin regularly sharing atten-
dance data no later than February, in
advance of an anticipated resurgence of
federal immigration activity this spring.
If CPS could share daily data during
the COVID-19 pandemic so communi-
ties could respond accordingly, it can do
so again now. For many Chicago fami-
lies, this moment feels like a new kind
of pandemic — and it demands the same
urgency and transparency.

Daniel Anello is CEO of the nonprofit Kids
First Chicago.
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How the Challenger explosion
shaped a generation

By Harvey Young

Forty years ago, a space shuttle
exploded. A teacher and her crew-
mates lost their lives, A generation of
schoolchildren watched it happen live.
Twas one of them.

Iwas 10 when the Challenger
ascended to the stratosphere before
splintering into trails of white smoke.
Inreal time, viewers like me learn
that those white wisps meant that the
shuttle had exploded. Although not
immediately confirmed, we under-
stood that the crew, including middle
school teacher Christa McAuliffe, had
died. Everyone knows that you can’t
parachute from a spaceship.

e anniversary of the Chal-
lenger tragedy prompts us to pause and
remember the sacrifices of the crew.
Itisalsoachance toreflect on how the
experience of seeing a tragedy unfold
shaped the outlook of a generation.

McAuliffe risked her life so that chil-
dren could learn about space. Admit-
tedly, space travel didn’t seem that risky
in the early 1980s. Shuttle launches
rarely merited prolonged attention in
the national news.

It was this inattention to the United
States’ space ambitions that inspired
stunt casting. A civilian was recruited
to become an astronaut. To McAu-
liffe’s credit (unlike some contem-
porary space tourists), she declined
the label. Respectful of the rigorous
education and decades-long training of
NASA pilots, engineers and scientists,
McAuliffe described herselfsimply asa
passenger. Officially, she was a payload
specialist. Her humility taught a lesson.

For kids in the 1980s, who watched
“The Jetsons” in the morning, played

itsid

Astudent bows his head as he pauses next to an imp: ial sett
on Feb.1,1986, after a private service was conducted at the school for teacher Christa McAuhffe who died in the Challenger
explosion. ELISEAMENDOLA/AP

Concord High School

First lady Nancy Reagan identified
marijuana as a gateway drug with the
potential to shatter the dreams of chil-
dren and urged us to “just say no” The
fall of the Berlin Wall and the disman-
tling of the Soviet Union suggested
thatimperial conquest was a thing of
the past. Although the te]evxsnon news
wried stories ak
here or there, none rose to the dystopic

And yet, there was something in
that explosion that prepared us for the
present. We witnessed death with-
out seeing it. We saw McAuliffe, Dick
Scobee, Michael Smith, Judith Resnik,
Ellison Onizuka, Ronald McNair
and Gregory Jarvis disappear. They
vanished. The loss of life felt true even
before official confirmation days later.

News coverage unable to explain

ment. A spaceship waiting to take us up
and far away no longer seemed viable.
Finally, the disaster enabled us all
to appreciate the honest, impactful
hard work of teaching. As a society, we
tend to overlook the impact of teach-
ers except in moments of tragedy. We
were reminded of this lesson — one
that was promptly forgotten — during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Back in1986,

with Transformers toys in the after- level of science fiction movies (such the cause of the tragedy prompted MecAuliffe had hoped that her partici-
noon and saw “Back to the Future” in as Arnold Schwarzenegger’s “The folks to trust their gut intuition. These paucn would raise the pmmge of the
the cinema, it was obvious that flying Running Man”) in which the American  responses pi \eaunub

cars and perhaps even a moon colony government sanctioned the killingof of this generation alongslde their aspiration was to navel the counl:ry
were on the horizon. If they had not citizens on the streets, elders would find meaningin Stephen  and talk with schoolchildren about the
happened by 2001, then they certainly The Chall ion wasan Colbert logism “truthiness” and, wonder of space. Risk-taking explor-
could exist aquarter-century later awakening, It shook confidence in later, Donald Trump’s “fake news” The  ers are not only in history books. They

when we would be unimaginably old,
in our 50s. A teacher going to space fit

received narratives of safety. Over
subsequent decades, we became inured

live in our present, walk amongus and
are the people standing at

coverage was neither false nor fake.
The explosion happened. However, the

the timeline. And then the Challenger to the possibility that the things and formation relay was slow; too slow the chalkboard in your classroom.
exploded. people in which we believed could foran iring faster commu- Asthe Chall blasted offand
The1980s were an odd decade in prove untrue. From Cosby’s courttrials, nication and quicker updates. the shuttle launched skyward, McAu-

which to develop a generational worl-
dview. Bill Cosby’s television sitcom

to cannabis legalization, to the invasion The explosion signaled that flying liffe had already achieved her goal. The

seemed lo model famlly values and

of Ukraine as part of a Russian reuni-
ﬁcancn strategy, to the. many death»

da

typeof;
supported the possibilities of gu'ls and
women. Cliff Huxtable was a girl dad

Amencan cities, our current mament
looks and feels different than whata

cars in every driveway and amoon
colony would not happen in our life-
times. As we encountered warnings
about the depleting ozone layer, global
warmingand the threats of rising sea

anniversary of the Challenger explo-
sion is areminder of the crew’s daring
and enduring impact on a generation.

Harvey Young is a historian and cultural

with four confident daughtersandalso  preteen might have imagined in the levels, the Challenger generation was critic. He is a dean of the College of Fine
the husband to a successful lawyer. '80s. compelled to consider the environ- Artsat Boston University.

VOICE OF THE PEOPLE

The NRA’ outrage Kimmel’s narrative over recent decades. onthe sidelines.

T'mglad that the National Rifle Associa-
tion and many Second Amendment advo-
cates are outraged over Alex Pretti’s recent
killing by Border Patrol agents in Minne-
apolis. However, their underlying logic for
this rage is mistaken. Pretti was not killed
because he was legally carrying a gun.

He was pepper-sprayed, knocked to the
ground and beaten by federal agents before
they realized he had a gun. The gun was
safely removed prior to his killing. He was
attacked and killed by federal agents for
exercising his constitutionally protected
right to protest government actions.

Twould feel much more solidarity with
the NRA, as well as the posers display-
ing the “Live Free or Die” flag, if they
expressed the same outrage over the killing
of Renee Good who was similarly exercis-
ing her right to protest, even though she
was not carrying a gun.

— Peter Okkema, La Grange

ICE an embarrassment

Tam really getting tired of people trying to
spin the senseless loss of life that happened
in Minneapolis at the hands of federal
agents. During the course of my career, I
graduated from two police academies and
had countless hours of training regarding
use of force. This training continued into the
private sector when I managed executive

On Monday, I was heartened to see
late-night host Jimmy Kimmel pay tribute
to Alex Pretti, tragically killed by federal
agents. Yet what about Rachel Morin,
Laken Riley and Jocelyn Nungaray — U.S.
citizens killed by undocumented immi-
grants?

Recognizingall victims would offera
fuller picture, but apparently, that doesn’t
fit neatly into his narrative.

— David Tulanian, Henderson, Nevada

Recall Rittenhouse

Thave two words in response to Loren
Monsess’ letter (“Alex Pretti’s jud, <

— John Podulka, Wolverine, Michigan

SNAP requirements

Both Chicago newspapers reported on
the same man, Kenneth Robinson, who
finds his Supplemental Nutrition Assis-
tance Program beneﬁts u-npenled w1th

Trump cut research to U.S. universities
and prevented the best foreign students
from attending them. Now, warldwide
rankings show a drop in the rankings of
U.S. universities. Schools that have seen
the greatest increases include Chinese
universities, as their “best and brightest”
stay home.

e
work or volunteer so many hoursa munth
He speaks of his past as a hindrance to
employment, but he is not required to work
to receive benefits. He can take classes or
volunteer.

Itis not good public policy to just give
people money on an ongoing basis. It's
] ingand di . d

Jan. 28) chastising Alex Pretti for having
aloaded pistol on him while protest-
mg the brutalities of federal agents: Kvle
Does M

him? He was the 17-year-old who paraded
the streets of Kenosha during protests
of a police shooting. He openly bran-
dished along gun and killed two men and
wounded a third.

— Paula J. Schneiderman, Chicago

Believe the science

Ilistened to a fascinating NPR podcast
last Sunday, “Challenger at 40: Lessons
from a tragedy,” about the engineers who
med to keep their bosses and NASA from

foramajor

There was absolutely no justification for
the use of deadly force in this situation —
none. If Alex Pretti was breaking the law,
agents should and could have arrested him
and had him charged. Instead, they shot
and killed him.

These are poorly trained men, and
they must be held accountable for their
actions. The entire organization should be
disbanded and reorganized and its agents
retrained. They cannot continue to be
allowed to act with impunity.

There is an absolute need for immigra-
tion enforcement, butit must be held to the
same constitutional standards as any other
law enforcement agency in this country.
What is happening with these fools is pain-
ful and unnecessary, and U.S. citizens are
being sacrificed over the incompetence.

Immigration and Customs Enforcement
is an embarrassment to law enforcement,
and it must end.

— Richard Williams, Highland Park

hing the space shuttle in too-cold
weather, and the guilt they felt the rest of
their lives because their warnings were
ignored.

Contrast that with the report this week
that the Donald Trump administration
has secretly taken an ax to safety regu-
lations for the construction and opera-
tion of new nuclear plants, Or proposed
rollbacks of Environmental Protection
Agency standards for air toxin standards
for power plants.

Political pressure to launch brought
about the Challenger disaster, watched in
real time by school kids, among others. I
guess President Trump and his deregu-
lators figure they’ll be long off the scene
before the first “accident” or before radia-
tion is detected in public water supplies or
mercury in children’s bones.

But, yes, instead of listening to politi-
cians who swear it will be all right till it
all goes wrong, maybe we should go back
to believing the science we have learned

Congress was right to expect at least
something from SNAP recipients.
— Larry Craig, Wilmette

Call your senators

The not-so-Big Beautiful Bill is about
to cause hunger to skyrocket and millions
to lose their health care (“SNAP work
requirements set to go into effect Sunday,”
Jan. 27). This s a policy decision by the
current president and the majority party
in Congress.

The people of America don't want to
see their neighbors go hungry, lose their
homes or be sick without health insur-
ance. Why not call those who represent
you, 202-224-3121, and tell them to turn
around these catastrophic policy deci-
sions?

There is no need for the world’s wealth-
iest country not to care for all citizens, not
just the rich.

— Willie Dickerson, Snohomish,
‘Washington

Reality of policies

Imagine how it must feel tobe a
die-hard Donald Trump fan and wake up
to realize that everything his opponents
have been saying s, in fact, true.

Trump’s tariffs (really, taxes, which we
all pay for) have caused inflation to remain
high. Meanwhile, China announced a
record $1.2 trillion trade surplus for 2025.
‘While the U.S. started trade wars, China
struck deals with Canada and the Euro-
pean Union, among others, to sell electric
cars, and India and the EU just announced
“the mother of all trade deals” We're left

athome, we have a
K-shaped economy. Despite what Trump
tells them, the Trump base — mostly
rural and working class — struggles due
to inflation and increasing housing and
medical costs.

Farmers and ranchers must accept
government handouts to offset the inabil-
ity to sell their crops and cattle to fore)gn
countries. Meanwhile, the we:
est Americans enjoy Trump’s tax cuts,
which are creating massive deficits as our
national debt skyrockets.

‘And now these Trump supporters must
certainly realize, in light of the video
evidence of the killing of innocent U.S.
citizens in Minneapolis, that the Trump
administration is, in fact, lying to them
and that the federal agents in these cities
are, in fact, goons.

“America First”? Hardly. Thanks to
Trump’s policies, America at home and
abroad, and its future, has been severely,
perhaps irrevocably, damaged. Have the
Trump supporters woken up to this real-
ity yet?
— Frank Kern, Chicago

Age cutoff for leaders

Ino longer have any faith in voters. This
thinking that voters should be the ones
deciding age cutoffs is the same rhetoric
‘we heard last year: Don'’t try to stop Donald
Trump from running again; let the voters
decide.

Well we can see how that played out.

toretireata
age to ensure new and younger candldates
can step up. These politicians who are in
their 80s and now 90s continuing to run
for office is absurd. They’re out of touch in
their bubble; they are no longer effective.

— Margaret Melville, Cedarburg, Wisconsin

For online exclusive letters go to www.
chicagotribune.com/letters. Send letters by
email to letters@chicagotribune.com. Include
your name, address and phone number.
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By ANDREW BEATON

he New England Patriots

and Seattle Seahawks

will step onto the field in

Santa Clara, Calif,, next

week for the right to call

themselves one of the
most unlikely Super Bowl champi-
ons in the game’s history.

But no matter who wins, an-
other team thousands of miles
away is guaranteed to lose. That’s
because Patriots-Seahawks is the
one matchup designed specifically
for the psychological torment of
New York Jets fans.

The Jets, who haven't reached
the postseason since 2010, have
the longest playoff drought of any
team in the major American sports
leagues. And the two teams play-
ing for this year’s Lombardi Tro-
phy are here to compound their
misery.

The Patriots spent two decades
gleefully bullying the Jets, led by
Bill Belichick and Tom Brady. And
even with those two gone, New
England has pulled off the kind of
rebuild that has repeatedly eluded
New York. The Seahawks, mean-
while, are being led into this game
by the quarterback who was once
supposed to be the Jets’ savior—
until they got rid of him.

Back in 2018, the Jets drafted
quarterback Sam Darnold No. 3
overall, believing that they finally
had a long-term answer under cen-
ter. And although he turned the
ball over too often, Darnold also
demonstrated the rare type of
playmaking ability that had made
him one of the most sought-after
prospects in the
first place.

In classic
Jets fashion,
however, it
didn’t take
long for his
tenure with
the team to
feel cursed.
During his sec-
ond season, Dar-
nold became a
punchline when he
had to miss three
games with mononu-
cleosis, commonly re-
ferred to as the “kissing
disease.” Later, during a
disastrous game against
the Patriots (of course) he
was subject to more ridicule
after microphones caught him
saying he was “seeing ghosts” out
on the field.

After Darnold’s third season,
the Jets cut their losses. Armed
with the No. 2 pick in the draft,
they traded him to the Carolina
Panthers. Then they used the se-
lection to replace him with Zach
‘Wilson, whose poor play ultimately
led them to a failed experiment
with Aaron Rodgers.

During that time, Darnold
bounced around the league from
Carolina to San Francisco to Min-
nesota, while rebuilding his profile.
In 2024, he broke out and led the
Vikings to 14 wins. And when Seat-
tle signed him this past offseason,
he didn't miss a beat. Darnold fi-

Super Bowl’s Biggest Loser:
The New York Jels

When the Seahawks and Patriots play for the title, fans of Gang Green may want to look away

nally proved he
was the quarter-
back the Jets thought

they had drafted.

But he isn’t the only for-
mer Jet whose career
changed for the better after
leaving New York. The Sea-
hawks’ co-leader in sacks this
season was Leonard Williams,
the Jets’ first-round pick in
2015.

Still, those regrets pale in
comparison to the headaches
Gang Green has suffered simply

by sharing a
division with the Pa-
triots. When Belichick quit as Jets
head coach and took the job in
New England, he wrote his resig-
nation on a napkin. He then pro-
ceeded to post a 38-11 record over
24 seasons against the Jets, a spell
that once included a 15-game win-
ning streak. Outside of a single
playoff victory 15 years ago, the
Jets were powerless to stop the
Belichick and Brady dynasty that
produced six Super Bowl wins.
Even more excruciating to the

Jets is that the Pats were
never supposed to be this good
right now. But their return to the
brightest stage means that New
England has won three Super
Bowls, rebuilt the entire team, and
made it back to another Super
Bowl in the time since the Jets last
reached the postseason. And
they've done it by unearthing an-
other MVP-caliber quarterback in
Drake Maye, who has the potential
to torture yet another generation
of Jets teams.

Whatever happens in the Super
Bowl, either Maye or Darnold is
guaranteed to hoist the Lombardi
Trophy—and add insult to injury
for Gang Green.

Jets fans might be better off
watching the commercials.

He Gave Up $75 Million
To Play for the Mets

By Jarep DIAMOND

BO BICHETTE had the opportunity
to sign a baseball contract this
winter that would have left him,
his children and even his grand-
children financially set for the rest
of their lives. The Philadelphia
Phillies offered him something
around $200 million to anchor
their infield for the next seven sea-
sons, ensuring that 27-year-old
Bichette would never again need to
think about his professional fu-
ture.

But Bichette took a more un-
orthodox approach.

He spurned the Phillies in favor
of a different sort of deal with the
New York Mets: just three guaran-
teed years, at $42 million apiece,
securing one of the largest average
salaries in the history of the sport.

JsHikh SAMANT/GETTY WAGES

Plus, he has the right to opt out af-
ter the 2026 and 2027 campaigns
and return to the open market, the
kind of freedom that most employ-
ees could only dream about.

Phillies executive Dave Dom-
browski called Bichette’s seemingly
unusual decision a “gut punch.”
But perhaps it shouldn’t have been
a surprise. Bichette isn’t the only
recent player to choose the same
route, valuing flexibility and earn-
ing potential over stability.

Earlier this month, outfielder
Kyle Tucker reportedly turned
down a $350 million, decade-long
commitment with the Toronto Blue
Jays in favor of four years with the
Los Angeles Dodgers. The differ-
ence is the Dodgers agreed to pay
Tucker $60 million annually and
gave him two opt-outs, turning the
arrangement into an expensive

2]
o

rental.

“Usually,” Dodgers president of
baseball operations Andrew Fried-
man said, “guys take those shorter-
term deals because a longer-term
deal hasn't materialized.”

Then Bichette went and did the
exact same thing.

Baseball’s compensation struc-
ture in many ways resembles most
other businesses. Rookies straight
out of the minors make close to
the league minimum at first, only
to see their bank accounts grow as
they progress.

Only in a typical corporate envi-
ronment, more seasoned workers
have accumulated more skills and
take on more responsibility to jus-
tify more money. In baseball, play-
ers generally see their performance
peak in their mid-20s and begin to
decline not long after their 30th

Bo Bichette signed a
three-year, $126 million
deal with the Mets.

birthday. The result has been that
teams tend to pay for what players
have already done, not what they
are expected to do.

So in recent years, many organ-
izations have become more cau-
tious about awarding long-term
megadeals with massive average
annual values to anyone besides
the biggest superstars.

“They give you the years, but
the AAVs are so low that it’s not in
your best interest,” said Scott Bo-
ras, baseball’s most prominent
agent.

Representatives.
such as Boras have
responded by propos-
ing something of a
compromise: Their
clients would be open
to a short-term con-
tract, as long as the
AAV was astronomi-
cally high.

Teams have been
increasingly happy to
go along. The old ad-
age among general
managers is that there is no such
thing as a bad one-year contract.
But now, GMs are taking that con-
cept to the extreme, promising un-
imaginable salaries to players sim-
ply because they are willing to sign
for fewer years.

Only nine players have ever
signed contracts worth at least
$40 million a year, according to
data compiled by Cot’s Baseball
Contracts. Six of them were for
four years or fewer, including
Tucker and Bichette. The excep-
tions were three generational tal-
ents: Shohei Ohtani, Juan Soto and
Aaron Judge.

And some recipients of short

0

Number of MLB
games Mets third
baseman Bo Bichette
has played at third

contracts have already seen the
possible benefits.

Last offseason, the market for
star third baseman Alex Bregman
was softer than he had anticipated,
in part because any team that
signed him was forced to sacrifice
a coveted draft pick. The best long-
term deal available to him was
from the Detroit Tigers at about
$28.5 million annually over six

'ears.

Instead, Bregman went with a
three-year, $120 million pact with
the Boston Red Sox that allowed
him to opt out after each season.
The gamble paid off. After a strong
showing, he exercised that right
and became a free agent again, this
time with no draft pick attached to
him. The Chicago Cubs signed him
earlier this month
for $175 million over
five years.

For teams, that
uncertainty is the
main downside. The
Mets know already
that their agreement
with Bichette isn’t
really for three sea-
sons. It’s only for
three seasons if he
gets injured or plays
poorly. If Bichette
plays well in 2026, he is likely to
opt out. His contract even calls for
an additional $5 million bonus if
he chooses to do so.

At his Mets unveiling last week,
Bichette was asked if fans should
view his contract with New York as
anything more than a one-year
deal. Instead of answering,
Bichette looked to his left at his
agent, Greg Genske.

“Bo had his choice of long-term
deals, shorter-term deals, opt-
outs,” Genske said. “The important
thing to know here is he’s coming
here because he’s committed to
this team.”

For 2026, at least.

FROM TOP; ADAM GUANZMAN/GETTY IMAGES STEPH CHAMBERS/GETTY IMAGES
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Trump’s Cowbell Moment

Wednesday

4 stood the

great and

Pw(;’l]‘_(él;}.AC good of the

N Republican
By Kimberley .

A. Strassel  lrmament—

senators, rep-

S/ resentatives,

governors, cabinet secretaries,
the president himself. The oc-
casion: the launch of the new
Trump investment accounts
for children. The look on par-
ticipants’ faces: relief.

Relief not to be talking
about shootings in Minneapo-
lis. Relief that Donald Trump
delivered a whole speech with
no mention of immigration
(and only one of tariffs). Relief
that they were finally—
months late, possibly too
late—talking about economic
accomplishments.

Alarm has gripped Wash-
ington’s GOP, as a White
House never famed for focus
has become obsessed with a
few priorities—ones no lon-
ger doing Republicans any
good. Poll after poll shows
Americans are gloomy about
the economy and want Wash-
ington to focus on growth,
prices, affordability, jobs. Day
after day, the Trump adminis-
tration instead rides harder
its hobby horses of immigra-
tion and tariffs.

The word most frequently
heard in private Republican
griping is “overkill.” Mr.
Trump came to office in 2016
promising GOP voters a
tougher stance on immigra-
tion and trade deals. He deliv-
ered that in term one, from a

travel ban and border wall to
the renegotiation of the North
American Free Trade Agree-
ment and targeted tariffs.
Along the way he shifted the
national debate—both within
his party and more broadly. If
the goal was a reset, mission
accomplished.

That’s one reason his initial
work this second term to close
the border to Biden chaos was
a political home run. America
craved a return to Trumpian
border security, just as it
looked hopefully to a redux of
Mr. Trump’s even bigger first-
term accomplishment: eco-
nomic vitality. Yet the lesson
‘White House adviser Stephen
Miller seems to have taken
from border success is akin to
Christopher Walken’s in the
famous SNL skit: “I gotta have
more cowbell.” Until a tinni-
tus-deranged America finally
rebelled.

Republicans began voicing
concerns to the White House
last fall, as stories about im-
migration raids, Alligator Al-
catraz, National Guard deploy-
ments and daily tariff threats
crowded out all else. They
were reassured that 2026
would bring new focus, as the
start of the reconciliation tax
cuts and midterms. The House
and Senate crafted a legisla-

over the facts of those shoot-
ings, federal prosecutor resig-
nations, Justice Department
probes of Gov. Tim Walz and
Mayor Jacob Frey; Portland
violence, Louisiana raids and
tariffs or threats against
South Korea, Canada, and all
of our North Atlantic Treaty
Organization allies. Add in one
narco-thug snatch, a Green-
land grab and the launching of
an “armada” against Iran.
Thus January ends.

1: .} "

us, harm. A second: We need
all attention focused on our
next economic steps. A third:
This is handing Democrats too
many gift-wrapped wins. The
left, still mired in resistance
mentality, would have little to
offer in response to a daily
drumbeat focused on tax cuts,
economic growth, Trump ac-
counts, school choice, civil-
service reform, emancipated
cars and appliances and falling
gasoline prices. But they have
plenty to work with in Minne-
apolis shootings, or farmers

His acc S getting y tariffs.
Hi I i by tariff

- This is all part of this
on the economy are week’s White House pivot. The
drowned out by the president wisely looks to be
Minnesota drumbeat. widening his counsel beyond

No surprise that nobody
noticed when the House
passed a bill to reduce the
cost of manufactured homes,
which account for 11% of new
single-family home starts. Or
that national average gasoline
prices recently hit their lowest
level in five years. Tax filing
season officially opened Mon-
day, and refunds are on the
way thanks to last year’s tax
relief—but whatever. And yes,
the Trump accounts launch
was a pretty big deal—if to-

tive agenda to high-
light both the administration’s
accomplishments and the GOP
majority’s additional work on
affordability.

January came. As did wall-
to-wall coverage of a massive
ICE deployment to Minnesota,
presidential threats to invoke
the Insurrection Act, a fatal

tally by Tom
Homan in Minneapolis. Is that
enough cowbell?

It is for congressional and
conservative Republicans, who
have been fiercely lobbying
the White House to get its pri-
orities straight. One message
to Mr. Trump: Your advisers’
monomaniacal focus on “zero

shooting in

ion poli

an-
other fatal shooting, fights

icy
is now actively doing you, and

the cowbell crowd, leaving Mr.
Miller and Department of
Homeland Security Secretary
Kristi Noem to point fingers at
each other. Mr. Homan was
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The Mayor

Was a Socialist

Bernie for Burlington

By Dan Chiasson
Knopf, 592 pages, $35

an Chiasson has an early memory of Bernie Sanders.

It is 1981, Mr. Chiasson is 9, and Mr. Sanders is mak-

ing his first run to become mayor of Burlington, Vt.
“The doorbell rings. My grandmother yells across the house,
‘Milford—it’s SANDERS!” My grandfather shouts in reply,
‘Dorothy—DON'T ANSWER THE DOOR!” ”

The author is a Vermonter by birth; his mother was a
divorced woman who raised him on her own. “Mom and I
were not poor, because of her jobs and the generosity of
my grandparents,” Mr. Chiasson writes. But they weren’t
moneyed enough to afford an apartment of their own, so
they lived for long stretches with her parents. As Mr. Chias-
son recalls, his grandparents saw Mr. Sanders as “the final
straw in their battle to uphold American values, a literal
ist on our streets.”

to to
calm tension. The White
House is talking with Senate
Democrats about actions to
ease through final appropria-
tions bills and avoid another
shutdown drama. The presi-
dent flew to Iowa Tuesday to
tout economic achievements
and devoted much of Wednes-
day to the Trump accounts
launch.

Will it last? That will be the
day-to-day question and chal-
lenge. Democrats will do all
they can to goad Mr. Trump
into more confrontation, and
an unfavorable Supreme Court
decision on tariffs could tempt
the White House to lash out.
But much of the nation is sick
of the cowbell, crying out for
some economic harmony.
Time to end the clanging.

Write to kim@wsj.com.

A Hasidic Rebel Grows Up

HOUSES OF When stories
WORSHIP  of fraud in
By Naftuli Minnesota’s
Moster Somali com-
munity
circulating, I
grew concerned that the Haredi

Jewish community, known to
outsiders as ultra-Orthodox,
would be next. Hours after Nick
Shirley’s video about the Min-
nesota welfare scandal went vi-
ral in December, I saw posts
calling for investigations of
Haredim in Kiryas Joel, NY.,
and Lakewood, N.J. The use of
welfare benefits in these fast-
growing towns, where many
families qualify due to their
large size, has drawn criticism
before.

On cue, 26-year-old YouTu-
ber Tyler Oliveira published a
40-minute video, “Inside the
New York Town Invaded by
Welfare-Addicted Jews,” a
haphazard exposé of Kiryas
Joel. Mr. Oliveira approaches
townspeople on the street,
asking what they do for a liv-
ing, how many children they
have, and how they support so
many kids. Within a couple of
weeks, the hostile video and
clips from it racked up almost
30 million views across social
media, setting off virulently
antisemitic reactions.

Though Mr. Oliveira uncov-
ered nothing resembling the
frand Mr. Shirley documented
in Minnesota—or any crime at
all—and even acknowledged
the village’s remarkably low
crime rate, the implication was
clear: that this strange com-
munity lives off American tax-
payers and contributes little.

Years ago, I would have ap-
plauded this exposé. Much of
the evidence circulating online
about Haredi dependence on
public assistance comes from
reporting I helped produce as
founder of the activist organi-
zation Yaffed. When Grok or
social-media users cite statis-
tics and articles portraying
Haredim as leeches on the sys-
tem, they often draw on work
I regrettably contributed to.

What Grok doesn’t tell you
is that I no longer see the com-
munity the way I once did.

I grew up Hasidic and spent
much of my adult life resent-
ing it. 1 was angry that I
reached adulthood without a
strong secular education. I was
frustrated that I couldn’t easily
blend into mainstream life. So
I made it my mission to expose
the community’s flaws, such as
its educational shortcomings,
its reliance on welfare pro-
grams, its insularity and its oc-
casional scandals.

My general criticism was
this: The law requires private
schools to provide an educa-
tion “substantially equivalent”
to public schools, and Haredi
schools weren’t doing that.
From this the community’s
other problems flowed and
needed exposure.

1imagined an alternative life
in which I grew up with the
same opportunities as public-
school kids and how much bet-
ter off I might have been as a
result. Then I became a father.
When my eldest reached school
age, I couldn’t imagine sending
him to a typical public school. I
remembered what I had seen

while interning in public
schools: classrooms where mis-
behavior went unchecked and
political and ideological fads
shaped curricula.

My wife and 1 ultimately
chose a Modern Orthodox Jew-
ish school with rigorous aca-
demics, serious Jewish educa-
tion, and a community of
families who shared our val-
ues. I realized something im-
portant. Education isn’t only

1 turned against

my community but
couldn’t send my son
to public school.

about math and reading. It's
about belonging to a commu-
nity that draws its strength
from shared beliefs. This is
something the Haredi world
understands deeply—and
something our broader culture
has largely forgotten.

While outliers in many re-
spects, the Haredim and towns
like Kiryas Joel reflect how hu-
mans have lived for thousands
of years: having children,
building families, forming

stronger. It would make the
community more self-suffi-
cient and better prepared to
respond to the Tyler Oliveiras
of the world.

But the caricature Mr. Ol-
iveira presents is inaccurate.
Most of the men who study To-
rah in Kiryas Joel also work for
a living, or will work after a few
years of full-time study in their
early 20s. Many earn a good liv-
ing but still qualify for benefits
under New York law because of
their many children.

Putting aside Mr. Oliveira’s
blunt manner and casual ste-
reotyping, I sense jealousy in
his portrayal. At one point, he
wonders why “white people”
can’t have their own version of
Kiryas Joel. But take race out
of the equation and the story
changes. Few Haredim would
oppose any group of Ameri-
cans trying to build a commu-
nity around shared values, tra-
ditions and faith. Most would
applaud such an effort—and
gladly offer advice.

Given the chance, many
people would seize the oppor-
tunity to live among like-
minded neighbors, to educate
their children according to
their beliefs, and to preserve
their culture, The answer isn't

larger tight-knit ie:
passing on values, and caring
for one another.

Few groups in the U.S. have
figured out how to build stable
families and vibrant communal
life better than the Haredi
community has.

Are there real problems in
the Haredi world? Absolutely.
Secular education could be

to tear down ies like
Kiryas Joel. The answer is to
make it possible for others to
build their own.

Mr. Moster is founder and
principal of Moster Strategies
and host of “The Moster
Show” podcast. He founded
Yaffed and Shtetl, a news out-
let covering the Haredi world.

The Fed Chief Takes the High Road

By Gregg Opelka

ince January 2019, Fed-

eral Reserve Chairman

Jerome Powell has held
a press conference after Fed-
eral Open Market Committee
meetings, taking reporters’
questions roughly eight times
a year.

Coming from a line of sav-
ings-and-loan executives (my
grandfather, father and two
uncles), and having worked
in the family S&L in my 20s,
I'm a stock market geek who
watches every Powell appear-
ance and hangs on every
soft-spoken syllable. Wednes-
day’s Q&A had several memo-
rable moments, which high-
lighted his differences of
character and persona with
his antagonist in chief, Presi-
dent Trump. Two mini-
speeches stood out.

The first Powell pearl came
in response to a question
from ABC’s Elizabeth Schulze
regarding the effect on Ameri-
can households if the Fed

“loses its ability to operate in-
dependently of politics.” Mr.
Powell’s 90-second answer
was as eloguent an apologia
for the separation of mone-
tary policy from White House
politics as youwll ever hear.
Here’s an excerpt: “Every ad-
vanced economy democracy in
the world has come around to
this common practice . . . to
not have direct elected-official

Jay Powell’s measured
remarks contrast with
Trump’s fiery bluster.

control over the setting of
monetary policy. . . . And the
reason is, monetary policy can
be used to affect the economy
in a way that will be politi-
cally worthwhile.”

Mr. Powell’s second perora-
tion was nonpartisan gold.
Landing less than eight min-
utes before the conference
concluded, it came in response

to a question from CNN’s Matt
Egan on what advice the
chairman would give his suc-
cessor. After a self-depreca-
tory shrug and a pause to col-
lect his thoughts, Mr. Powell
said, “Honestly, I'd say a cou-
ple things. Number one: Stay
out of elected politics. Don't
get pulled into elected poli-
tics. Don’t do it.”

Then, he followed up with
an encomium to his col-
leagues: “The last thing is, I
will tell whoever it is, you are
about to meet the most quali-
fied group of people you not
only have ever worked with—
you will ever work with. . . .
There isn’t a better cadre of
professionals more dedicated
to the public well-being than
[those who] work at the Fed.”
The entire exchange took all
of 75 seconds, but it was
packed with grace and merits
a full listen. Mr. Powell's elo-
cutionary economy would
have pleased Anton Chekhov
who wrote that “brevity is
the sister of talent.”

Mr. Powell may not always
adhere to his own advice to
stay out of politics. His aspi-
ration to do so is nonetheless
inspiring. Mr. Trump has
badgered and hectored Mr.
Powell. Unlike the president,
the chairman is, refreshingly,
not a counterpuncher. Or
rather, his form of fighting
back is to take the high road,
stating his case calmly and
without histrionics. During
Wednesday’s news confer-
ence, he never even men-
tioned the president by
name.

If the Fed chairman were
to write a book about his
tenure, it might be titled
“The Art of Not Taking the
Bait.” His approach must an-
noy his Oval Office opponent
no end but makes market
geeks like me respect him all
the more. I'm going to miss
Jay Powell and his trademark
purple tie.

Mr. Opelka is a musical-
theater composer-lyricist.

In “Bernie for Burlington,” Mr. Chiasson, the head of the
English department at Wellesley College, writes exhaus-
tively and often beautifully—he is a poet, after all—of the
years (1981-89) during which his countercultural hero was

the socialist mayor of his home-

town. The author also describes
the formative decades when Mr.
Sanders—born in Brooklyn, NY.,
to unhappy blue-collar Jewish
parents—scrapped his way
through high school and college
before moving to rural Vermont
in 1968. Mr. Sanders was 27.

Four years later, he had enough
arriviste chutzpah to run for state
governor as the candidate for the
Liberty Union Party—a leftist Ver-
mont grouping. He won only 1.1%

" of the statewide vote but noted
that his support in the working-
class quarters of Burlington was much greater than in rural
Vermont. Doing the political math, he abandoned his state-
wide aspirations and made the city his electoral prize.

Before winning the mayoral election as an independent in
1981—d ing the ing Democrat i Is by less
than two dozen votes—Mr. Sanders worked as a carpenter and
as a journalist for the Vermont Freeman, an alternative paper.
He was a prolific writer, darkly eloquent. In a piece from 1969,
he offers a “montage,” as Mr. Chiasson puts it, of his parents:
“The years come and go, suicide, nervous breakdown, cancer,
sexual deadness, heart attack, alcoholism, senility at 50.”

Mr. Sanders’s father, Eli, had emigrated at the age of 16
from Poland, where his family had often gone without food.
Eli’s life story, therefore, was one of survival, and he
accepted his lot as a traveling paint salesman with a 3%-
room house. His Manhattan-born wife, Dorothy, by contrast,
“wanted a broader life.” The couple fought constantly—the
father stoic, the mother thwarted—and their fights were
“unbearable” to their two children.

There is virtually no discussion in Mr. Chiasson’s book—
apart from some obvious hints and foreshadowing—of Mr.
Sanders’s subsequent political innings in Washington, first
at the House of Representatives (1991-2007) and then at the
Senate (from which he shows no sign of quitting). Let us be
thankful, for this national part of Mr. Sanders’s trajectory is
less interesting than his pre-Washington years, when he
made himself into a sui generis socialist—notably different
from modern progressive politicians such as Elizabeth War-
ren, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Zohran Mamdani. For all
his hobnobbing with the Ni ini; (includi
a visit to Managua as a sort of pesky up-yours to President
Reagan), Mayor Sanders was a friend of small businesses
and had the support of his city’s police union as well as the
National Rifle Association.

Mr. Chiasson sets about peeling back the layers on the
palimpsest of Mr. Sanders’s life. “This is a book of stories,”
he writes, “and a book about stories.” It is more an excava-
tion of the radical man’s life than an account of it. Mr. Sand-
ers refused to speak to the author but does not seem to have
stopped others from spilling their beans to him. The poet in
Mr. Chiasson chooses to see this “refusal to interfere” as
“itself a kind of participation”—even a blessing. The “skein
of historical fact, local lore, best-guesswork, and poetry”
that comprises his book “depended on its subject’s remain-
ing silent and on the sidelines.”

Bernie Sanders made a small dent in Vermont’s
1972 gubernatorial election. But his support in
working-class Burlington portended his future.

There is, of course, a rich paper trail, and the author made
avid use of the Sanders mayoral archives at the University of
‘Vermont. And he compensates for Mr. Sanders’s silence by
having “hundreds of hours of conversation with dozens of indi-
viduals"—including Bernie’s loquacious older brother, Larry.

It was Larry, you might say, who set Mr. Sanders on his
life’s course. In 1954, he took the 13-year-old Bernie to the
Vermont Information Center, in midtown Manhattan,
where, Mr. Chiasson writes, “the air smelled of woodsmoke,
cider, and maple syrup.” The two teenage boys shared a
bedroom in their meager little Brooklyn house, and on that
day was born in Bernie’s heart a lifelong dream to move to
Vermont—green, clean, wide open and far removed from
the drabness of 1950s Brooklyn.

Mr. Chiasson has written an admiring, even loving,
account of the life of a man he observed from “a front-row
seat.” It’s not a hagiography—the author is too astute for
that, and he gives us too much of himself in the story for it
to be a flat-out praise-song to another man. “I have left my
point of view intact throughout this book,” he writes, and
that includes a calling out of Mr. Sanders’ political stunts
and character flaws.

Mr. Chiasson was 17 when Mr. Sanders left City Hall.
During those eight years of Burlington politics, the author
“lived in the middle of a very unusual American experi-
ment.” He calls it “cuddly socialism.” Not all of us would
have liked to live through it, but there’s no small amount of
pleasure in reading about it.

Mr. Varadarajan, a Journal contributor, is a fellow at
the American Enterprise Institute and at New York Univer-
sity Law School’s Classical Liberal Institute.
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Tom Homan’s Good Offer to Minneapolis

man said Thursday in Minneapolis that

he’s “working on a drawdown plan” for
the federal immigration surge
there, which will be possible
“dependent upon coopera-
tion.” It’s an invitation to
Democrats to help calm ten-
sions by handing over deport-
able criminals in state or local
custody. Do Minnesotans really want their lead-
ers to refuse?

Mr. Homan'’s deportation priority is “erimi-
nal aliens, public-safety threats, and national-
security threats,” he said. “We've got a lot of
them to keep us busy.” What the feds say they
need, however, is better coordination from Min-
nesota officials, so that Immigration and Cus-
toms Enforcement can pick up illegal migrants
who are already under arrest.

“More agents in the jail,” Mr. Homan said,
“means less agents in the street.” That’s safer
for both ICE and Minneapolis residents, and it
also means fewer “collateral arrests.”

It’s a reasonable request, and the border czar
credited the state prison system for honoring
ICE detainers, as Gov. Tim Walz wrote Tuesday
in these pages that Minnesota does. Yet the lo-
cal jail in Minneapolis is run by the Hennepin
County Sheriff’s Office.

“We do not assist with or comply with any
civil immigration requests from ICE,” it says.
“In our jail, we do not honor administrative de-
tainers or administrative warrants.”

Sheriff Dawanna Witt won the job in a 2022
nonpartisan election, though she had the Demo-
cratic endorsement. “Those detainers don’t give
us any information,” she told WCCO last week,
calling them “very generic” and “not signed by
ajudge.” If ICE is targeting criminals, it should
get a warrant, she said.

That isn’t a spirit of cooperation. The sheriff
wrote this week that she met Mr. Homan for a
“constructive conversation.” She didn’t men-
tion any policy change. But if Mr. Walz thinks
state prisons should honor ICE detainers, why
not the county jail?

Or consider that Minneapolis, under its sanc-
tuary ordinance, broadly bans police from aid-
ing ICE. As the city explained in a public update
last month, its officers can’t even share infor-
mation “for the purpose of locating a person

P resident Trump’s border czar Tom Ho-

‘Just give us your
criminals, Trump says
he told Walz and Frey.

solely for immigration enforcement.” They also
can’t “escort federal immigration agents to en-
forcement locations,” absent some “clear and
immediate threat.”

Since the federal govern-
ment can’t commandeer state
or local forces, noncoopera-
tion policies can be legal, even
if they’re foolish in practice.
“Violent criminals should be
held accountable based on the crimes they com-
mit,” Mr. Frey wrote this week, “not based on
where they are from.”

Really? If a guy who jumped the border last
month commits assault in Minneapolis, it’s hard
to imagine refusing to deport him is a majority
view, even in the Twin Cities.

Most Americans welcome immigrants, but
they don’t want criminals in their neighbor-
hoods, and Mr. Homan was smart to return to
this high ground. Detaining other illegal mi-
grants is “never off the table,” the border czar
said, because the U.S. can’t send a message that
it’s no big deal to swim the Rio Grande or evade
a deportation order.

But he also seemed to acknowledge that
ICE’s sweep through Minneapolis was over-
broad: “Targeted enforcement operations is the
way we’ve always done it. I think we got away
from it a little bit.” This is what serious talk
sounds like.

Ignore the posturing on the left and right,
and it isn’t hard to imagine a modus vivendi the
public could support, in Minnesota and beyond.
ICE goes after criminals that threaten public
safety. State and local officials help where they
can, but especially when deportation targets
end up in custody for other offenses, such as
drunken driving or domestic abuse.

* * *

As Mr. Trump grapples with the unpopular-
ity of “mass deportation,” he could also tell his
Administration to forget about arrest quotas
and return to his promise to target the worst
of the worst. Maybe he’s leaning that way. On
aradio show Tuesday, Mr. Trump recounted his
phone calls with Messrs. Walz and Frey: “I said,
‘just give us your criminals, and if you give us
your criminals, it all goes away.”

Why wouldn’t Minnesota Democrats take
that deal? Unless, that is, they’d rather exploit
the tragedies in their cities for political gain.

Lenders and the First Brands Charges

hen auto-parts supplier First Brands

Group filed for bankruptcy last fall,

creditors cried fraud. The Justice De-
partment is now offering evi-
dence with charges unsealed
Thursday against First Brands
founder Patrick James. But the
facts also suggest creditors
didn’t check their blind spots
before lending.

First Brands is one of the world’s biggest auto
suppliers, which is one reason its high-speed
crash has shaken markets. What went wrong?
The indictment says Mr. James and his brother,
Edward James, used fraudulent borrowing
schemes to finance acquisitions and operations.
Patrick James denied the charges, and Edward
said they’re without evidence.

The auto supplier relied on what’s known as
factor-financing, which is common in manufac-
turing. Businesses sell customer invoices at a
discount to third-party finance companies, aka
“factors,” in return for cash advances. They later
repay these factors when they are paid by cus-
tomers.

Mr. James allegedly submitted fake and
fraudulently inflated customer invoices to fac-
tors. For example, First Brands allegedly sold
one customer invoice for $8,976 in parts to a
third party, claiming it was worth double that
amount. A few days later, the company sold the
same invoice and claimed it was worth $463,735.

The indictment says creditors now hold $2.7

The feds indict the CEO,
but the facts also aren’t
flattering to creditors.

billion of fake receivables. It also claims Mr.
James established off-balance sheet vehicles to
borrow more money and pledged the same in-
ventory as collateral to multi-
ple creditors. In effect, Mr.
James allegedly borrowed
from Peter to pay Paul without

telling either.
When creditors requested
customer invoices, First

Brands fabricated documents to show “aggre-
gate amounts,” the feds say. One question is why
creditors didn’t demand physical invoices docu-
menting the company’s transactions—or a com-
prehensive audit of cash flows that might have
revealed its off-balance sheet borrowing.

Could the hefty interest that creditors were
earning—upward of 30% for some—have caused
them to overlook red flags? Rich returns invari-
ably come with high risk. If First Brands was
‘willing to pay such high rates to borrow, credi-
tors might have asked why.

Patrick James’s representative said this week
that First Brands’ creditors are “not victims at
all, but rather self-interested, sophisticated in-
stitutions that reaped hundreds of millions of
dollars from First Brands through their patently
absurd interest rates and fees.”

The fact that creditors should have done
more due diligence doesn’t excuse fraud. But
when monetary conditions are easy, as they
were for years, lending caution too often gets
thrown to the wind.

Hamas Loses Its Last Hostage

body in Gaza on Monday has seeded a
new narrative that Hamas has met its ob-
ligations. “Hamas Hands Over
Body of Ran Gvili,” read the

T he retrieval of the last Israeli hostage

The U.S. and Israel can

Trump envoy Jared Kushner allow for that?
The plan envisions Hamas’s heavy weapons
decommissioned first, and it would condition re-
construction and Israeli with-
drawal on Hamas'’s full disar-

New York Times headline—be- . mament, which is the only
fore it was changed to reflect Press "he ax.lvantage to path to peace. But the plan also
that Hamas did no such thing. demilitarize Gaza. proposes that the “personal

Israeli forces had to find and
extract his corpse.

There’s alesson in that for Gaza’s future, but
this is also a moment to look backward. The re-
turn of all 251 hostages taken by Hamas was long
thought impossible, including by the Israeli de-
fense lisk whose cc was that
Hamas would always keep some in reserve.
‘When Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu in-
sisted on retrieving them all as an up-front con-
dition of a cease-fire, it was treated as proof he
must not want any deal.

But under President Trump’s political pres-
sure and Israel’s military pressure in Gaza City,
Hamas traded all remaining live hostages in the
October peace deal’s first days. Hamas stalled
with the dead, but Israel used trapped terrorists
as leverage to extract most of them before long.
Its recovery of this last body followed a mission
into Gaza City to capture the key terrorist opera-
tive responsible for hiding it.

If Hamas had its way, Gvili would still be buxr-
ied in Gaza, 844 days on. And if Hamas gets its
way, its 60,000 AK-47s will remain in Gaza too.
Would the disarmament plan produced by

arms” on which Hamas’s
power depends could be trans-
ferred to a new police force staffed by Gazans.
Hamas is already looking to exploit this as a
back-door way to keep its rifles.

The Trump peace plan calls for the “demilitar-
ization of Gaza” and mentions programs to de-
commission or buy back arms. As Mr. Kushner
fills in the details—no easy task—the questionis
whether demilitarization means no weapons, as
it sounds, or merely the transfer of some weap-
ons from one Palestinian group to another.

Whatever arms can be removed from Gaza
will help, whether “the easy way” or “the hard
way,” as Mr. Trump likes to say. But Mr. Netan-
'yahuis unlikely to compromise on the end result.
Israel will hold elections this year, and its Prime
Minister can hardly face voters with Hamas
armed and ruling half of Gaza.

This means Hamas is on the clock now that
all the hostages are out, with little time to stall.
That isn’t the worst prospect for whatever U.S.-
negotiated disarmament process emerges. The
threat of Israeli military action remains Mr.
Kushner’s best leverage.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Smith, a ‘Rabid Wolf” for a Special Counsel

The editorial board’s conclusion
that Jack Smith was the “wrong man
for the job” of special counsel is right
(“Jack Smith Regrets Nothing,” Jan.
23), but it’s also too forgiving. As the
board notes, Mr. Smith’s bias was ob-
vious and his overly aggressive prose-
cution against President Trump was
deeply troubling.

It was more than that, however.
Mr. Smith’s career has been marked
by unusual zeal to push novel theo-
ries stretching criminal law beyond
reasonable bounds. As the Supreme
Court observed when unanimously re-
versing Mr. Smith’s conviction of for-
mer Virginia Gov. Bob McDonnell,
“The Government argues that nearly
any activity by a public official quali-
fies” as an official act that could jus-
tify bribery prosecution. It noted that
Mr. Smith’s “expansive interpretation
of ‘official act’ would raise significant
constitutional concerns” by chilling
free speech and association. The
same concerns loomed large in Mr.
Smith’s Jan. 6 prosecution of Mr.
Trump, which relied heavily upon Mr.
Trump’s social media posts and
speech that day. But because the
court ruled that Mr. Trump had im-

munity (which Mr. Smith utterly dis-
regarded), these free speech issues
were never litigated.

Mr. Smith also authorized and over-
saw prosecution of former Democratic
presidential candidate John Edwards
for violating federal campaign law
based on a novel theory that when
private individuals paid money to Ed-
wards’s paramour (to conceal their af-
fair), it was a campaign “contribution”
to Edwards. A jury acquitted Edwards
on one charge and deadlocked on the
others, causing a mistrial. Mr. Smith’s
broad theory was later used by New
York Attorney General Letitia James
as a predicate for convicting Mr.
Trump of falsifying business records
in his “hush money” trial.

Mr. Smith wasn’t just a “bulldog”
he was a rabid wolf hell-bent on win-
ning at any cost. The Justice Depart-
ment should investigate whether Mr.
Smith and his team’s actions consti-
tuted a conspiracy against the rights
of President Trump or others affected
by their overzealous prosecutions.

EvizaBeTH PriCE FoLEY
Professor, Florida International
University College of Law
Miami

Retirement: God, Mentoring and Peer Review

As founder of the Neighborhood
Entrepreneurship Lab (NEL) in Chi-
cago, I heartily agree with Jennifer
Breheny Wallace’s essay, “The Retire-
ment Crisis No One Warns You About:
Mattering” (Review, Jan. 17). Making a
contribution is vital to the healthy ag-
ing process. NEL helps fledgling entre-
preneurs in underinvested neighbor-
hoods by providing them with
mentors, many retired from their pre-
vious careers. Beyond being a catalyst
for small-business growth, this pro-
gram has been a godsend for many
mentors whose talents and expertise
enter a new realm of importance.

Beyond NEL’s objective of helping
to rebuild distressed communities
through entrepreneurship, we believe
that many mentors are “reborn” by
their involvement. Assistance includes
coaching, networking and grants. NEL
works with selected entrepreneurs for
three months, during which time they
work on specific aspects of their busi-
nesses, Since its founding in 2017, NEL
has helped nearly 152 entrepreneurs,
95% of whom are still in business.
They have created 760 new jobs in ar-
eas where they are badly needed. As
for mentors, the majority re-enlist in
the program year after year. What
isn’t strictly measurable but is undeni-
able is the effect that NEL has had on

mentors, especially those in so-called
retirement, as their knowledge and ef-
forts continue to make a difference.
RoBeRT W. CRAWFORD JR.
Lake Forest, Il

For academicians looking for mean-
ingful ways to contribute after retir-
ing, becoming a peer reviewer for
journals in one’s field can be an ex-
ceptionally worthwhile activity. The
proliferation of scientific journals has
created an almost insatiable need, and
professors on the treadmill of grants,
research and publishing are hard
pressed to fit in such volunteering.
Peer reviewing is a chance to mentor
young researchers, provide historical
depth, maintain quality standards,
and stay current and stimulated in
one’s field.

JoNATHAN M. BorkuM, PH.D.
Orono, Maine

Your recent article about retire-
ment is full of good ideas, but it left
out the most important activity: build-
ing your spiritual life. Do you want to
feel loved and relevant and peaceful?
The first place you should go is to
God. If you put God first, everything
else will line up as it should.

STEPHEN J. MARTIN
Indianapolis

Emanuel and Youngkin Are Rays of Sunshine

Rahm Emanuel’s op-ed, “The ‘Mis-
sissippi Marathon’ Is Teaching Kids
to Read” (Jan. 22), and Barton
Swaim’s Weekend Interview with for-
mer Virginia Gov. Glenn Youngkin, “A
Sunny Politician in a Stormy Age”
(Jan. 24), reinforced to me that if we
are going to return to the level of se-
rious, qualified leadership in Wash-
ington that the American people de-
serve, we need to have better choices
like Messrs. Emanuel and Youngkin
on both tickets. Sadly, many believe
that hasn’t been the case for at least
the last three presidential elections.
We've lost confidence in either
party’s will to deliver on that inher-
ent mandate.

‘Local Parish’: Get Serious

Regarding Stephen Adubato’s Houses
of Worship “The Diversity of a Local
Parish” (Jan. 23): I was certainly bap-
tized and questionably educated in my
local Catholic parish. I have chosen a
different, so-called “destination” parish,
filled with other young families, now
that I have a family of my own. If the
local parish wants a return of young
families, then they need orthodoxy
from the pulpit and reverence in the lit-
urgy. The faith is a serious business
with eternal stakes. Some of our gray-
ing parishes need to start acting like it.

Zack W. RovLE
Kansas City, Mo.

I'm sure your readers would wel-
come your continuing to address this
vacuum. The progressive and MAGA
extremes have clearly demonstrated
their failed experiment; now it's time
to get back to basics with a more bi-
partisan, centrist philosophy. We
need leaders in both the executive
and legislative branches of govern-
ment who want to unite rather than
divide us.

C. PauL CORBEIL
Westlake, Ohio

Give an Industry a Handout,
People Will Try to Catch It

I enjoyed Cole Murphy’s Cross
Country about the Georgia film tax
incentive (“Georgia’s Film Tax In-
centive Bombs at the Box Office”
Jan. 24). I had first hand knowledge
of the excessive costs for labor in
several Savannah, Ga., area film
productions during 2022. [ was
merely a “background actor” along
with hundreds of others, driven to
the many set locations in the Sa-
vannah area by (spoiler alert)
highly paid unionized Teamster
workers.

When money is poured into an in-
dustry from a government handout,
there will always be people ready
with buckets to catch it.

JEFF TURNBULL
Hilton Head Island, S.C.
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