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TAKE

Lord Krishna has spoken about giving up
the fruits of labour in multiple verses of the
Bhagavad Gita. I present a few of them

here: “When prescribed work is done consid-
ering that as duty only, and by renouncing
attachment and the fruit of action also, that relin-
quishment is considered to be in goodness.”
(Gita 18.9)

In an earlier verse, Lord Krishna declares the
relinquishment of the fruits of all acts as tyaga (renuncia-
tion). (Gita 18.2) And perhaps the most profound is this:
“Knowledge is superior to practice; meditation is superi-
or to knowledge; giving up the fruit of action is superior
to meditation.” (Gita 12.12)

This is because using the fruits of action for the benefit
of others pleases God the most. God is complete in every
respect; He does not need anything material from us. But
when we use our material possessions as a medium to serve
others in His name, He is deeply pleased. There are two
kinds of fruits of action: material and spiritual. Let me begin
with the material kind, which are more common. We have
ten senses and their leader — the mind. 

Of the ten, five are knowledge-gathering: eyes, ears, nose,
tongue, and skin. Each sense can experience pleasure in dif-
ferent modes. For example, the eyes: In sattva (goodness),

one enjoys natural beauty, serene landscapes, and
art. In rajas (passion), the pleasure comes from
action — sports, cinema, and thrill. In tamas

(ignorance), one may be drawn to vulgar con-
tent, violence, or obscenity. Similar modes of
pleasure exist for the other senses. As for the
working senses — speech, hands, feet, genitals,
and anus — sensual pleasures are among the
most intense and sought after. However, these
pleasures are personal and fleeting. Those who
can master their senses often live a more bal-
anced and fulfilling life. Now, at a subtler level,
there are the mind, intelligence, ahankara (ego)

and consciousness. 
A controlled mind brings peace. Elevated intelligence

makes life meaningful. Curbed ego makes us more accept-
able in society. Awareness and presence (consciousness) give
a sense of significance. 

Yet, attachment to the material world keeps the cycle of
birth and death intact. Looking at the grosser fruits of action,
one can sacrifice time to serve others. Parents, volunteers,
and social workers do this nobly. Then there are physical
possessions we can give away — old phones, unused clothes,
household items. 

Money is perhaps the most significant of all. Since peo-
ple are deeply attached to it, using it for others is a pow-
erful renunciation. However, Lord Krishna cautions: “That
charity which is given with the thought that one must give,
without expectation of return, and to a worthy recipient

— that charity is in the mode of goodness.” (Gita 17.20)
Quality time, too, should be offered to family and loved
ones. This includes meeting both material and emotional
needs. But to do this well, we must overcome our fault-find-
ing nature, as everyone has shortcomings. To make our seva
(service) meaningful, it must be welcomed, and for that,
appreciation is key. I have found that sincerely appreciat-
ing others — especially those close — opens hearts. Such
acts truly please God. Now, I come to the most important
form of offering — the fruits of labour to God Himself.

Time must again come first. Personally, my Lord has
relieved me of many responsibilities, acting as the karta
(doer) in my life. I use the spare time to connect with God
through spiritual practices that suit me and are free from
pressure. Next is fame, which I have received by His kripa
(grace) through my books and articles. God enabled me
with opportunities, support, and inspiration. 

For instance, we recently distributed spiritual books for
children to 1,000 schools in Delhi. My Lord must be pleased.
Then comes empowerment. I’m deeply grateful to God that
I can now support my loved ones — both materially and
spiritually. That brings me to a verse I cherish: “No one
among men pleases Me more than he, nor will there ever
be one dearer to Me on earth.” (Gita 18.69) Finally, my ser-
vice to God includes setting an example of renounced liv-
ing, just as He instructs. In doing so, I offer everything I
have — time, fame, energy, and resources — at His feet.
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The Constitution
is the elixir of
democracy. It is
a covenant that

all citizens of a country
have agreed to adhere to.
It is a guarantee of equal-
ity in the eyes of the law.
It is armour that protects
the weak and holds the
mighty accountable.
Even though riddled
with umpteen road-
blocks and deliberate
attempts to muzzle its spirit, it has kept its
flame afire. Muslims of India have dutiful-
ly followed the Constitution, yet their rev-
erence or preference, to be honest, has been
for religious texts that remain popular as per
the sectarian orientation of a Muslim sec-
tion. Seemingly, Muslims publicly embraced
the Constitution only during the Citizenship
Amendment Act (CAA) agitation some years
ago when they feared probable loss of citi-
zenship of millions among them. It is a sad
commentary on a community whose top
leadership was at the vanguard of shaping
the Constitution that was so painstakingly
promulgated by sieving through the best of
canons from across the globe. 

Maulana Azad, Sir Syed Muhammad
Saadullah, and Tajamul Hussain — all
members of the Constituent Assembly —
significantly contributed to India’s
Constitution. These dignitaries were well-
versed in details of religious injunctions and
saw in the Indian Constitution nothing that
would forbid compliance with Islam
concurrently with the law of the land.
Muslims are oblivious to the fact that it was
due to the participation of these stalwarts in
the Constituent Assembly that some
milestone provisions became part of the
Constitution. Examples include:

Ensuring equality before the law (Article 14)
Prohibiting discrimination based on religion,

race, caste, sex, or place of birth (Article 15)
Guaranteeing freedom of religion (Articles

25–28) 
These are guarantees for the protection of

cultural, educational, and linguistic rights of
Muslims and others. However, the following
75 years saw Muslims clinging to regressive
clerics, as they had been doing during the
Colonial and Mughal periods. Such clerics
almost had hegemonic control over the gen-
eral Muslim masses. As a result, societal
reforms have been either sparse or obstinate-
ly decremental. Calls for modernisation and
reform have been repeatedly resisted. A mere
meandering through a Muslim locality would
uncloak the reality that a larger section of the
population is in the grip of traditional and

hackneyed texts, which are propagated by
demagogic religious figures. These figures —
self-acclaimed authorities on Islam within both
Sunni and Shia streams — can be seen on
community fora, television studios, and most
prominently on social media. 

Sometimes, even such figures from Pakistan
are followed as much in India as indigenous
maulvis. One of the most problematic out-
comes of such traditional following is that
Muslims begin to adopt certain theocratic ide-
ologies that are often propounded by the afore-
mentioned theologians. For years, a portion
of Muslims followed the hardline doctrine of
Jamaat-e-Islami, which had declared modern
democracy as “anathema” to Islamic princi-
ples of governance. 

Some of its organisational contours still res-
onate with separatist tendencies. Similarly, a
section of Indian Muslims have followed cler-
ics groomed in Wahhabi moorings. Such cler-
ics have openly called for the establishment
of a Khilafat (Caliphate) in India and the world
at large. Some have even persuaded their fol-
lowers to embark on “conversion” of their non-
Muslim compatriots. 

These two theological thoughts have been
prevalent despite their trouble potential in the
Indian milieu. In recent years, such clerics have
slowly disappeared and their views too have
been thrown into obscurity — but their residue
may sprout here and there. This is the 
danger. 

In such a backdrop, embracing the
Constitution tightly, promoting secularism,
and initiating intra-community reforms will
be the best possible remedy to correct the ills
of the past and enter the 21st-century future.
Strengthening secularism would not only
enhance Muslims’ own social standing but also
contribute to India’s unity and progress. In
order to align themselves with the

Constitution, Muslims must begin reforming
their personal or traditional laws in light of
— and in the spirit of — laid-down canons.
The community must champion reforms
ensuring equal status for women. There
must be much greater emphasis on women’s
education, including higher education, and it
must be ensured that they find a voice in soci-
ety. Such measures are not alien to Islamic
principles but resonate strongly with the
Quranic emphasis on justice, equality, and
human dignity.

These principles, in fact, converge with the
values enshrined in India’s Constitution,
especially the Directive Principles that stress
fraternity and equality. Reform should not be
seen as a betrayal of Islam but as its true ful-
filment. The Quran repeatedly emphasises
welfare, progress, and societal well-being.
Therefore, there must be greater debate
among all sections of Muslims in an effort to
think in the context of the times we live in and
accept the need to adapt to modern society. 

However, these reforms must be commu-
nity-driven, not forced by governmental fiat,
as has been the present effort. Any effort to
force reform and changes in laws will be met
with resistance and is likely to fail. 

Muslims are very personal about their per-
sonal laws, and hence their sensitivity must
be kept in mind while updating their software
in the Constitutional mould. Once Muslims
are able to successfully ingrain constitution-
alism in their outlook and reshape their
Shariah-oriented religiosity in its light, they
can claim various safeguards that the
Constitution offers citizens of India — espe-
cially those groups that are minorities and are
thus marginalised in myriad ways. 

Muslims must demand constitutional guar-
antees for the security of life, protection of
property, and a fair, level playing field.

Strength through merit, not political crutch-
es, should be the guiding philosophy. Muslims
may take a cue from the national life of Parsis
in India. They are also a minority, albeit a
minuscule one. They have amalgamated into
India as sugar dissolves in milk — making it
sweet and healthy. Parsis figure among the top-
notch constitutionalists in India. 

The Indian judicial landscape is dominat-
ed by them. Their legal acumen and scholar-
ship have made them almost saintly figures
in their domain. It is seldom heard that Parsis
nurture any phobia while living in India. It is
not recommended that Muslims should turn
into experts on the Constitution overnight, but
they must make it a vision for their collective
life that the Constitution becomes their lead-
ing light. The discussions in their societies
must revolve around issues that directly
involve some constitutional angle.

It will foment in them a knowledge-orient-
ed attitude. They will slowly turn wary of reli-
gious clichés that are chasing them in the form
of ideologies or merely in the form of wily cler-
ics. Their leaders and opinion-makers must
understand that they are an indivisible part
of the Indian nation. In keeping with the inclu-
sive spirit of the Constitution, Muslim lead-
ers must now integrate — and even assimi-
late — into the Indian mainstream. Muslims
in general must accept pluralism, fairness, and
justice as the basis for living together in dig-
nity and security. 

The Indian Constitution naturally inculcates
such values among its followers. If Muslim
folks follow this lead more forcefully, and
almost with a missionary zeal, it will be the
right direction for the community at the right
time in history.

Indian Muslim: A Call for Reform and Renewal

AJIT KUMAR
BISHNOI
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Living the Gita’s Wisdom to Please God

Earth’s climate is changing at a faster pace than ever before. Rising
temperatures, shifts in precipitation patterns, melting glaciers,
rising sea levels and higher frequency of extreme weather events

are a few indicators of the gloom that stairs us in the face. A lot of this
has been due to human activity, especially burning of fossil fuel which
has led to release of greenhouse gases which trap the heat. This is
heating up the planet and ruining our own chances of survival in the 
long term.

In this scenario the push for clean, renewable and locally sourced
energy has become more urgent than ever. Biofuels have emerged as a
vital alternative to fossil fuels — offering a sustainable, lower-emission
pathway to power our industries and vehicles. For a growing and energy-
hungry nation like India, the relevance of biofuels goes far beyond
environmental benefits. They promise energy independence, economic
opportunities in rural areas and a more resilient future.

Biofuels, which are derived from organic material such as agricultural
waste, non-edible oilseeds and even algae, emit far fewer greenhouse
gases than traditional petroleum-based fuels. Transitioning to them not
only supports India’s climate goals under the Paris Agreement but also
reduces its overwhelming dependence on imported crude oil, which
currently covers more than 80 per cent of its oil needs. The advantages
also extend to the agricultural sector, where farmers can find new
income streams by selling crop residues and organic waste, which are
often burned or discarded.

India has taken notable steps to tap into this potential. The National
Policy on Biofuels, first launched in 2018 and updated in 2022, has set
ambitious targets. India has reached a milestone in its journey toward
energy independence and environmental sustainability. The nation has
achieved 20 per cent ethanol blending in petrol by March 2025. In less
than a decade, ethanol blending has jumped from 1.5 per cent in 2014
to over 12 per cent in 2024 — a dramatic improvement. 

In 2023, India further cemented its leadership role by launching the
Global Biofuels Alliance during the G20 Summit, aiming to foster
international collaboration on research, production and standards for
biofuels. Alongside these national and international efforts, schemes
like SATAT (Sustainable Alternative Towards Affordable Transportation)
have encouraged the establishment of thousands of compressed biogas
plants, turning organic waste into clean energy.

However, challenges remain. Feedstock availability is inconsistent
and often seasonal, making logistics and supply chain management
difficult. Second-generation biofuels, which use crop residues and
waste rather than sugarcane or corn, are still more expensive to
produce. There are also technological hurdles in processing certain
kinds of biomass efficiently. Without sufficient investment in research
and infrastructure, scaling up production remains a complex task.
Despite these obstacles, the direction is clear. India’s growing emphasis
on biofuels is more than a green initiative — it is a strategic move to
secure its energy future, strengthen rural economies and assert global
leadership in sustainable development.

For India, the transition to biofuels aligns with its twin goals of
energy security and environmental responsibility

Biofuels and India’s
Green Energy Future

Queenship earned in silence
Apropos the news item, “Divya Deshmukh Wins
Chess World Cup”, published on July 29, this is my
response. In an all-Indian final, exciting young talent
Divya Deshmukh etched her name into chess history
by defeating Grandmaster Humpy Koneru in the
tiebreaks to win the FIDE Women’s World Cup,
demonstrating exceptional resilience and strategic
precision. The historic win not only crowns Deshmukh
as the World Champion, but also confers on her the
Grandmaster t it le,  making her India’s 88th 
Grandmaster and only the fourth Indian woman to
reach this elite status. 

Deshmukh’s victory is more than a personal triumph;
it reflects India’s deep talent pool and growing stature
in women’s chess. The all-Indian final underscores how
sustained focus on nurturing female talent is beginning
to pay dividends, with chess clubs, academies, and fed-
erations working tirelessly to promote the game among
young women. Deshmukh’s journey from underdog to
India’s newest Grandmaster will inspire a generation.

Divya Deshmukh’s win is a powerful reminder that
India’s chess future is in capable hands. Her achieve-
ment signals a transformative moment for women’s chess
in the country. With determination and support,
many more young champions are sure to emerge.

RANGANATHAN SIVAKUMAR | CHENNAI

Debating dagger, dulling defence
The debate in Parliament over Operation Sindoor has
unfortunately devolved into a spectacle of poor political
discourse. The Opposition, rather than acknowledging
the operation’s undeniable success in dismantling long-
standing terror hubs, chose to raise questions that appear
politically motivated and disconnected from 
national interest. 

Shockingly, the Opposition even questioned the tim-
ing of Operation Mahadev, which successfully neutralised
three Pakistani terrorists responsible for the brutal
killing of 26 Indians in Pahalgam. When Prime Minister
Modi clarified that no global leader, including the US
President, urged India to halt Operation Sindoor, Rahul
Gandhi’s demand to publicly call President Trump a liar
came off as puerile and diplomatically irresponsible. 

Instead of constructive dialogue, the Congress’s line of
questioning allowed the Prime Minister to turn the spot-
light back on the party’s historical missteps — from its
Kashmir policy to the controversial Indus Waters Treaty.
No other democracy in the world would conduct such a
self-damaging debate, which plays directly into the hands
of the enemy. Rather than celebrating the bravery and
strategic precision of our armed forces, the Opposition
has turned the debate into a farce, embarrassing India on
the global stage. 

N SADHASIVA REDDY | BENGALURU

A mason builds bridges, not walls
When the BJP has gone all out to polarise Bengali soci-
ety along religious lines to win the 2026 West Bengal
Assembly polls — backed by communal-minded “edu-
cated elites” with top degrees and designations — what
a powerful response has come from “uneducated” mason
Md Soleman. After his childhood friend Mithun Mondal
lost his home to Ganga erosion in September 2024,
Soleman welcomed Mithun’s seven-member family into
his modest four-room house — giving them two rooms,
without charging a rupee.

Soleman, who lives with his own family of five, sim-
ply said: “It is not about rent. It is our bond of love.” While
communal flames were fanned in Murshidabad in April
2025, and the saffron brigade across Bengal and India zeal-
ously stoked hatred for electoral gains, Soleman and
Mithun quietly lived in harmony — near the very epi-
centre of that unrest.

This is humanity. This is the secular soul of Bangaliana
at its purest — reminding us that rioters and hate mer-
chants have no religion. When will the BJP’s high com-
mand realise that their tried-and-tested communal play-
book might work in Gujarat, UP, Assam — even “New
India” — but not in the land of Tagore, Nazrul, and Lalon,
where Bangaliana and compassion will always outshine
the forces of division?

KAJAL CHATTERJEE | KOLKATA
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A man feeds a flock of pigeons on a rainy day,
at Musallam Jung Pul, in Hyderabad. PTI

PIC TALK

The Supreme Court recently slammed
Madhya Pradesh minister Kunwar Vijay
Shah for issuing an online apology for
his derogatory remarks against highly
decorated Army officer Col Sofiya
Qureshi. The Court’s criticism was not
merely about the format, but the lack
of sincerity and gravity with which such
an apology was tendered.

Following the roof collapse at a
Government Primary School in
Rajasthan, where seven students lost
their lives and several others were
injured, no formal apology has been
issued by the state government. There
have only been expressions of grief and
vague promises of action. The
opposition Congress party called the
incident “murder,” but its own history
is marred by similar failures. When in
power during past tragedies, Congress
leaders often avoided direct apologies,
instead resorting to damage control. A
parallel can be drawn with the 2023
Kerala boat tragedy in Malappuram.

While in opposition, Congress leaders
demanded resignations and
accountability.  Yet, when in power,
similar disasters saw nothing beyond
perfunctory condolences. The most
glaring example of this unapologetic
behaviour comes from none other than
the Prime Minister and Home Minister,
neither of whom has issued a formal
apology for the loss of 26 Indian lives
under their watch in Pahalgam.

In stark contrast stands South
Korean President Lee Jae-myung, who
formally apologised to the families of
victims following national tragedies
like the Sewol ferry sinking and the
Itaewon crowd crush. He bowed his
head and publicly admitted the
Government’s failure to act during
critical moments — an act of leadership
and accountability. As the anonymous
quote goes: “Admitting you’re wrong is
hard, but it’s the first step to being
right again.” Are our netas listening?

AVINASH GODBOLEY | DEWAS

WHY IS OUR POLITICAL CLASS SO
UNAPOLOGETIC?

Please send your letter to the letterstopioneer@gmail.com. In not more than 400 words. 
We appreciate your feedback.

The way forward lies in embracing constitutional values not just legally, but culturally — by advancing women’s rights,
and prioritising education rooted in both Islamic principles and democratic ethos



Ten years. That’s all
it took for India’s
UPI to do what
Visa couldn’t in

forty — dominate daily dig-
ital payments at a global
scale. With 650 million
transactions a day, UPI has-
n’t just overtaken Visa. It
has redrawn the financial
networks map, forcing the
world to rethink payments
in a digital-first economy.

When India launched the Unified Payments
Interface (UPI) in 2016, few expected a system
from a cash-reliant country to become the
world’s most-used real-time payment network. By
2025, it surpassed Visa’s peak of 639 million daily
transactions — a milestone unmatched in four
decades.
Openness by Design 
UPI is not the story of a single app — it is the story
of a nation’s transition from disconnected finan-
cial systems to a cohesive, democratically designed
digital infrastructure.

UPI’s rise wasn’t a startup story. It was a con-
vergence of visionary regulation, public digital
infrastructure, and private innovation.

To understand this shift, one must first under-
stand the terrain India started from. Digital pay-
ments were fragmented. Card usage was low out-
side cities. Wallets were closed systems — each
with separate logins, fees, and barriers. Transfers
were slow, costly, and limited in reach. Meanwhile,
the government pushed foundational initiatives:
Jan Dhan Yojana for banking, Aadhaar for iden-
tity, and Direct Benefit Transfers for welfare. But
access alone meant little without affordable, reli-
able payment rails. A mobile revolution was shap-
ing the user behaviour. A young, digitally fluent
population embraced smartphones, fuelling
demand for simple mobile payments. Then,
demonetisation in 2016 accelerated the need for
cashless alternatives. UPI was India’s answer —
to its own gaps and rigid global payment mod-
els. Unlike card networks built on exclusivity and
profit, UPI, developed by NPCI with regulatory
backing and multi-stakeholder governance, was
public infrastructure — open by design.

Its architecture embodied this vision: open
APIs, zero-cost transactions, and seamless inter-
operability. Any bank or fintech could easily inte-
grate. Control wasn’t centralised, yet innovation
thrived.
From Kiranas to Digital Economy:
The UPI Ecosystem in Motion 
UPI removed friction, built trust, and turned col-
laboration into infrastructure

By removing entry barriers, UPI encouraged
both collaboration and competition. Banks

expanded reach. Fintechs improved user journeys.
Merchants, from malls to corner shops, adopted
QR codes. Even auto-rickshaws and kirana stores
became part of the digital economy.

Today, UPI connects 675 banks and now
touches every corner of India (NPCI Report,
2025). It handles 83.4 per cent of India’s digital
payment transactions (RBI Payments Data,
FY2024). In rural and semi-urban areas, 38 per
cent of users prefer UPI (EY-CII Financial
Inclusion Report, 2024). This democratisation was
no accident — it was engineered.

But UPI’s true innovation wasn’t just in num-
bers — it was in how it redefined platform eco-
nomics and participation. Instead of enforcing
rigid standards, it created a shared platform where
banks, fintechs, and merchants could engage on
their terms. Where competition usually fragments
ecosystems, UPI built interoperable nodes in a
unified system. Cohesion wasn’t a byproduct —
it was the goal.

Payments in India became critical infrastruc-
ture, not mere profit engines. Between 2011 and
2023, financial inclusion rose from 25 per cent to
over 80 per cent (World Bank G20 Report, 2023),
powered by Aadhaar, mobile adoption, and UPI.
The government’s `1,500 crore fund for promot-
ing low-value transactions lowered entry barri-
ers (Press Information Bureau, 2024). By 2025, 89

per cent of Indian adults held a financial account,
up from 35 per cent in 2011, among the fastest
global shifts, enabled by Aadhaar, Jan Dhan, and
UPI (World Bank Global Findex Report, 2025).
Beating Giants by Redefining the
Game
As global giants leaned on margins and exclusiv-
ity, UPI rewrote the rules with openness, access,
and shared innovation. Global incumbents took
notice. Visa and Mastercard, long dominant, began
rethinking India strategies. Visa’s margin-led
model thrived in wealthy markets — its 1980s and
1990s expansion proved that. But in India, that
logic couldn’t scale. UPI didn’t win by charging
more — it won by enabling access. UPI didn’t beat
them with margins — it outpaced them with
openness. Legacy systems relied on exclusivity to
protect margins. UPI flipped that. It unlocked par-
ticipation, giving every player, like banks, fintechs
and merchants, a stake. Inclusivity sparked inno-
vation. NPCI’s voice-based payments and Paytm’s
soundbox integrations didn’t just enhance UX,
they enabled digital access for first-time users.
From Bharat to the World: UPI Is
Now a Global Standard 
Born out of inclusion, built on intent — UPI rede-
fined platform economics, empowered millions,

and now inspires payment strategies from Bharat
to the globe.

UPI’s biggest success lies in reaching those left
out of traditional banking systems. In 2023, NPCI
launched “UPI for Her,” driving adoption among
women users and merchants, pushing gender
equity into digital finance. Agent-led models and
local language interfaces penetrated Bharat —
India beyond metros.

And UPI’s reach isn’t just local. Its cross-bor-
der ties with Singapore, UAE, Sri Lanka, and
Mauritius, plus QR acceptance abroad, hint at
interoperable, real-time global payments (MEA
Press Release, 2024; NPCI International
Partnerships, 2024). What started as India’s solu-
tion is becoming a global reference model.

Having observed financial networks rise,
recede, and realign over decades, I view UPI not
merely as India’s digital breakthrough, but as a
profound challenge to long-held assumptions. It
dismantled the belief that closed, proprietary sys-
tems are the default path to dominance. 

UPI demonstrated that openness — when gov-
erned with intent and balance — can outperform
even the most entrenched incumbents. Its ascent
was fuelled by structural design choices that pri-
oritised participation over control. 

In doing so, it reaffirmed a larger truth: trans-
formative innovation doesn’t require monopolies. 

Digital banking service providers like i-exceed
Technology Solutions exemplify the critical role
of digital technology in modernising financial
ecosystem. 

The company has supported numerous banks
across India in their digital transformation jour-
neys, enabling the collective onboarding of over
150,000 customers daily. Its digital platform
processes more than 30 million real-time trans-
actions each day. 

As a key enabler of digital banking infrastruc-
ture, i-exceed underscores how technology
providers can drive broader financial inclusion,
enhance operational efficiency, and scale the
financial ecosystem at large.

Today, UPI is shaping payment strategies from
Jakarta to Johannesburg. But its legacy runs deep-
er than numbers. 

It proved finance and payments needn’t be
extractive or exclusive. They can be open, inclu-
sive, and infrastructure for all.

India didn’t just build a digital payments sys-
tem. It built a model the world is now studying
— and adopting. UPI may have started in India.
But today, the world is playing by its rules.

Cesarean delivery, when required for
medical reasons, is crucial in protect-
ing the health of both mother and

baby. But the sharp increase in planned C-
sections, those chosen without urgent med-
ical need, is subtly transforming how child-
birth happens in India. I know this not just
through data, but through personal expe-
rience. Both my children were born via
cesarean section. The first time, my doc-
tor calmly told me I had “excess amniot-
ic fluid” and that natural labour might be
risky. I was new to pregnancy, naïve and
vulnerable, and I trusted the hands that held the
stethoscope. 

By the second time, I was a bit older, wiser, and
had lived through birth once. I wanted to give labour
a chance, to wait for the natural process. But when
I told my doctor this, he simply said, “Since your first
delivery was a C-section, it’s better not to take a
chance, let’s just repeat it.” Then he added, “I’m trav-
elling tomorrow. If we wait for labor, I won’t be avail-
able.” And just like that, I was wheeled into surgery
once again. For a long time, I believed this was just
my story, but it turns out, it’s not just personal. It’s
India’s story, and increasingly, a global one too. The
National Family Health Survey-5 (NFHS-5, 2019–21)
reports an overall cesarean rate of 21.5 per cent, up
from 17.2 per cent in NFHS-4 (2015–16). 28 of 36
states and union territories now exceed the WHO’s
recommended threshold of 10–15 per cent. Only
Nagaland (5.2 per cent), Meghalaya (8 per cent), and
Bihar (9.7 per cent) remain within limits. In Kerala,
over 70 per cent of institutional births occur in pri-
vate facilities, where elective cesareans dominate. 

Urban, educated, and wealthier women dispropor-
tionately use these services, leading to higher rates
of planned, non-indicated C-sections. NFHS data
Public vs Private Sector Divide NFHS-5 data shows
that 47.4 per cent of births in private hospitals are
via C-section, compared to just 14.3 per cent in pub-
lic facilities. Multivariate analysis reveals that deliv-
ering in a private facility increases the odds of a C-
section nearly fourfold.
Socio-demographic Factors
Older maternal age, urban residence, higher educa-
tion, and broader antenatal care all correlate with
higher C-section rates. In Bihar’s wealthiest quintile,
the odds of cesarean birth are nearly 13 times high-
er than in the poorest. Tamil Nadu shows a similar
pattern with a nearly 3-fold difference. 
Planned C-sections: A Trend of Convenience 
In affluent states and private hospitals, a large share
of cesareans are scheduled before labour — often for
reasons unrelated to clinical need. In Kerala, around
70–73 per cent of low-risk cesareans happen elec-
tively. A German cohort study linked such pre-labour
C-sections to a 21 per cent higher risk of acute lym-
phoblastic leukaemia and 29 per cent greater risk for
certain subtypes, along with elevated asthma, type
1 diabetes, and allergy rates? 

The Butterfly and the Cocoon: A
Metaphor We Must Reclaim
There’s a parable I often return to: a
man, seeing a butterfly struggle to
emerge, cuts open the cocoon. The but-
terfly emerges — but weak, flightless.
The struggle matters — it triggers
strength and readiness. Labour, too, is
not just pain; it is a biological and emo-
tional preparation for both mother and
child. Vaginal Birth, C-section, and
Vaginal Seeding Babies born vaginal-
ly emerge bathed in maternal microbes

— especially Lactobacillus and Bacteroides —
which help train their immune systems to distinguish
friend from foe. C-section babies miss this micro-
bial exposure. Research led by Dr. Maria Dominguez
— Bello of NYU Langone, published in Nature
Medicine, shows that “vaginal seeding” — swabbing
C-section newborns with maternal vaginal fluids —
can partially restore this microbial foundation. In a
randomised controlled trial, seeded infants showed
microbiota shifts closer to those of vaginally born
babies. However, more extensive studies are need-
ed, and the practice remains controversial due to
infection risks. The American College of
Obstetricians and Gynaecologists does not recom-
mend it outside of clinical trials. Cesarean surgery
is life-saving when indicated: for breech presentation,
fetal distress, placenta previa, and other complica-
tions. But antenatal counselling should clearly dis-
tinguish medical necessity from elective preference. 

Transparent discussion of medical indications·
Clear communication of risks and benefits·
Consideration of VBAC (vaginal birth after cesare-
an) and midwife-led care.

The Government of India, WHO, and UNICEF
advocate: a) Institutional tracking of C-section rates·
Promotion of midwife-led care for low-risk pregnan-
cies, b) Strengthening public health systems for
respectful, woman-centred maternity care

However, implementation remains uneven. Many
private institutions continue to schedule surgeries not
because they are needed, but because they are effi-
cient, predictable, and profitable. C-sections are not
the enemy. They are a vital part of modern obstet-
rics. The concern lies in the growing normalisation
of planned, non-medical C-sections, particularly in
better-resourced states and private hospitals. These
surgeries bypass not just pain but physiology — deny-
ing the newborn a foundational exposure to
microbes, hormones, and emotional imprinting. We
must return to evidence-based, respectful birth prac-
tices. We must honour labour not as a burden but
as a blueprint. Because when we wait — with patience,
with presence, and with trust — we give wings not
only to babies, but to the women who bring them
forth. 

It was an ordinary after-
noon at New Jalpaiguri
Railway Station on July

21, 2025. The bustle of
trains, announcements, and
rushing passengers belied a
dark undercurrent that too
often hides in plain sight —
human trafficking. Acting
on a tip-off, Miss Sarika
Kumari, Lady Sub
Inspector of the Railway
Protection Force (RPF), along with RPF and
Government Railway Police (GRP) officials, swung
into action. A quiet, coordinated search across sev-
eral coaches of Train No. 13245 DN went under-
way and what they found was staggering.

Fifty-six young adult girls, confused and unsure
of their journey’s purpose, were being transported
by two individuals — Jitendra Kumar Paswan and
Chandrima Kar — who claimed they were escort-
ing the girls to work in motor parts and mobile
phone companies in Bengaluru. To avoid detection,
the girls had been spread across various coaches.
Upon inquiry, the girls could not provide details
about their travel or employment, and even their
parents were unaware of the specifics. Their coach
and berth numbers had been scrawled in ink on
their hands — a chilling reminder of how systemised
such crimes have become. The traffickers failed to
produce any valid documentation or give credible
explanations. Following due process, both accused
were arrested under relevant provisions of law relat-
ing to trafficking of children, and the rescued girls
were released after verification.

Behind this success was not just a team of offi-
cers, but a vigilant security ecosystem determined
to ensure that the vast Indian Railway network —
the lifeline of the country — is not allowed to
become a conduit for human exploitation.
RPF’s Expanding Role
For the RPF, this was just another day of silent, deter-
mined service. Among its many responsibilities —
ensuring passenger safety, protecting railway prop-
erty, and maintaining order — one role has gained
increasing prominence over the last decade: prevent-
ing human trafficking.

Indian Railways, with its 13,000 trains, 7,500 sta-
tions, and an estimated 23 million passengers daily,
is an artery of movement that connects remote cor-
ners of India to urban hubs. But what makes it a
boon for mobility also attracts malefactors —
unscrupulous elements who exploit the affordabil-
ity, reach, and anonymity of the railway system to
smuggle their victims. Women and children, par-
ticularly from marginalised regions, are targeted with
false promises of jobs, education, or marriage, and
pushed into child labour, prostitution and begging.

The RPF has grown into a pivotal force in ensur-
ing that traffickers do not misuse this public infra-
structure. Through sustained intelligence-based

operations and coordination with Civil  Police,
NGOs, and other agencies, RPF has positioned itself
as a key stakeholder in the national fight against
human trafficking.
Building a Trafficking-Free Network
The RPF’s proactive role in combating trafficking
did not emerge overnight. Its evolution has been
strategic, structured, and committed.

This transformation began with Operation
Nanhe Farishtey, launched in 2020, with a mission
to rescue children who were lost, abandoned, run-
away, or trapped in exploitative conditions. While
initially focused on minors, the operation opened
a window into the broader machinery of traffick-
ing — leading to a deeper institutional focus on dis-
mantling networks that target not only children, but
women and other vulnerable adults as well.

Nanhe Farishtey became a defining intervention,
saving more than 64,000 children — 43,493 boys
and 20411 girls — many from the grips of child
labour, organised begging rings, and forced servi-
tude during last four and a half years. After rescue,
the children are  produced before Child Welfare
Committees (CWCs) for reintegration or safe
institutional care, with crucial support from Child
Help Desks (CHDs) and District Child Protection
Units (DCPUs). These interventions have been oper-
ationalised at 135 major railway stations, with plans
to scale it up further.

Building on its success, the RPF formally
launched Operation AAHT (Action Against Human
Trafficking) in 2022, creating 750 Anti-Human
Trafficking Units (AHTUs) across the Indian
Railways network. These units conduct intelligence-
based drives, surveillance operations, and coordi-
nated rescues with NGOs and local police. Strategic
MoUs were signed with the National Commission
for Women and Aarambh India (an NGO), enabling
capacity-building, real-time information exchange,
and structured rehabilitation support.
Detection Dynamics
The battle against trafficking is no longer just about
vigilance; it is about precision, prediction, and inte-
gration. RPF’s detection dynamics now involve a
multi-pronged, tech-enabled strategy that combines
human intelligence with digital surveillance.

Frontline railway workers — ticket examiners,
porters, onboard housekeeping staff — are sensi-
tised and trained to spot red flags. Simultaneously,
data analytics backed CCTV surveillance and AI-
powered facial recognition systems (FRS) help iden-
tify traffickers and potential victims based on move-
ment patterns and known databases. The use of
social and digital media platforms has further added
a modern edge to detection. Cases reported
through platforms like Twitter, WhatsApp helplines,
and even crowd-sourced alerts have led to rescues.
This evolving surveillance ecosystem ensures that
traffickers no longer operate with impunity, even
in the busiest and most chaotic transit points.

Rescues, Arrests, and Reforms
In 54 months between 2021 and mid-2025, 2,912
human trafficking victims were rescued by RPF,
including over 2,600 minors and 264 adults. In this
same period, 701 traffickers were arrested. The force
has also played a crucial role in identifying illegal
immigrants from Bangladesh and Myanmar, many
of whom were victims of trafficking rings that
promised work or refuge. Over 580 such cases were
detected between 2022 and 2024.These numbers are
not merely statistical milestones; they represent dis-
mantled networks, broken chains of exploitation,
and lives restored to safety.

But rescue is only part of the equation. RPF
ensures that victims are counselled, supported, and
rehabilitated through coordinated action with
NGOs, CWCs, and shelter homes. From
Muzaffarpur to Secunderabad, Katihar to Ajmer,
known trafficking routes have been disrupted. Trains
such as the Gorakhpur-Secunderabad Express,
Rajendranagar-Ajmer Express, and New Jalpaiguri-
Amritsar Express have become focal points for sur-
veillance.
Prevention as First Line of Defence
While rescue and prosecution are vital, prevention
remains the cornerstone of an effective anti-traffick-
ing strategy. The RPF, in alignment with broader
government initiatives, has deployed a public out-
reach and awareness campaign across the railway
ecosystem. From short street plays at railway sta-
tions, to posters, banners, and standees, to broad-
cast messages via public address systems and rail
display networks, the aim is to make every passen-
ger a stakeholder in vigilance. 
Slogans such as “Stop Trafficking: Because Every
Child Deserves to Be Free” are more than words —
they are part of a cultural shift to recognise and
report exploitation. Moreover, community engage-
ment — through social media campaigns, school
outreach, and partnerships with civil society — is
being mainstreamed into the preventive framework.
The integration of helplines like 1098 and 112
ensures that reports can be swiftly acted upon.
Together, these efforts are reshaping stations into
zones of safety — spaces where traffickers are no
longer invisible, and victims are never alone.
Holding the Line, Together
On this World Day Against Trafficking in Persons,
the story of the 56 girls rescued at New Jalpaiguri
is not an exception — it is a reflection of a nation-
wide, relentless effort to combat one of humanity’s
gravest crimes. 
But trafficking is a dynamic threat. It adapts,
migrates, and conceals itself in the very systems
meant to enable progress. The challenge, therefore,
is ongoing. It requires constant vigilance, inter-
agency synergy, policy innovation, and above all, a
shared societal resolve. 
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I
t is inspiring to recall that seven decades
ago, Hansa Mehta, a member of the Con-
stituent Assembly, ensured that the phrase
“All men are born free and equal” in the

first Article of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights was changed to “All human 
beings are born free and equal”.

In Hindu mythology, there is an ancient cul-
tural acknowledgment of gender fluidity. Yet, 
for decades, transgender people simply did not
exist in the eyes of the law. They lived, strug-
gled, raised families, danced at births, mourned
at funerals, and were part of India’s social and
spiritual fabric for centuries. Still, they 
remained on the margins, shunned from soci-
ety, denied basic rights and targeted for their 
gender identities. And legally — on school 
forms, ration cards, voter IDs, and census 
sheets — they were invisible.

Until the late 1990s, voter registration forms
did not provide an option beyond male or 
female, effectively disenfranchising 
transgender citizens. Public hospitals,
welfare schemes, and official forms, 
all designed around a strict male-fe-
male binary, left them without access
to essential services. Lacking legal 
recognition, many were unable to 
obtain basic identity documents, 
apply for jobs, or claim protections 
under existing laws — leaving them 
vulnerable to poverty, exploitation, 
and violence.

Until April 15, 2014.
There are some judicial decisions

in India that fundamentally changed
the complex calculus of sexuality, 
power, religion, caste, masculinity, 
patriarchy, and gender. The Supreme
Court’s decision in National Legal Ser-
vices Authority (NALSA) v. Union of 
India, 2014 stands as one such exam-
ple.

The legal battle began with separate peti-
tions filed in 2012 and 2013 by the National 
Legal Services Authority (NALSA), the Poojya
Mata Nasib Kaur Ji Women Welfare Society, 
and Laxmi Narayan Tripathi, a leading voice 
from the hijra (transgender) community — all
seeking legal recognition of a third gender.

The petitioners argued that limiting legal
recognition to binary genders is violative of the
Right to Equality, Right to be Free from Dis-
crimination, Equality of Opportunity, Freedom
of Expression, and Right to Life or Personal 
Liberty (Articles 14, 15, 16, 19, 21 of the Constitu-
tion, respectively). The Supreme Court 
responded with clarity and conviction.

In a landmark judgment, the two-judge
bench recognised transgender individuals as 
the third gender, who are fully entitled to all 

legal rights bestowed upon citizens by the Con-
stitution. The Court ordered states to grant 
legal recognition to transgender people, reser-
vations in education and employment, and 
offer welfare — an ambitious list of affirmative
actions that acknowledged historical harm.

Crucially, NALSA’s true breakthrough lay as
much in recognizing a third gender as in 
affirming the right to self-identify — a radical 
move even by international standards. The 
Court asserted that one’s gender does not need
to be authenticated by surgery, paperwork, or
state verification — and that identity is an 
inherent aspect of personal dignity and auton-
omy. Justice KS Radhakrishnan (who was to 
retire in a month) said, “(…) the moral failure 
lies in the society’s unwillingness to contain or
embrace different gender identities and expres-
sions, a mindset which we have to change.”

Lauded globally as one of the most progres-
sive interpretations of gender rights, the judg-

ment also laid the groundwork for
later verdicts like Puttaswamy, 2017
(the right to privacy), and Navtej Singh
Johar, 2018 (decriminalisation of
homosexuality). With one stroke of
the pen, the Court had rejected the
dehumanisation of those who do not
fit neatly in gender boxes. But reality
tells a different story. The Transgen-
der Persons (Protection of Rights)
Act, 2019, ostensibly passed in
response to the judgment has been
widely criticised for requiring certifi-
cation of gender by district authorities
— a clear contradiction of the right to
self-identification upheld in NALSA.

Critics argue that the Act under-
mines the principles of autonomy,
dignity, and equality established by
the Court. Many trans-persons still
face barriers to education, health

care, and housing. Violence against them
remains disturbingly common. Lack of liveli-
hood opportunities means they are fre-
quently forced into prostitution. But NALSA
stands out not just for what it changed in the
law, but for changing the conversation from
control and classification to recognition and
autonomy.

It reminds us that the Constitution is not a
cold document, it is a living promise. And it 
begins the work of drawing those beyond the 
binary into the fold of citizenship — not as 
exceptions, but as equals. Courts have done 
their part. Now we must do ours.

Ashish Bharadwaj is professor & dean of BITS 

Pilani’s Law School in Mumbai. Insiyah Vahan-

vaty is a sociopolitical writer and author of The 

Fearless Judge. The views expressed are personal.

Courts and the making 
of transgender rights

Ashish 
Bharadwaj

the 140,000 employment-based green cards 
issued annually. 

As a result, Indian applicants are eligible
for only 9,800 green cards each year, despite
making up a much larger share of high-skilled
foreign workers. This means that those in the
EB-2 and EB-3 categories for workers with
advanced degrees and professional skills, the
wait can stretch for decades, and some may
never receive permanent residency in their
lifetime.

It remains unclear how the new legislation
will directly affect H-1B holders, but the mood
within the community is one of heightened
anxiety. Many H-1B professionals fear that the
Make America Great Again (MAGA) move-
ment’s “America First” ideological opposition
to foreign labour, combined with increased
visa scrutiny under the current administra-
tion, could lead to tighter restrictions or even

targeted enforcement. 
This sense of uncertainty is not

confined to the workforce. Indian
students on F-1 visas are also feeling
increasingly vulnerable, particularly
in light of the administration’s grow-
ing crackdown on campus protests
and heightened policing of free
speech.

Beyond immigration and visa con-
cerns, the law also contains financial

provisions that could directly affect the dias-
pora households, especially a new tax on
international remittances. Beginning next
year, a 1% tax will be imposed on remittances
sent by US residents to family and friends
abroad. Earlier drafts of the legislation had
proposed a much steeper 5% tax, but that pro-
vision was scaled back following intense lob-
bying from the money transfer industry. 

Estimates suggest that remittances from the
US to India, primarily sent by Indian nationals 
and Indian Americans, range from $25 billion to
$29 billion annually, making the US the single 
largest source of remittance to India.

Another provision that will impact immi-
grant communities, particularly those lower-in-
come households, is the significant cut to criti-
cal public services like Medicaid. According to
projections based on estimates from the non-
partisan Congressional Budget Office (CBO), the
legislation would reduce Medicaid spending by
$1 trillion over the next decade, potentially leav-
ing more than 10 million additional Americans
without health insurance. While there’s a com-
mon perception that Indian Americans are uni-
formly affluent, this is far from the truth. Many
families, especially recent immigrants or those
in lower-wage sectors, depend on public health
programmes for essential care.

All these provisions come with a substan-
tial price tag. At the macroeconomic level, the
legislation is drawing sharp criticism for sig-
nificantly increasing the US national debt,
which already exceeds $36 trillion. 

From visa holders navigating an increas-
ingly hostile immigration landscape to fami-
lies sending money home or relying on public
health programmes, the ripple effects of the
new law are wide and deeply personal. In
attempting to fulfill its promise of putting
America First, the “one big beautiful bill” may
leave many behind, including Indian Ameri-
cans who have long believed in the American
dream.

Frank F Islam is an entrepreneur, civic leader,

and thought leader based in Washington DC. The

views expressed here are personal.

US government bonds will slowly
replace other ways of moving money
across borders. Safety, trust and cost
will be the three variables that will
make regular remitters change over
to the use of stablecoins over time.

So, will banks lose all this business?
I’m going to make some predictions
here. I see some banks and other
trusted names in global finance using
their trust to set up global payment
systems based on a stablecoin frame-
work. They will either buy out the
existing players — Tether being the
largest today — or issue their own
coin with their own branding. Banks
that are forward looking will do it fast
and though it will cut their margins,
they will at least still be in the game. I
also see the demand for the dollar and
US government bonds stabilise over
time as the US asset-backed coins gain
acceptance reinforcing the dollar-first
global payment system. It will be
imperative in the first few years that
there are no major blowouts of a
global stablecoin issuer.

What does it mean for you and me?

At the moment — nothing. India is not
a country that is at risk of hyper-infla-
tion. Nor will private assets be frozen
unless there is a drastic change in the
political viewpoint where private
assets are at risk of being shared for a
more “equal” country. Our use case
for stablecoins will be purely cheaper
and faster remittances and not as a
distress store of value. And even then,
the use-case is only after a trusted
name has proven its track record over
time. I would not rush into using it
just yet. Should you invest in these
stablecoins? Unless you invest today
in the foreign exchange markets,
there is no justification to do so in a
stablecoin.

We need to understand that the
global financial system is changing.
As tiny retail users, we should wait for
the rules of the game to settle down
before we enter this digital financial
superhighway.

Monika Halan is the best-selling author

of the Let’s Talk series of books on

money. The views are personal.

A trusted, low-cost stablecoin backed either by the dollar or US government 
bonds will slowly replace other ways of moving money across borders. AFP

O
n July 4, as Americans marked the
249th anniversary of the nation’s
founding, President Donald Trump
signed into law his signature legisla-

tive achievement: The “One Big Beautiful Bill”.
Spanning nearly 900 pages, the legislation
overhauls the US tax code, boosts spending on
defense, border security, and infrastructure,
and introduces a wide array of industry-spe-
cific incentives and subsidies. 

In addition, the law slashes funding for
some entitlement programmes, most notably
Medicaid, to help offset the cost of tax cuts.
Yet, it will still add an estimated $3 trillion to
the national deficit of the US over the next
decade.

While the bill’s sweeping provisions will
affect virtually all Americans, immigrant
communities, including Indian Americans,
are poised to face a wide range of challenges
due to its provisions.

One of the many contentious ele-
ments of the legislation is the $170
billion allocated for border security
and immigration enforcement. Of
that, $75 billion — which is roughly
the size of the entire annual defence
budget of India — is set aside as
additional funding for Immigration
and Customs Enforcement (ICE), an
agency that has drawn widespread
criticism in recent months for its aggressive
detention of undocumented immigrants and
controversial deportation tactics.

For the Indian diaspora in the US, recent
enforcement actions have already provided a
sobering preview of what expanded ICE fund-
ing could mean.

India ranks second only to Mexico as the
country of birth for immigrants in the US.
According to the Pew Research Center, 6% of
all US immigrants were born in India. Indian
nationals also make up one of the largest
undocumented immigrant populations in the
country, estimated at approximately 725,000,
trailing only Mexico and El Salvador. 

Earlier this year, dozens of undocumented
Indian immigrants were deported in chains,
triggering widespread outrage in India. With
ICE now receiving a significantly expanded
budget, many fear that such outrageous
deportations could become more frequent.

It’s not only undocumented immigrants
who are worried. The legislation’s emphasis
on enforcement and scrutiny is also creating
anxiety among Indian nationals who are in
the country legally, particularly those on H-1B
visas to work in specialty occupations.

Currently, more than a million Indian nation-
als, most of them on H-1B visas, are stuck in the
so-called green card backlog. This is due to an 
outdated provision in US immigration law that
limits any single country to no more than 7 %  of
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Dealbreaker 
from Trump?

SIR and the sanctity 
of electoral democracy

T
he dust and din raised by the special intensive
revision (SIR) of the electoral roll in Bihar is 
continuing amidst the Supreme Court’s 

constructive interventions to avoid the potential 
exclusion of many voters for want of the documents 
demanded by the Election Commission of India (ECI). 
Now comes the news that the poll body is taking steps 
in Delhi, Manipur and West Bengal to conduct SIRs to 
weed out possible discrepancies in their respective 
electoral rolls. A foolproof electoral roll is essential to 
uphold the sanctity of the electoral process, no doubt, 
but the intent has to be “mass inclusion” of voters, as 
the Court reminded ECI.

Universal adult franchise is the centrepiece of Indian
democracy. Election is mostly the only occasion when 
the small man in India gains a voice. The vote is the 
only weapon he has at hand to enforce accountability 
in governance. ECI’s mandate is to protect it, not raise 
hurdles to deny citizens the right to vote. Its stubborn 
stance against the inclusion of Aadhaar, election 
identity card (EPIC), ration card etc., in the list of 11 
documents acceptable for inclusion in the electoral 
roll on the ground that these can be easily forged was 
called out by the court — the judges said the EPIC, for 
instance, has a “presumption of correctness”.

The spectre of infiltration, built around threat-
narratives about infiltration by Bangladeshis and 
Rohingyas, is invoked to justify SIR. ECI would be on 
a self-defeating trip if the revision leads to the 
invalidation of the ballot rights of millions of voters, 
which, in spirit, is a negation of their citizenship. 
After the first phase of SIR, Bihar, a state with a 
relatively high birth rate, saw its electorate shrink. 
This is ominous. ECI needs to tread carefully on SIR, 
in Bihar and elsewhere. 

U
S President Donald Trump has unilaterally
announced an end (to at least the current
chapter) of the ongoing Indo-US trade deal
negotiations, with the deadline of August 1

looming large. India, Trump said in a post on Truth 
Social, will face 25% tariffs and a “penalty” for buying 
energy from Russia. The details of what this penalty 
will be have not been spelt out yet. Even if the penalty is 
more than 1%, India will be facing a higher tariff than 
what Trump announced on April 2. With the caveat 
that this may well be just another deal-closing tactic, 
and that India will be able to talk or buy its way out,  
what does this entail for the Indian economy and Indo-
US relations?

The US is India’s largest export market. India’s goods
exports to the US were $87 billion in 2024-25, which is 
almost 20% of the country’s total exports of $437 
billion. Given the fact that India faced very little tariffs 
on its exports to the US, the 25%-plus tariff will hurt. 
Trade is not the only headwind here. If India is forced 
to divert its oil imports from Russia to the US or other 
countries, there could also be an increase in the cost of 
energy imports. Similarly, being forced to divert 
defence purchases from Russia is bound to become 
significantly more expensive.

Have the talks stumbled because India was steadfast
in protecting its agricultural and dairy markets? Was it 
because of the US insistence that India diversify energy 
and defence equipment purchases? Or was it because 
India would not sweeten the pot, the way Japan and the
European Union did, committing billions of dollars of 
investment in the US?  In principle, these are valid 
reservations. The question is will India be worse off 
with these tariffs or would some tactical manoeuvring 
have led to a better outcome? Hopefully, the 
government will give some details in the ongoing 
Parliament session. 

The short-term economic pain, especially on the 
economic sentiment front — expect a bloodbath in the 
capital markets on Thursday — notwithstanding, there 
is a longer-term question to be asked here if the tariffs 
persist (there is always a chance that they will be 
scrapped as whimsically as they were announced). 
What does Trump’s abrasive move entail for the future 
of Indo-US strategic ties? China, which by Trump’s 
own admission is also a big buyer of Russian oil, is 
being offered a much better deal than India because of 
the rare-earth supply leverage it has. Where does this 
leave things such as the Quad — a proposed strategic 
bloc against China — of which India is a part?

There are no easy answers to these questions. But 
one thing is clear: In Trump’s trade lexicon, and with 
due apologies to Marshall McLuhan, the deal is the art. 

L
ast month, I met two Leba-
nese women at a confer-
ence overseas. They were
accompanying their busi-
nessmen husbands. We got
talking and I found that

they keep their money mostly abroad
or in dollars and euros in cash at
home. In 2019, the Lebanese govern-
ment froze bank accounts, effectively
locking over $93 billion of citizens’
money and making it inaccessible.
Therefore, when I read that the US
has given stablecoins a formal legal
backbone, it seemed that a giant step
has been taken in legitimising a par-
ticular form of crypto currencies that
finally have a use case, especially for
people in countries with unstable gov-
ernments and those with hyper-infla-
tion.

Let’s get the basics out of the way
first. A cryptocurrency is a specific
type of digital token that is designed
to function as a medium of exchange
or store of value using blockchain to
record transactions. Bitcoin is the
most well-known example.

Cryptocurrencies have two major
problems. One, there is no underlying
asset. Remember that a fiat currency
has the promise of the government to
honour the value as an underlying

asset. Stocks have businesses and
bonds have a loan contract as under-
lying assets with a value. But crypto-
currencies have no asset or promise
that gives them value. Two, there are
no rules of the game as these have
been outside the regulatory gaze. This
has encouraged all kinds of frauds to
perpetuate. Over half the cryptocur-
rencies have failed since 2021, with
billions of dollars lost by people gam-
bling on a quick return.

The emergence of stablecoins over
the past few years solved the first
problem. A stablecoin is a type of
cryptocurrency that has an underly-
ing asset — typically the dollar or a US
government bond.

The second problem is
bad faith actors, like
exchanges and issuers of
these coins who can either
embezzle customer money
(like FTX did) or simply not
buy the required asset caus-
ing an asset liability mis-
match in the future. In the
absence of road rules, the
market has been the Wild West revis-
ited.

The GENIUS Act that US President
Donald Trump signed into law on July
18, 2025, attempts to put down some
rules of the game. It mainly solves for
customer protection through three
key provisions. One, stablecoin issu-
ers must have a 100% reserve backing
with liquid assets (like US dollars or
short-term treasuries). Two, they
must make monthly public disclo-
sures about their reserves. Three, they
are forbidden from making mislead-

ing claims that their stablecoins are
backed by the US government or are
federally insured or are legal tender.
A privately issued stablecoin is not a
fiat currency.

So, what’s the use-case? The Leba-
nese women I met might be among
the first to begin using a dollar-
backed stablecoin to hold their money
because they no longer trust banks in
their own country. They might not
know it today, but in a year, they will
be using some form of a stablecoin to
keep their money safe in their home
country. Expand this story to coun-
tries with weak governance, weak
macros, hyper-inflation, dictator-

ships, and persistent political
instability, and you see a
huge market for a trusted
stablecoin.

While distressed-country
use of stablecoins will be the
first large customer base, a
widening ripple will be in
international money trans-
fers and remittances. Per-
sonal international remittan-

ces are a $740 billion a year flow.
Business flows are a multiple of this.
These are expensive given the global
average cost for retail of sending
remittances is just over 6% as of
March 2025. While this is the average,
in some places, the costs can be as
high as 20% for small amounts. When
the time taken to do the paperwork is
included, the costs of using banks and
other safe ways to transfer money
abroad are very large.

A trusted, low-cost stablecoin
issuer backed either by the dollar or

Crypto gets stability 
with a GENIUS Act
The use-case is 
international 
remittances and a store 
of value for those living 
in countries in distress

A

{ JEAN-NOEL BARROT } FOREIGN MINISTER, FRANCE

P
We (France) express our desire to 
recognise the State of Palestine and 
invite those who have not yet done 

so to join us
On France’s move to recognise Palestinian Statehood

Indian Americans fret 
over Big Beautiful law
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The fallout of US tariffs on India will go far 
beyond trade, may impact strategic ties

Frank F 
Islam

Monika 
Halan

Insiyah 
Vahanvaty

IT REMAINS UNCLEAR HOW 
THE NEW LEGISLATION 
WILL DIRECTLY AFFECT 
H-1B HOLDERS, BUT THE 
MOOD WITHIN THE 
COMMUNITY IS ONE OF 
HEIGHTENED ANXIETY. 
INDIAN STUDENTS ON F-1 
VISAS ARE ALSO FEELING 
INCREASINGLY 
VULNERABLE
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report notes. This anodyne statement 
understates the excessive financialization of 
developed-world economies where compa-
nies have been lured into corporate buyouts 
and shareholder payouts because the cost of 
money had been so low. “Corporates… partly 
severed the link between corporate invest-
ment and borrowing. This impacts the abil-
ity to meet upcoming refinancing needs,” 
the report said.

Meanwhile, ageing populations across the 
developed world add to health and pension 
costs. Last week, the IMF called upon the UK 
government to curb pension benefits and 
make higher income earners pay for medical 
care when using the NHS. In Japan, where 
the Bank of Japan (BoJ) has been the last 
central bank to exit quantitative easing, 
demand for government bonds has weak-
ened among domestic banks. The BoJ has 
had to step in to buy government bonds. 
Yields have gone up markedly, but Japanese 
banks are uncertain where interest rates are 
headed, while those overseas who hitherto 
borrowed cheaply in yen to invest elsewhere 
are now unsure about this ‘carry trade’. 

These are inherently volatile conditions 
for the world economy. Pity developing 
economies that need to finance high levels 
of debt amid such stormy weather.

trillion in 2024.” Add to it the fact that cen-
tral banks are reducing their exposure to 
government debt even as corporate debt in 
the OECD is rising and you have the makings 
of a debt funding impasse that could easily 
spiral into a crisis. Also, pension funds in the 
West have less aggregate exposure to gov-
ernment bonds. As Philip Coggan observes 
in a recent article for the Financial Times, 
this is because employees in the West 
increasingly use defined contribution plans 
to fund pensions in which the responsibility 
to make investment decisions is on them. 
Unlike large pension funds, they tend not to 
invest in government bonds as much. This 
leaves developed-world countries increas-
ingly dependent on foreign investors; the 
OECD report says that foreigners own more 
than a third of their government bonds. As 
many developing economies know from 
experience, foreign investors tend to take 
flight quicker when things turn tough.

What makes things more volatile is that 
while the low-interest rate environment has 
led to excess issuances, in a couple of years, 
a lot of these bonds will mature and will need 
to be refinanced at higher interest rates. But 
the bigger problem is that sensible eco-
nomic policies, including debt reduction, 
are much harder to pursue with many popu-

P
olicy reports from multilateral institu-
tions are often an antidote to insomnia. 
But not the Global Debt Report 2025 

released by the OECD in March. It has char-
acteristics that compare favourably with a 
cliff-hanging pulp thriller. Factoid-after-fac-
toid of growing developed-world indebted-
ness leaves the reader almost numb with 
worry. OECD sovereign debt has climbed 
from $5 trillion before the global financial 
crisis (GFC) in 2007 to $15.7 trillion last year.

The culprit in part has been quantitative 
easing, when central banks increased money 
supply after the GFC. But the rise in debt at 
the government and corporate levels seems 
unyielding more than a decade-and-a-half 
later. This opening salvo from the report’s 
summary sets things in context: “Sovereign 
bond issuance in OECD countries is projec-
ted to reach a record $17 trillion in 2025, up 
from $14 trillion in 2023. Emerging markets 
and developing economies borrowing from 
debt markets has also grown significantly, 
from around $1 trillion in 2007 to over $3 

more than just another gathering of 
talking heads, but a rare opportunity for 
India to lead the conversation past 
alarm and action into actual impact.

The world is at an inflection point. 
Generative AI is no longer a novelty. It 
writes code, composes music, conducts 
research, automates jobs and even 
drafts legislation. In boardrooms, class-
rooms and courtrooms, AI is becoming 
invisible infrastructure, like electricity. 
The US is moving towards a hands-off 
regime, China’s approach is state 
directed. Europe is building a frame-
work of rules. Most countries, including 
India, are still watching from the side-
lines, unsure where to stand.

By 2026, we will likely have seen new 
versions of GPT, Gemini and Claude, 
which will be even more powerful, 
agentic and embedded. The guard-rails 
we set now will shape not just product 
design, but societal outcomes. We have 
to decide whether AI will amplify ineq-
uity or bridge it, empower individuals 
or surveil them, and will it accelerate 
development or deepen divides. India’s 
summit, then, is not just another event. 
It’s a platform from which a new kind of 
global AI diplomacy can be launched.

The AI conversation has so far been 
dominated by corporations and 
researchers, but it is governments that 
represent the will of the people and 
must create enabling environments for 
both safety and innovation. Too often, 
however, intergovernmental summits 
end up as echo chambers of good inten-
tions and empty communiqués. 

What we need now is some refreshing 
practicality: not just talking about AI 
governance, but showing it as the word 
‘impact’ suggests. The AI Impact Sum-
mit must push for governments to 
open-source their playbooks—frame-
works for data sharing, national com-
pute strategies, skilling programmes 
and regulatory sandboxes. What 
worked in Europe may not work in Ethi-
opia, but all learnings must travel. India 
should invite countries to present not 
just vision statements, but detailed ‘AI 

governance manifestos’: what they are 
doing on AI ethics, safety, infrastruc-
ture, talent and societal impact. A kind 
of AI CoP, if you will.

India knows how to host world-class 
events like the G20 in 2023. Arguably, 
though, the outcome of that summit 
was overshadowed by its spectacle.The 
AI Impact Summit must avoid that trap 
and India should be aiming for impact 
and outcome over performative wins. 
One idea is to design inbuilt accounta-
bility. Every commitment made at the 
summit should be assigned a lead coun-
try, a timeline and a review mechanism. 
Let the summit lead to a dashboard 
rather than just a declaration.

India is uniquely positioned to do 
this. It is the world’s largest democracy, 
a tech hub of startups and corporates, 
and holds a leadership position in the 
Global South. Its world-leading efforts 
with digital public infrastructure (DPI) 
have shown that inclusive tech at scale 
is possible. India can bring its DPI play-
book to the global table with AI. India 
also has moral legitimacy. It can speak 
credibly on data dignity, avoiding AI 
colonialism and ensuring that founda-
tional models are trained on world-
views  that are not just Western. It can 
advocate a shared ‘AI Commons,’ a pool 
of datasets, models and compute power 
that’s open, multilingual and inclusive.

This is also an opportunity for the 
world’s biggest tech companies and labs 
to co-create the agenda. The summit 
must insist on concrete commitments 
from them: sharing evaluation bench-
marks, collaborating with governments 
on safety testing, investing in compute 
power for public-good AI and publish-
ing transparency reports on model 
training and usage. 

The year 2026 could see India take 
leadership of defining the desired 
impact of AI—AI for Good and AI for All. 
If India pioneers this effort, the site of its 
summit could come to be known as 
the Bretton Woods of AI: where ethics 
meets execution, safety meets scale and 
AI meets humanity.

E
arlier this year, I visited Bletchley 
Park, the beautifully preserved 
lodge in England where during 

World War II, Alan Turing and his 
fellow codebreakers decoded not just 
ciphers, but the very nature of machine 
logic. Many believe that it was this 
decoding of German cryptic messages 
that won the war for the Allies. Almost 
75 years later, in the chill of an English 
autumn in 2023, world leaders, scien-
tists and tech CEOs gathered there to 
defuse another looming conflict. That 
AI Safety Summit, steeped in moral 
urgency, raised an important alarm: 
Artificial intelligence (AI) may be the 
most powerful technology humanity 
has created and we have no consensus 
on how to govern it.

Six months later, the conversation 
moved to Paris for the AI Action Sum-
mit. The mood had shifted. Less philos-
ophy, more policy. Countries debated 
surveillance versus safety, openness 
versus sovereignty. The EU showcased 
its regulatory strides; others offered 
national strategies. The US and UK 
demurred from the evolving consensus. 
From ethics to execution, the message 
was clear: the world was waking up, but 
still speaking in different tongues.

Now, the baton passes to India. In 
February 2026, New Delhi will host the 
AI Impact Summit, the third major 
global checkpoint in the ongoing effort 
to define AI’s future. Hopefully, this is 

The New Delhi conclave would mark a historic moment if India lays down how AI should serve us

JASPREET BINDRA
is a founder of AI&Beyond and the author 

of ‘The Tech Whisperer’.

High levels of debt are a worry the world must confront
RAHUL JACOB

A
t the best of times, the World 
Economic Outlook (WEO) 
published by the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) does not 
pose any risk to human vision 
with blinding new insights. Ditto 

for its three quarterly updates. But these are 
not the best of times. On Wednesday, US Presi-
dent Donald Trump used his very own micro-
blog platform Truth Social to declare that 
“while India is our friend,” imports from here 
would have to pay a tariff of 25%, plus a penalty 
for assorted US grievances, from 1 August. 
Other countries have had to contend with such 
posts too. As the world’s economies toss and 
turn amid choppy seas of trade uncertainty, 
policy watchers look to global bodies like the 
IMF for clues on how to reach calmer waters. 
The latest WEO update, issued on Tuesday, 
offers little navigational help. It makes some 
minor tweaks, generally upward, to its growth 
estimates released in April. Should we be 
happy that the world economy is expected to 
grow 3% in 2025, instead of the 2.8% estimated 
in April, and at 3.1% instead of 3% in 2026? 
Certainly, even if these are lower than the rates 
a post-pandemic world was hoping for and 
could have achieved had it not been for trade 
turmoil. The WEO puts the Indian economy’s 
growth prospects at 6.4% for both 2025-26 and 
2026-27, 0.2 and 0.1 percentage points higher 
than its April figures. While this is good news, 
it’s only so in the prevailing context. 

As the WEO’s April estimates were based on 
Trump acting out his ‘Liberation Day’ tariff 
threats, they assumed sharp hikes by the US 
and retaliatory barriers erected by its trade 
partners, with a harsh impact on inflation and 
growth both in America and elsewhere. 

Trump’s actual import levies have shown some 
moderation since then. He has announced 
several trade deals, although the cumulative 
effect of his policy seems poised to raise tariffs 
from an average of 2.5% pre-Trump to nearly 
18% once his deal-making is done and dusted. 
But these rates are not the only concern. 
Trumpian tariffs have turfed out the most-
favoured-nation principle, the idea that a tariff 
levied on imports from one member of the 
World Trade Organization (WTO) must not 
be higher than the levy on shipments from 
another member, except as part of a free trade 
agreement. Also, the WTO’s dispute settle-
ment mechanism has no place in the new 
order dictated by the White House. By openly 
shunning rules, the US has signalled that 
might is right, with ‘might’ measured by what 
one can get away with. How should the rest 
of us adjust to the WTO’s abandonment by 
the world’s largest economy and issuer of the 
currency in which foreign trade is usually 
invoiced? The WEO update is largely silent.

Not that the report has nothing to say on what 
can be done. It advises structural reforms in 
areas like labour markets, education, regulation 
and competition, as well as steps to foster tech 
advances and the adoption of AI. It does not 
spell out motherhood and apple pie, but these 
are invisible appendages to the list. To be fair, 
the WEO does venture beyond the anodyne to 
suggest plurilateral or regional solutions, but 
without any elaboration. Perhaps the rest of 
the world could forge a pact to abide by WTO 
norms without the US. It won’t please Trump. 
But we’re at the raw end of his bargain anyway. 
For this, why blame a lack of lodestars in the 
IMF sky? The fault, as we know, is not in the 
stars, but in ourselves.

IMF report: Too coy for
a Trump-shaken world 

The Fund’s ‘World Economic Outlook’  only has hints to offer on a global trade response to 

Trump’s tariff turmoil. India stares at a 25% plus US levy but we have others in the same boat 
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compressed and expectations
from them are higher. Though
entrepreneurs are highly skilled
these days, the teams could still 
lack certain skill sets. You need
to help them shorten the learn-
ing curve.”

Helion, too, is looking to add
more operating partners in
domains beyond technology and
finance, said Ashish Gupta, sen-
ior managing director. 

“Companies are scaling more
quickly and there is less time to
converge on the correct solution.
Operating partners help bring
knowledge that allows getting to
the correct solution,” Gupta said.

Sequoia Capital, one of the
most aggressive investors in ear-
ly-stage companies in the coun-
try, has created a team of
domain experts who are collec-
tively called “Portfolio Services 

TURN TO PAGE 4®

type include SAIF’s appointment
of Alok Goel, a former senior
executive at bus ticketing web-
site redBus and mobile recharge
ser vice FreeCharge;  and
Sequoia’s hiring of  Nipun
Mehra, who worked at e-com-
merce marketplaces Flipkart and
Amazon.com, and Atit Mehta,
who was a senior executive at
packaged consumer goods firm
Hindustan Unilever Ltd (HUL).

SAIF is also in talks to hire a
product manager from Silicon
Valley to advise the firm’s portfo-
lio companies in product devel-
opment.

“We are looking to hire a sen-
ior executive with technical
expertise in user Interface and 
user interaction design to help
companies operating in the
mobile and online commerce
space,” said Mukul Singhal, prin-
cipal at SAIF Partners. “In India
growth in start-ups is generally

B Y  S H R U T I K A  V E R M A
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Venture capital (VC) firms
such as Sequoia Capital

India Advisors, SAIF Partners,
Kalaari Capital, Helion Ventures
and Accel Partners are strength-
ening the teams of early-stage
start-ups in which they have
invested by recruiting for them-
selves people with expertise in
operations, marketing, hiring
and other functions. 

Some of them have been hir-
ing such so-called operating
partners for nearly a decade
now, although their roles were
largely restricted to heading the
human resources and finance
functions. Now, they are also
hiring people with expertise in
technology, operations and mar-
keting. 

Recent notable hires of this
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How fast is the Indian
economy growing?

And how fast can it grow?
It is well known that the

new national income series 
that the government has 
begun using has sent most 
economists back to the 
drawing board. The new 
growth rates do not match 
data on industrial output, 
bank credit and corporate 
profits.

Economists also have to
make assumptions on the 
potential growth rate—or 
how fast an economy can 
grow without sending 
inflation above the comfort 
zone. There is currently a 
lot of confusion.

The Reserve Bank of 
India said in June that the 
potential growth rate is 8-
8.5%. Rating agency 
Moody’s said in a report 
released on Thursday that 
the potential growth rate 
for India is “somewhere 
near 10%”. This means 
India is growing 2.5 
percentage points below  
its potential growth rate.

A negative output gap of
that size could strengthen 
the case for aggressive rate 
cuts, but only if the central 
bank agrees with the 
Moody’s analysis.

QUICK EDIT

Potential 

estimates

Mint is also available for R8 with Hindustan Times in Delhi-NCR only

WAR CHEST

Uber lines up 
$1 bn India 
investment

B Y  M I H I R  D A L A L
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Taxi hailing service Uber
Technologies Inc. will
invest as much as $1 bil-

lion in India within the next six
to nine months, signalling its 
ambition to catch up with local
rival Ola and become the domi-
nant taxi service app in the
country.

Since launching in India in
August 2013, Uber has slashed
prices, introduced low-cost serv-
ices and even accepted cash
payments to adapt its lean busi-
ness model to India and Indians.
Uber is the biggest threat to local
rival Ola, run by ANI Technolo-
gies Pvt. Ltd.

Uber, an app-only service,
said on Thursday that it is grow-
ing at a rate of 40% month-on-
month in India.  With the
increased investment in product,
hiring and payment solutions,
the company expects to do more
than one million daily rides in
the next six-nine months,
according to Amit Jain, who was
appointed president of Uber
India in June. The company
declined to say how many rides
it is doing currently.

“We are extremely bullish on
the Indian market and see tre-
mendous potential here. We
have grown exponentially in
India, a global priority market
for us, that has also quickly
become the largest market geo-
graphically for Uber outside the
US. We’re committing an addi-
tional $1 billion to India in the 
next six-nine months so we can
expand and improve our opera-
tions, grow into newer cities,
develop new products as well as

payment solutions, and establish
a great support network,” Jain
said in an emailed statement.

Uber’s $1 billion cash infusion
indicates the company will com-
pete more aggressively with Ola,
which boosted its leadership 
position by buying smaller rival
TaxiForSure in a $200 million
deal in March. Though Ola is
currently the clear market
leader, Uber’s technology exper-
tise and massive war chest may
help the company cut the lead of
its local rival and trigger another
price war among taxi services.

Ola is close to raising $500
million at a valuation of $5 bil-
lion from existing investors that 
include SoftBank Group, Tiger
Global Management Llc and
Sequoia Capital, The Economic
Times reported on 28 July. Mint 
reported the talks first on 21
May.

Uber soft-launched in India in
August 2013 and started a full-
fledged service two months later
with much fanfare, offering
expensive rides in the Mercedes-
Benz S-Class and other luxury
cars, charged to customers
through direct, automatic
deductions on their credit cards
stored in the app.

Taxi services led by Ola and
Uber are experiencing a boom in
demand in a country where
transport infrastructure is still 
creaky, and safe public and pri-
vate commuting options are few.
A shift in consumer habits
towards convenience and on-de-
mand services and, most cru-
cially, low prices, has fuelled the
surging demand.

Yet, cab services have also run
into trouble with several regula-
tors, including the Reserve Bank
of India (RBI) and state regula-
tors.

The Delhi  government
banned all mobile app-based
cab-hailing services in the
National Capital last December
after a woman was allegedly
raped by a driver contracted to
Uber. A case related to this is
currently before the Delhi high
court.

Uber was forced to stop auto-
matic credit card payments in
November after RBI last year
mandated that all electronic
transactions that do not involve
swiping of a card should have a
second-factor authentication.
Consequently, Uber tied up with
mobile wallet provider Paytm to
continue operations in India.

San Francisco-based Uber is
set to become the world’s most
valuable start-up as it closes on a
new round of financing at a
value of $50 billion, according to
media reports.

Investment to be made 
over the next six-nine 
months with a target 
of doing more than 
one million rides a day

A year on, 
how Sikka has 
put his stamp 
on Infosys
B Y  VA R U N  S O O D
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One mid-summer day last
year, Vishal Sikka, then

recently named as the first non-
founder chief executive officer
(CEO) of Infosys Ltd, met with
some senior executives of the
company at a guest house in
Hauz Khas in South Delhi. 

Sikka, now 48, had a question
for the group, which included
then CEO S.D. Shibulal. 

“How many projects are
underway at Infosys?”

No one had an exact number.
“It took the team four-five

weeks to assemble this data in
one spreadsheet,” Sikka said in
an interview in May. 

Once he joined the company
in August 2014, Sikka—he is
considered the brain behind
German software firm SAP AG’s
blockbuster data analytics plat-
form HANA—made sure that all
Infosys project managers
updated the status of their
projects and shared it with his
executive assistant. Starting Jan-
uary, he has been getting a
spreadsheet on each of the
projects the company is working
on.

TURN TO PAGE 22®

TATA STILL INDIA’S  MOST 
VALUABLE BRAND: STUDY
The Tata brand remained India’s most valuable at more than $15 billion, 
according to a study by consultant Brand Finance released on 
Thursday. The value of the Tata brand grew 4% from 2014, according to 
the report. State Bank of India, LIC, Airtel and Reliance Industries follow 
Tata group in the ranking. 
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Indian Oil
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ONGC
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French bank BNP Paribas SA
on Thursday agreed to

acquire retail  brokerage
Sharekhan Ltd after nearly six
months of negotiations between
existing investors and bidders,
including bulge bracket private
equity (PE) firms Warburg Pin-
cus Llc and General Atlantic Llc,
which bid together.

The companies did not dis-
close the price of the acquisition,
but a banker familiar with the
transaction said on condition of
anonymity that BNP Paribas will
pay `2,200 crore for buying
Sharekhan in its entirety. 

BNP offered 10% more than
what Warburg and General
Atlantic bid, said the banker.

“BNP Paribas announces that
an agreement has been reached
with the company’s shareholders
for BNP Paribas SA to acquire
100% of Sharekhan,” the bank
said in a statement.

The purchase will reinforce
BNP Paribas’s retail broking
operations in a country where it
offers corporate and retail bank-
ing, investment banking and
wealth management.

The bank said the purchase of
Sharekhan will allow it to further

TURN TO PAGE 4®

BNP Paribas to 
buy Sharekhan 
for `2,200 cr

SKILLS LOOKOUT

VC firms hire experts to handle, 
strengthen start-up investments

INSIDE

ITC feels the pressure
The pressure on ITC’s sales, reflected in first quarter 
earnings reported on Thursday, has had a telling 
effect on its valuations as well. In end April 2013, 
ITC’s market capitalization was as much as 2.5 
times that of Hindustan Unilever. This has now 
nearly halved to 1.27 times. >See Page 10

Hindustan UnileverITC

26 Apr 2013 30 Jul 2015
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taxes on cigarettes
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CRICKET: Paytm wins BCCI’s 
title sponsorship rights >12

ECONOMY: Delay in reforms will hurt 
India’s growth prospects, warns Moody’s >5

MARKETS: Blackstone preparing to exit 
some portfolio investments >11

MARK TO MARKET: L&T results—key 
issues for the company and the economy >32
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Trade should not be a 
weapon.

WARREN BUFFET T

is a Mint columnist and a 

former Financial Times foreign 

correspondent.

REUTERS

drop, making necessary changes to the UK’s 
National Health Service (NHS), for example, 
or  welfare benefits becomes harder. Sensi-
ble centrist leaders could seem dull in com-
parison with firebrands on the right who are 
economical with the truth on immigration as 
well as the need to bring down public debt. 

Last week, the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund’s 
(IMF) annual report on the 
British economy said 
Reeves’ rules to bring down 
the fiscal deficit were credi-
ble, but warned that “in an 
uncertain global environ-
ment and with limited fis-
cal headroom, fiscal rules 
could easily be breached if 
growth disappoints or 
interest rate shocks materi-
alise.” These conditions 
apply to a host of developed 
economies, not just the UK.

If this were not a daunting enough back-
drop, low interest rates since the GFC till 
recently have encouraged strange behav-
iour by OECD companies. “Corporates used 
the low-rate era to prioritise financial opera-
tions, partly severing the link between cor-
porate investment and borrowing,” the 

list and nativist parties ever more prominent 
and able to increase their support bases via 
outlandish claims on social media. In early 
July, the UK served as an early chronicle of 
bond market turbulence. After a revolt 
against planned welfare reform from its own 
members, the Labour Party government 
backed down, forgoing 
what would have been £5 
billion in savings by the 
end of the decade. Facing 
hostile questioning from 
the opposition, Prime 
Minister Keir Starmer 
appeared not to give his 
chancellor of the exche-
quer Rachel Reeves full 
backing. Reeves was dis-
tressed and seemed to tear 
up. The following day, UK 
bond yields bounced up as 
markets speculated that 
Reeves was on her way out. 
It took a renewed statement of support from 
the prime minister for calm to be restored.

There are broader lessons. The Starmer 
government is hemmed in by local election 
results in May that showed rapidly increas-
ing support for the Reform Party and its anti-
immigrant rhetoric. Against such a back-

The OECD’s 

‘Global Debt 

Report’ flags 

the global risks 

of a debt spike 

in rich-world 

economies

The 2026 Impact Summit could 
become the Bretton Woods of AI

More Newspaper and Magazines Telegram Channel join Search https://t.me/Magazines_8890050582 (@Magazines_8890050582)



LIVEMINT.COM
VIEWS THURSDAY, 31 JULY 2025

MUMBAI 15

R
ecently, there has been a tendency to 
classify the Indian information tech-
nology (IT) services sector as heading 
downhill. This is happening as artificial 
intelligence (AI) and automation 
reshape the global technological land-

scape. The data points cited are to do with lower 
employee intake, stagnating salaries and now, 
horror of horrors, layoffs.

The problem? Many conflate the outlook for the 
industry with the future of employment provided 
by these companies, whereas these are two com-
pletely different things.

For context, the Indian IT services sector, led by 
giants like Tata Consultancy Services (TCS), Info-
sys and Wipro, has been a prolific job creator since 
the 1990s. In the late 90s, I remember writing a 
First Global research report that mentioned that 
these companies would become the biggest 
employers in the country. People thought we were 
smoking something, as each of these had less than 
10,000 employees at the time and India’s largest 
private sector employer was Tata Steel, with more 
than 65,000 people. 

But we know how that story panned out. The 
voracious appetite of the sector for recruits meant 
that not just computer science graduates, but even 
mechanical and civil engineers were absorbed by 
the hundreds of thousands into this giant machine. 
Besides its direct hiring, the IT industry fuelled 
employment and businesses around it, thanks to 
demand for nannies, drivers and guards all the way 
to a boom in ancillary sectors like real estate, retail, 
education and food delivery as IT hubs in cities like 
Bengaluru, Hyderabad and Pune flourished. 

Cut to now: The rise of AI and automation is dis-
rupting this employment engine, particularly at 
the entry level. Tasks like coding, testing and basic 
support—once the bread-and-butter of fresh grad-
uates—are increasingly automated, leading to stag-
nation in entry-level salaries, reduced hiring and, 
in some cases, job terminations.

Recent data paints a sobering picture. As per the 
staffing firm Teamlease, hiring of fresh graduates 
by Indian IT companies is down 50% from pre-
covid levels. Consequently, unemployment among 
Indian engineering graduates has zoomed. Plus, as 
social media reminds us, entry-level salaries have 
stagnated at around ₹3.5-5 lakh per annum, even 
as inflation has eroded purchasing power. And 
now even layoffs have begun. 

However, this loss of employment dynamism is 
not the same as businesses being under threat; IT 
services companies may well be able to use more 
advanced tools to replace human beings, but that 
does not necessarily mean that their revenues and 
profits will decline or even stagnate. They have 
been able to pivot their business many times in the 
past when obituaries of the industry were read out. 
In the late 1990s, the Y2K bug was both a boon and 

a perceived cliff, with fears that demand for Indian 
IT services would collapse post-2000. Instead, 
companies expanded into application develop-
ment and maintenance. The 2008 global financial 
crisis threatened clients in banking and financial 
services, then the IT industry’s mainstay. Yet, 
Indian firms diversified into new verticals like 
healthcare and retail, and also began to tap oppor-
tunities beyond the US in earnest. The advent of 
cloud computing in the 2010s disrupted tradi-
tional outsourcing models, but companies like 
TCS and Infosys built robust cloud practices, part-
nering with AWS, Azure and Google Cloud. Now, 
the AI disruption is following a similar pattern.

This adaptability stems from strong manage-
ment and a client-centric approach. Indian IT 
firms have mastered the art of aligning with the 
needs of global enterprises, offering cost-effective 
solutions without compromising quality. For 
example, Infosys’s Nia platform and TCS’s Ignio 
leverage AI to automate processes, while Wipro’s 
Holmes enhances analytics capabilities. These 
tools allow firms to deliver more value with fewer 
resources. While the industry’s business prospects 
appear reasonably secure, its role as a job-genera-
tion engine is under strain, which can have wider 
macroeconomic implications for employment, 
consumption and upward mobility in India. Plus, 
urban centres that rely on IT-driven prosperity 
may see slower growth.

Despite the resilience of Indian IT majors, there 
has been a big gap between what they could have 
achieved and what they did. This was an industry 
that generated huge amounts of cash and still did 

not put even a small slice of it into some basic 
research in areas that have arisen in importance 
over the last two decades. To give only one exam-
ple, TCS, which generates over ₹50,000 crore of 
cash flow every year, spends only around ₹2,500 
crore on R&D. The R&D spend of Indian IT com-
panies is of the order of 0.5-l.1% of their revenues. 
Compare this with Microsoft spending 12-13% of its 
much higher revenue on research.

This indifference to moving up the value chain 
shows up starkly in the revenue per employee of, 
say, TCS, Infosys or Wipro, which is around 
$45-55,000, compared to Meta, Alphabet, Micro-
soft, etc. For Microsoft, it is over $1 million. For 
Alphabet and Meta, it is in the $2 million range. 
Even Accenture, which is in the services business, 
earns 70% higher.

Yes, I know the tired old arguments that our 
companies are in the services business and can’t be 
compared with product companies. But why was 
there no serious attempt made to move up the 
value chain in a cash rich industry? Look at manu-
facturing in China, which started with low-level 
assembly but always had the vision of turning 
innovative.

In contrast, our IT firms have fallen woefully 
short in the innovation area. In spite of the availa-
bility of technically trained personnel and plenty 
of cash, an opportunity was missed. Had Indian IT 
firms invested even a fraction of their cash reserves 
in R&D, they could have developed proprietary 
platforms or products, positioning themselves as 
peers to global tech giants, as China is doing in 
spite of being a late starter with software.

The Indian IT services model has 
finally begun to falter… or has it?

Layoffs mustn’t be confused with the sector’s health as the business is adapting to an AI shift in a display of tech resilience 
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I
ndia may have 1.4 billion people, or 
thereabouts. It’s probably the world’s 
most populous country, and may have 

overtaken China in 2023. We can’t say for 
sure, because the country’s government 
doesn’t exactly know how many people it 
governs, where they live, or how many are 
citizens. A census has not been conducted 
since 2011 [though a delayed headcount is 
due to be held next year], the registration of 
births and deaths was minimal for decades, 
and it’s hard to find detailed documents.

In states like Bihar, this problem of low 
documentation is magnified. Home to 130 
million but with a human development 
score similar to Haiti, Bihar is crucial to the 
ruling Bharatiya Janata Party’s (BJP) hold 
on national power. So it isn’t surprising 
that politics in India right now revolves 
almost entirely around the state’s election 
later this year.

Even as the most populous state of Uttar 
Pradesh seemed to sour somewhat on the 
ruling BJP in the general election of 2024, 
Bihar has stayed solid. The BJP won three-
quarters of its constituencies, the same 
proportion it did in 2014. The party needs 
to demonstrate it still has a chokehold on 
politics there. The opposition alleges that, 
to eke out the win it needs, the ruling party 
is misusing government machinery—
including through voter suppression.

A 25-year-old Bihari, for example, was 
born at a time when the state was even 
poorer, and just 3.7% of births were regis-
tered with the government. This lack of 
official data makes planning and delivering 
social services very difficult. 

During emergencies—such as the pan-
demic lockdowns—the Indian government 
didn’t know how many internal migrants 
would be affected by their inability to work. 
It seemed surprised by the many hundreds 
of thousands who trekked back home to 
their villages from Indian cities in search of 
food and shelter.

Many of those labourers were heading to 
Bihar. They would have had little proof of 
their identity on them, other than a digital 
identity number called Aadhaar and per-
haps a voter ID card. If the latter is taken 
away and the first rendered useless [as a 
claim to Indian citizenship], your vote 
could be in question. In some poverty-rid-
den parts of the country, democracy can 
look a little like feudalism: As access to state 
services could be closely linked to your 
ability to provide local strongmen with 
political support, staying on the voter roll 
can [even be a survival issue].

In June this year, India’s election com-
mission announced that it would revise 

Bihar’s voter lists. The opposition chal-
lenged this decision immediately, fearing 
that as many as 30 million Biharis could 
potentially be struck off the electoral rolls, 
possibly giving the BJP an edge.

Across the world, an increase in the doc-
umentation required to vote privileges 
richer, better-connected groups. In the US, 
for example, Republicans in the House of 
Representatives pushed through a 
requirement in April that voters provide 
proof of citizenship while registering to 
vote—usually through a passport or some 
other form of ID. Senate minority leader 
Chuck Schumer has described this effort as 
being “about making it harder to vote and 
easier to cheat.”

Similar arguments are being rehearsed 
in India. The BJP insists that too many non-
citizens are capable of voting. The opposi-
tion fears that marginalized groups that 
typically don’t vote for the BJP may get dis-
enfranchised.

The requirements for voter registration 
that India’s election commission has set 
would be difficult to satisfy even in most of 
the West. Those born after 1987, for exam-
ple, must provide both their birth certifi-
cates or passports, as well as a parent’s. 
Those born after 2004 will have to prove 
both parents were born in India. This 
sounds particularly unrealistic in Bihar, 
which was barely governed for decades 
[and has a poor documentation record].

Indians have long muddled through 
with a mix of IDs, most of which serve dif-
ferent purposes. Not many have passports 
and driving licences, but many have ‘voter 
ID cards,’ which the election commission 
has handed out since the 1980s, or ‘ration 
cards,’ which are issued by state govern-
ments and entitle you to subsidized food. 
More than a decade ago, New Delhi also 
introduced a digital ID, Aadhaar, which 
was meant to simplify this confusing mess. 
Almost everyone in India has an Aadhaar 
number now and the system serves as the 
backbone for everything from health 
records to digital payments. But it doesn’t 
prove your right to vote.

Officials in  India’s election commission 
should recognize that they have a responsi-
bility to ensure every possible vote is cast. 
And political leaders should finally own up 
to the problems created by their inability to 
count their people. ©BLOOMBERG

Democracy can be fraught in a 
country that lacks a headcount

Weak data has led to arguments over Bihar’s electoral roll revision

India last had a census in 2011 and the size 

of its population is unknown. AP
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of not extending the waiver for plain solar and 
wind projects was justified and well reasoned. 
The RE industry cannot complain of policy 
uncertainty, as the notification issued for its 
fourth extension in 2021 not only gave a four-
year window, it also offered a glide path for a 
phased withdrawal of that benefit (for future 
projects commissioned up to June 2028). 
Such concessions should be given only in a 
limited manner for emerging technologies. 
Energy storage projects have been given a 
waiver if these come up in the next three 
years. Extensions should be rare. 

Our regulatory framework should be sen-
sitive to the cost of electricity. In the Central 
Electricity Regulatory Commission’s gen-
eral network access regulations, transmis-
sion charges being levied only on the 
demand side means that generators are not 
bothered about the consequences of their 
site decisions on overall system costs. On the 
face of it, one can say all transmission costs 
are ultimately paid by consumers, but this is 
not so simple; remember, bulk electricity 
prices increase with overall system costs. 
The framework of regulation must let trans-
mission costs send price signals to genera-
tors that reflect the burden on the system’s 
overall costs. This is the practice in many 
well-governed power systems. 

difficult to meet increased demand for elec-
tricity without expanding solar plus storage 
capacity, given the sluggish progress in all 
other generation sources. Equally crucial is 
the timely expansion of our grid capacity to 
ensure the reliability of supply, resilience of 
power systems and development of Indian 
electricity markets. However, new transmis-
sion assets are expensive, which puts 
upward pressure on consumer tariffs. We 
also need to consider their environmental 
footprint in congested corridors. So we need 
a well-reasoned strategy.

After India’s revised Tariff Policy was 
notified in 2016, the first notification for a 
waiver of transmission charges (and of those 
for losses en route) was for wind as an RE 
source, issued in 2016 for projects to be com-
missioned by 2019. The same was extended 
in 2017 to solar projects. This dispensation 
was extended several times: in 2019 for pro-
jects set up by 2022 and in 2020 for projects 
set up by 2023. In 2021, the waiver was again 
extended for projects set up by June 2025, 
but without a waiver of transmission-loss. 

Ideally, capacity-expansion planning and 
project site decisions should be governed by 
economic principles, so that electricity can 
reliably be delivered at the least possible cost 
to consumers, thus improving the living 

S
hould India have extended its trans-
mission-charge waiver for renewable 
energy (RE) projects? This is perhaps 

the most debated current issue in our power 
sector. On one side stand RE developers, 
arguing that its non-extension will seriously 
affect investor sentiment in this important 
field, which in turn might impact the pace at 
which the country achieves its target of 500 
gigawatts (GW) of non-fossil-fuel capacity 
for electricity generation. On the other side, 
a number of distribution companies (dis-
coms) have been pleading that repeated 
extensions to the waiver of these charges for 
RE projects connected to the inter-state 
power grid has led to an overall increase in 
their transmission cost burden, on account 
of the waiver amount being socialized by 
such a policy. 

I would like to clarify two points upfront. 
Promoting the expansion of India’s RE 
capacity is of utmost importance from the 
perspective of energy security as well as 
environmental sustainability. It will be very 

We cannot ignore the carriage cost of renewable energy 
ALOK KUMAR 

is former power secretary, 

Government of India.

states accounting for 35GW each, out of a 
total capacity of about 160GW. A frenetic 
rush to set up RE plants only in a few districts 
of India led to a ‘right of way’ crisis, which 
drew the attention of the Supreme Court in 
its ‘Great Indian Bustard’ ruling of 2021, 
which directed that overhead power lines be 

placed underground in 
some wildlife habitats (the 
order was modified in 
2024).  Meanwhile, the cost 
of the policy kept piling up. 
According to an estimate, 
by April 2024, the waived 
amount had already 
touched 7% of the total 
monthly transmission  cost 
at the inter-state level, and 
was expected to balloon 
rapidly in the years ahead, 
given that India’s transmis-
sion investment pipeline 
had swollen to ₹1.25 trillion. 

The transmission waiver had thus become 
unsustainable from the viewpoint of bal-
anced and affordable RE development in the 
country. It was going against the principle of 
a just energy transition and the imperative to 
keep energy affordable for India’s masses. 

In other words, the government’s decision 

standards of people at large and helping 
industrial users stay competitive. Higher-
level policy considerations, such as align-
ment with the country’s goal to decarbonize 
its economy,  should of course be respected. 
Deviations from this framework result in 
avoidable higher costs and an unfair prefer-
ence to a few technologies 
and project locations. 

Repeated extensions of 
the waiver dispensation 
had started showing sev-
eral unintended conse-
quences. Going by industry 
estimates, it implied a sub-
sidy of ₹0.5 to ₹1.6 per unit 
to RE projects connected 
to the interstate grid. This 
led to a neglect of distrib-
uted RE projects in states 
that have several economic 
and social benefits. 

We were compelled to 
take up exorbitant high-voltage direct cur-
rent (HVDC) projects for the evacuation of 
RE from heavily congested corridors at an 
estimated cost of ₹2.72 per unit for plain 
vanilla solar projects. 

The development of RE in the country 
became highly skewed, with the top two 

Transmission 

charges being 

waived had led 

to distortions 

that ending this 

policy should 

help resolve
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T
he arrest of two Catholic nuns by the
Chhattisgarh police on charges of human
tra�cking and forced conversion is

another instance of growing religion-related ha-
rassment. Keralite Sisters Preeti Mary and Vanda-
na Francis, from the order of the Assisi Sisters of
Mary Immaculate, were escorting three tribal
girls to an Agra convent for jobs when they were
apprehended from Durg railway station on July
25 after a Bajrang Dal member �led a complaint.
They have been booked under Section 4 of the
Chhattisgarh Freedom of Religion Act, 1968 (con-
version) and Section 143 of the BNS (tra�cking).
While Chief Minister Vishnu Deo Sai insisted that
the nuns were engaging in “human tra�cking
and conversion... through inducement”, the kin
of the girls have since clari�ed that there was no
forceful conversion and they had given their con-
sent to be taken to Agra. The arrests have led to
condemnation across the political spectrum
against communal vigilantism. Leaders across
political lines have protested. Ruling Left Demo-
cratic Front and Opposition United Democratic
Front MPs from Kerala held dharnas outside Par-
liament, and the Catholic Church, through its o�-
cial mouthpiece, Deepika, and other church or-
ganisations too denounced the arrests.

This is not the �rst time that a proselytisation
row has erupted involving Christian missionaries.
Last year marked 25 years of the brutal killing of
Australian missionary Graham Staines and his two
minor sons in Odisha. Despite the fact that the Con-
stitution provides citizens the right to practise and
propagate the religion of their choice, several
States, including U.P., M.P., Chhattisgarh, Rajas-
than, Arunachal Pradesh, Jharkhand and Odisha,
have misused provisions of anti-conversion laws
that were intended only to prevent conversion
through force or fraud or allurement. These laws
are often used to criminalise interfaith marriages
by labelling conversion by marriage as unlawful. In
tribal-dominated regions such as Jharkhand, there
is another tension brewing between Adivasis and
both Christian tribals and Hindus. While Hindutva
groups with the RSS’s backing are exhorting tribals
to wake up to their Hindu roots, tribal out�ts are re-
sisting this and demanding a separate Sarna reli-
gious code. Tribal out�ts allege that the Hindu
groups are doing the same thing as Christian mis-
sionaries to subsume their distinct culture. In
Chhattisgarh, which has around a 2% Christian
population according to the 2011 Census, there is al-
so a debate on whether tribals who are converting
to Christianity should be delisted from the Sche-
duled Tribes. In such a churn, the onus is on polit-
ical, religious and social organisations to focus on
economic development, jobs and welfare. Govern-
ment machineries should be used to enforce rights,
guaranteed by the Constitution, not violate them.

Arrest and unrest  
Communal agenda is behind the arrest

of nuns for human tra�cking  

D
ivya Deshmukh’s astonishing perfor-
mance at the women’s chess World Cup
has put the limelight back on Indian

chess, yet again. Rarely does a week pass without
an Indian player achieving a signi�cant feat in
some corner of the world. Still, what Divya did at
Batumi, Georgia, on Monday, deserves attention.
The 19-year-old from Nagpur won one of the
most prestigious tournaments, coming through a
gruelling knockout competition, outwitting rivals
much stronger and more experienced. She had
started out as the 15th seed. That she defeated
another Indian, the fourth-seeded Koneru Hum-
py and reigning World rapid chess champion, in
the �nal, underlined the country’s domination of
the event. Two other Indians, D. Harika and R.
Vaishali, had also advanced to the quarter�nals.
The great show in Georgia does not make India a
superpower in women’s chess, though. That ho-
nour belongs to China, home to the last three wo-
men’s World champions. Though the Indian wo-
men, like the men, won the Chess Olympiad last
year at Budapest, China has more depth. India
may now boast the world’s best young talent
among men, in the form of World champion D.
Gukesh, World No. 4 R. Praggnanandhaa and No.
5 Arjun Erigaisi among others, but the bench in
women’s chess is not all that strong.

Divya’s — and India’s — stunning success should
no doubt inspire young girls to take up chess as a
career. The huge media attention that Divya has
received — she has been featured on the front pag-
es of newspapers, became breaking news on TV
and got plenty of traction online — could encour-
age even more parents to make their daughters
learn chess. And India needs more girls to move
the pieces on the chessboard. Though the current
Indian lineup looks good enough to retain the
Olympiad gold next year, it is imperative that the
country needs to spot and nurture fresh young ta-
lent. There are a few players such as Vantika Agra-
wal and B. Savitha Shri, but in the world’s top 100,
there are only eight Indians, while China has 14,
including the top three. India’s chess administra-
tors have to make some long-term plans for wo-
men’s chess, and should implement them quick-
ly. After identifying a fairly large group of
promising girls, they need to be properly trained
and provided excellent coaches. Only few families
can a�ord the highly expensive trainers and the
travel to Europe, from where the Indian players
usually make their norms for their Grandmaster
or International Master titles. There should also
be more such tournaments in India.

Top board 
Indian women are catching up 

with the men in world chess  

I
magine a crime scene, where two
detectives arrive. The �rst person is
Sherlock Holmes, who is calm, meticulous
and relentlessly logical. He sees what

others overlook, asks things that others miss, and
lets logic and evidence guide every step. He
knows that the truth cannot be extracted by force
and that it must be uncovered through careful,
patient investigation.

The other person is Dirty Harry, gru�,
impatient and contemptuous of rules. He does
not investigate; he intimidates. He does not
gather evidence; he extracts confessions. For
him, justice is about speed, not accuracy, even if
it leaves behind broken bodies and ruined lives.

These are not just �ctional characters. They
represent two con�icting visions of policing in
India. The question is this. In the �ght against
crime, do we want a Sherlock Holmes or a Dirty
Harry in our police stations?

A culture of impunity
The custodial death of Ajith Kumar, a 27-year-old
temple guard, in June, in Tamil Nadu, is a grim
reminder of the perils of the Dirty Harry-style of
policing. The case (which involved missing
jewellery from a car) happened just months after
the Tamil Nadu Police Commission had
recommended, among other things, a series of
reforms to curb custodial torture.

According to a 2023 Lok Sabha reply, 687
people had died in police custody across India
between 2018-19 and 2022-23, which is an average
of two to three deaths every week. The data
showed that these States had the highest
numbers — Gujarat (81), Maharashtra (80),
Madhya Pradesh (50), Bihar (47), Uttar Pradesh
(41), West Bengal (40), and Tamil Nadu (36).

O�cial �gures conceal more than they reveal.
Many custodial deaths are quietly labelled as
suicides, accidents, or sudden illnesses. Torture
often occurs o� the record — beyond lockups and
CCTV surveillance. In Ajith Kumar’s case, it
reportedly happened in police vans, abandoned
buildings, a village tank bed, and in a cow shed
behind a temple.

Custodial violence overwhelmingly targets the
daily-wage worker, the migrant, the slum dweller,
the Dalit, and the tribal. So, torture is not just bad
policing. It is structural injustice that re�ects and
reinforces the entrenched hierarchies of caste,
class and power. 

Torture persists due to inadequate training
especially for the public-facing constabulary that
makes up 90% of the police force alongside poor
infrastructure, pressure to deliver quick results,
and weak institutional oversight. Disciplinary
action is rare and criminal convictions rarer still.

More troubling is societal tolerance of custodial
violence, which normalises the abuse, turning
crime into the routine and impunity into
uno�cial policy.

In D.K. Basu (1996), the Supreme Court of
India had laid down detailed safeguards against
custodial torture. In K.S. Puttaswamy (2017), it
rea�rmed dignity and bodily autonomy as
fundamental rights. Yet, torture remains
rampant. The Law Commission of India’s 273rd
Report (2017) urged Parliament to enact a
standalone anti-torture law, but no such law
exists. India has yet to ratify the United Nations
Convention Against Torture. In 2025, India was
ranked a “high-risk” country in the Global
Torture Index — a searing indictment we can no
longer ignore.

On research and real world examples
The case against torture is not just moral or legal.
It is scienti�c. Torture is often mythologised as a
necessary evil — the quick �x when time is short
and lives are at stake. Films and television shows
often portray a suspect cracking under pressure,
revealing the truth just in time. But decades of
scienti�c research and real-world evidence tell a
very di�erent story.

In Why Torture Doesn’t Work: The Neuroscience
of Interrogation (2015), neuroscientist Shane
O’Mara explains that torture impairs the brain’s
prefrontal cortex and hippocampus, the very
regions essential for memory and clarity. Victims
become disoriented, incoherent, and cognitively
impaired; they will say anything, even lie, just to
end the pain.

Experience bears this out. During the Algerian
War (1954-62), French forces used torture
extensively, only to �nd that much of the
intelligence gathered from Algerian insurgents
was useless or led to dead ends. In 2007, the
International Committee of the Red Cross found
that detainees from CIA “black sites” had
confessed only to end their su�ering, producing
false or unusable information. In the United
States, the Innocence Project used DNA evidence
to overturn over 375 wrongful convictions, many
based on coerced confessions. In Ajith Kumar’s
case, the victim ‘confessed’ to hiding jewels in a
cowshed — not because it was true, but because
he wanted the beatings to stop.

The CIA’s now-infamous “enhanced
interrogation techniques” — waterboarding,
stress positions, sleep deprivation — were
debunked in the U.S. Senate Intelligence
Committee Report (2014). The 525-page partially
redacted summary (from a 6,700-page report),
based on classi�ed CIA documents, concluded
that these methods failed to yield actionable

intelligence against al Qaeda. Worse, the time
wasted chasing false leads had diverted attention
from actual threats. So, what works? According to
a Net�ix documentary “American Manhunt:
Osama bin Laden”, the vital lead (the courier who
led the U.S. to bin Laden) was uncovered through
good, old-fashioned detective work —
non-coercive intelligence gathering, surveillance,
and methodical analysis.

After the wrongful conviction of six men in the
1974 Birmingham pub bombings, the U.K.
abandoned confession-based policing. It adopted
the PEACE model (Preparation and Planning,
Engage and Explain, Account, Closure, and
Evaluation) that focused on building rapport and
trust with a suspect, open-ended questioning,
active listening, and video recording of the
interviews. This model reduced false confessions,
improved conviction accuracy and restored
public trust. Countries such as Norway, Canada
and New Zealand have adopted it with similar
success. The European Committee for the
Prevention of Torture (CPT) has endorsed it.

Post-9/11, the High-Value Detainee
Interrogation Group (HIG), a joint initiative of the
FBI, the CIA, and the Department of Defence,
undertook extensive research on interrogation
techniques. Its peer-reviewed studies con�rmed
that non-coercive, rapport-based methods
consistently outperformed torture in producing
accurate, timely, and actionable intelligence.

In Norway, far-right terrorist Anders Breivik,
who killed 77 people in 2011, was interrogated
without threats or coercion. The police’s calm,
professional approach led to a full confession and
valuable insights into extremist networks,
demonstrating that even the most heinous crimes
do not justify abandoning legal principles. In the
U.S., Najibullah Zazi, who plotted the 2009 New
York subway bombing, cooperated with the FBI
after being treated with respect. His detailed
disclosures helped dismantle a wider terror
network.

Holmes, not Harry
The core issue is that this is not a debate about
policing. It is a test of our democratic maturity.
The law must protect the most vulnerable, not
brutalise them. Every custodial beating is not just
a wound on the body of a citizen. It is a stain on
the soul of the state. India must immediately
ratify the UN Convention Against Torture and
enact a standalone anti-torture law. All States
should embed the PEACE model into police
training, and declare zero tolerance for custodial
abuse. When Sherlock Holmes’s methods
succeed in reality — not just in �ction — why
should India cling to Dirty Harry’s shadow?

India’s police must get out of Dirty Harry’s shadow 

K. Ashok Vardhan
Shetty 

is a retired IAS o�icer
and a former
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It is time for a
policing reset
where human
dignity and
professionalism
replace fear,
coercion and
the illusion of
quick justice

O
n a balmy evening in Boston, a Coldplay
concert became the stage for an incident
that reverberated far beyond the music.

During a light-hearted “kiss-cam” segment, the
camera focused on two individuals — the CEO of
Astronomer, and the �rm’s HR director. The
startled reactions of the man and woman,
captured by an audience member’s smartphone,
ignited a digital �restorm. Within hours, the
video went viral, inciting speculation about an
alleged a�air. Both individuals were married, and
the online frenzy culminated in the CEO’s
resignation. Fake apologies and doctored posts
further muddied the waters, transforming a
�eeting moment into a global morality narrative.

The deeper issues
At �rst glance, the Coldplay episode may seem
like mere tabloid material. Yet it exposes deeper
anxieties about privacy, spectacle and morality in
our hyper-connected society. It prompts us to
question not only media ethics and platform
accountability but also the nature of
spectatorship itself. When personal discomfort
becomes meme material and moral commentary,
we must inquire. What is the cost of our
participation? Media theorist Mark Andrejevic
describes this as “lateral surveillance”, where
individuals monitor and expose one another
through digital instruments.

In his seminal work, iSpy: Surveillance and
Power in the Interactive Era, he identi�es this as a
characteristic of participatory culture, distinct
from institutional surveillance. The Coldplay
video was likely shared in jest or curiosity, but its
viral spread, propelled by platforms such as
Instagram and X, led to reputational damage.

Shoshana Zubo�’s concept of surveillance
capitalism elucidates this phenomenon —
platforms are designed to amplify emotionally
provocative and ambiguous content. The video’s
success lay not in truth but in its ability to
provoke speculation. Its virality was orchestrated
by algorithms that favour engagement over
ethics.

India has seen similar episodes. In 2023, a

video of a couple in the Delhi Metro went viral,
leading to harsh trolling and moral policing,
targeting the woman. Such incidents, often
involving women, marginalised groups, or the
economically disadvantaged, reveal a pattern:
digital virality thrives on indignation and
voyeurism, with disproportionate harm to the
vulnerable. These instances highlight a key issue:
visibility does not equate to consent. Philosopher
Helen Nissenbaum’s theory of “contextual
integrity” helps explain this breach: privacy is
not secrecy, but control over how personal
information circulates within speci�c contexts.

A concertgoer does not anticipate a transient
expression to become global content. While
recording may appear innocuous, mass
dissemination, ampli�ed by algorithms, disrupts
those contextual boundaries. The public reaction
to the Coldplay video ranged from humour to
moral condemnation, crafting an unveri�ed
narrative of in�delity. Daniel Trottier describes
this as “digital vigilantism” — a sort of informal
justice where online users act as moral enforcers.
Unlike formal systems, it relies on speculation,
with rapid and often irreversible consequences.

The issue of veri�cation
The function of legacy media in such incidents is
increasingly troubling. News organisations, often
in�uenced by social media trends, tend to
amplify viral content without adequate
veri�cation. In the Coldplay case, reports of the
CEO’s resignation largely re�ected online
narratives, with minimal independent
investigation. This reversal, where publication
precedes veri�cation, challenges the ethical
foundation of journalism. Should private
individuals be subjected to public scrutiny based
simply on unveri�ed social media content? What
evidential standards should apply?

Platform design exacerbates these issues.
Algorithms on TikTok, Instagram, and X
prioritise emotionally charged content,
emphasising engagement over accuracy. As
media scholar Nancy Baym observes, platforms
shape not just what we consume but how we

interact, encouraging performance over
re�ection.

In India, where digital literacy is inconsistent,
and caste, gender, and religious hierarchies
persist, the risks are ampli�ed. Viral videos of
Dalit or tribal creators, for instance, often
provoke casteist backlash, turning digital visibility
into vulnerability. The Coldplay episode also
reveals how easily reputational harm can outpace
facts. Legal protections such as privacy and
defamation laws exist, but their ability to address
algorithmically driven harm remains limited,
particularly across borders.

Re�ect on digital behaviour
How do we traverse this complex terrain? First,
public awareness around the ethics of digital
sharing must grow. What one �nds
“share-worthy” may profoundly harm another.
Educational initiatives, especially in schools and
communities, can help foster empathy and
self-restraint. Second, platforms must take greater
responsibility for promoting morally ambiguous
content. There is an urgent need for technologies
that �ag, contextualise, or slow the spread of
sensitive videos. Third, journalism must rea�rm
its gatekeeping role, prioritising veri�cation and
proportionality over viral allure. Most
importantly, we as users must re�ect on our own
digital behaviour. The line between witnessing
and exposing is razor-thin, and our choices to
record, post, or comment carry consequences
beyond the moment.

The Coldplay kiss-cam incident is not an
outlier but part of a broader cultural shift, where
spectacle frequently overrides sensitivity. As
India and the world contend with the
complexities of the digital public sphere, we must
ask this: do we want a society that treats every
moment as content, or one that prioritises
empathy and responsibility? Our digital
behaviour re�ects our moral compass. In an age
where any face in a crowd can become viral, the
ethics of sharing call for urgent re�ection. Only
through mindful engagement can we build a
digital culture that respects dignity.

Spectacle, privacy and sharing in the digital age 
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The Coldplay
episode must
prompt
questions about
media ethics,
platform
accountability
and the nature
of spectatorship

NISAR satellite mission
We must congratulate Team
ISRO and NASA for the
successful launch of the
NASA-ISRO Synthetic
Aperture Radar (NISAR)
satellite. It is a milestone in
the realm of collaborative
satellite missions. Surely,
such joint missions will
foster peer-learning and
exposure to cutting-edge
space technologies. 
Further, in the context of

pool and growing stature in
women’s chess. It also
underscores how sustained
focus on nurturing female
talent is beginning to pay
dividends. Her journey, from
an underdog to India’s
newest Grandmaster, will
inspire a generation.

R. Sivakumar,
Chennai

platform for meaningful
change.
Mohammad Asad,

Mumbai

Rising chess star
Young talent Divya
Deshmukh etched her name
into chess history by
defeating Grandmaster
Humpy Koneru. Ms.
Deshmukh’s victory is more
than a personal triumph. It
reflects India’s deep talent

Parliament? While it is
natural for political
di�erences to arise,
prioritising genuine
discussions on real
challenges is crucial for the
progress of our country.
This shift towards
constructive dialogue and
actionable solutions is not
just a necessity but also a
responsibility we owe to our
nation. Let us ensure that
Parliament becomes a

Queensland. One wishes
both countries success in
their space programmes. 
V. Subramaniam,

Chennai

Debate in Parliament
The jury is still out on the
debate in Parliament, on
Operation Sindoor. Is it not
time that we focused on
more pressing issues facing
the nation than engaging in
political blame games in

climate change imperatives,
having uninterrupted
all-weather data insights
from the satellite will be of
relevance.
G. Ramasubramanyam,
Vijayawada, Andhra Pradesh

ISRO’s success is also on a
day when the attempt to
send Australia’s first rocket
into space, on Wednesday,
ended in failure, just
seconds after its launch in
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Helsinki (Finland), July 30: The U.S. President,
Mr. Gerald Ford and the Soviet leader, Mr.
Leonid Brezhnev reported progress towards a
nuclear arms curb agreement after a
mini-summit to-day that overshadowed the
opening of the 35-nation European Security
Conference. 

The host country President, Mr. Urho
Kekkonen, o�cially opened the conference, the
biggest gathering of world leaders in 160 years,
acclaiming it “a day of joy and hope for Europe.”

But with its �nal document — a non-binding
set of principles — already agreed upon, the
super summit served mainly to spur a feverish
round of diplomatic activity.

Mr. Ford and Mr. Brezhnev met for two hours
and 15 minutes in the �rst of their two scheduled
mini-summits being watched closely by the 33
other European and North American leaders
here. They are aware that only agreement
between the two super powers can bring peace
to this continent ravaged by war for centuries.

The U.S. President and Mr. Brezhnev met
reporters at the U.S. Embassy where they
conferred before going to Helsinki’s Finlandia
Hall to attend the opening of the Security
Conference.

The Kremlin chief agreed with the U.S.
President that the declaration of the European
Security Conference, to be signed by 35
countries at an East-West summit here on
Friday, would lead to greater stability in Europe. 

He said: “I want all the nations of Europe to
live in peace with each other and not interfere in
each other’s domestic a�airs.”

FIFTY YEARS AGO JULY 31, 1975

Progress at Brezhnev, Ford
mini-summit 

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

London, July 30: In the Commons, Mr.
Worthington Evans said it was the intention of
the Government in conjunction with the
Dominions’ Governments to establish an
endowment fund of �ve million sterling for the
maintenance of the war cemeteries. He
proposed to ask the House to vote £50,000 as
the United Kingdom’s contribution for the
current year and a further sum every year,
increasing as the cost of the construction work
�nishes until the capital sum realises the British
share of the total amount required for the
permanent maintenance of the war graves. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JULY 31, 1925

War graves 

L
egal services institutions,
established under the
Legal Services
Authorities Act, 1987, are

tasked with the mandate of
providing free legal aid to nearly
80% of India’s population.
However, the actual reach remains
modest. Between April 2023 and
March 2024, just 15.50 lakh people
received legal aid services — far
below the scale envisioned. This
marked a 28% rise from the 12.14
lakh reached the previous year.

Usually attached to local courts,
prisons, and juvenile justice
boards, these front o�ces o�er
free legal counsel through a panel
of empanelled lawyers to the
economically weak, those in
custody, and others facing various
vulnerabilities. In rural and
remote areas, legal aid clinics
serve village clusters. Nationally,
there is one legal service clinic for
every 163 villages, as per the India
Justice Report 2025. The
availability and presence of these
services is dependent on �nancial
and human resources available.

Budget for legal aid
The budget for legal aid comprises
less than 1% of the total justice
budget (police, prisons, judiciary,
and legal aid). It is provided by
States as well as by the Centre
through the National Legal
Services Authority (NALSA), which
disburses grants to State Legal
Services Authorities (SLSAs).

The total allocation nearly
doubled from ₹601 crore in 2017-18
to ₹1,086 crore in 2022-23 across
25 States. This growth was due to
an increase in State legal aid
budgets, which cumulatively
increased from ₹394 crore to ₹866
crore. Thirteen States increased
their respective allocations to the
legal aid budget by over 100%.
They were led by Karnataka,
Maharashtra, and Madhya
Pradesh. During the same period,
(2017-18 to 2022-23), NALSA’s funds
fell from ₹207 crore to ₹169 crore.
The utilisation of NALSA funds
also dropped from 75% to 59%.

As per the NALSA Manual for
District Legal Services Authorities

2023, SLSAs have been barred
from incurring expenditure from
the NALSA fund on certain items
without prior approval. These
included hiring project or front
o�ce sta�, purchasing or hiring
vehicles and equipment, engaging
outsourced personnel, expenses
related to victim compensation,
food distribution, and tree
plantation. Instead, it directed that
funds be used only for speci�c
functions, with ceilings: 50% for
legal aid and advice, 25% for
awareness and outreach, and 25%
for Alternate Dispute Resolution
and mediation.

Since 2019, the national per
capita spending on legal aid has
doubled from roughly ₹3 to ₹7.
According to actual expenditure
�gures from 2022-23 the highest
spend was in Haryana (₹16), while
Jharkhand (₹5), Assam (₹5), Uttar
Pradesh (₹4), Bihar (₹3), and West
Bengal (₹2) spent less than the
average ₹6 per capita.

A shrinking frontline
The impact of low �scal
prioritisation coupled with poor
utilisation of existing funds is on
frontline responders. Para-legal
volunteers, who are trained
community resources, create
awareness, assist in resolving
disputes, and act as a bridge
between people and legal aid
services. The total number of
para-legal volunteers dropped by
nearly 38% between 2019 and
2024. From 5.7 per lakh
population, there were only 3.1
per lakh population in 2023. West
Bengal and Uttar Pradesh had only
one para-legal volunteer per lakh
population.

Low budgets also constrict the
ability to deploy para-legal
volunteers (paid on a per day
basis) on the ground. Over the
years, both the numbers of
para-legal volunteers trained and
deployed have come down
drastically. In 2023-24, out of
53,000 para-legal volunteers
trained, only 14,000 were
deployed, whereas in 2019-20,
63,00 were trained and 22,000
deployed. What is ba�ing is the

reluctance of States to revise
honorariums for these para-legal
volunteers, which, besides rare
exceptions, are invariably below
minimum wages across India. As
of March 31, 2023, Kerala was the
only State paying para-legal
volunteers a daily honorarium of
₹750. Twenty-two States paid
₹500 per day, three paid ₹400,
and the remaining three (Gujarat,
Meghalaya, and Mizoram) o�ered
₹250, which is barely enough to
cover basic daily expenses.

Till 2022, lawyers empanelled
with legal services took up cases
for both the accused persons and
victims. Since 2022, NALSA has
been operating a new central
sector scheme — the Legal Aid
Defence Counsel (LADC), for
representing only accused
persons. This scheme, modelled
on the public defender system, is
intended to complement the
assigned counsel system. NALSA
initiated the scheme to ensure that
accused persons/convicts have
access to quality and e�ective
legal aid through dedicated
lawyers. It is now operational in
610 of the 670 districts across
India. In 2023-23, ₹200 crore was
specially earmarked for LADCs by
NALSA and it was fully utilised.
However, in 2024–25, the
allocation dropped to ₹147.9 crore.
There is tremendous potential that
the LADC holds as it also reduces
the burden on other lawyers and
the system as a whole. However,
as the scheme is still fledging, it
would be too early to declare it a
success.

Although States are making
e�orts to increase allocations for
legal aid, long-standing issues such
as inconsistent service quality,
absent accountability mechanism,
and a lack of trust continue to
undermine its e�ectiveness. Much
of these ills can be ameliorated
with infusions of money and
manpower. It is essential to boost
the capacity of legal aid systems to
make them truly e�ective.
Without these resources, the
system falls short of providing the
quality of justice enshrined in the
Constitution.

Boost the capacity of legal aid systems 

Arshi Showkat
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India Justice Report

Without these
resources, the
system falls
short of
providing the
quality of justice
enshrined in the
Constitution
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STATE OF PLAY

A
s the Central govern-
ment prepares for the
next delimitation exer-

cise, which will redraw consti-
tuency boundaries based on
the �rst Census after 2026, Te-
langana and Andhra Pradesh
were waiting for their Assemb-
ly constituencies to be in-
creased, as promised in the
Andhra Pradesh Reorganisa-
tion Act, 2014. However, a re-
cent Supreme Court judgment
has dampened their hopes.

According to the 2014 Act,
the number of seats in the Le-
gislative Assemblies was to be
increased from 175 to 225 in
Andhra Pradesh and from 119
to 153 in Telangana. However,
the delimitation process was
stalled as the Census could not
be conducted in 2020-21 —
�rst because of the COVID-19
pandemic and later for va-
rious other reasons.

Telangana has represented
the matter to the Central go-
vernment on many occasions.
The State government brought
it up during meetings con-
vened by the Union Home Mi-
nistry to resolve bilateral is-
sues between Telangana and
Andhra Pradesh post-bifurca-
tion and also during Southern
Zonal Council meetings held
under the chairmanship of
Union Home Minister Amit
Shah from time to time.

In a letter addressed to Un-
ion Home Secretary Rajiv
Mehrishi in June 2016, the
then Telangana Chief Secre-
tary, Rajiv Sharma, recalled
the provision made under Sec-
tion 26 of the Act for delimita-
tion of constituencies in the
two States. As the new State of
Telangana came into exis-
tence with e�ect from June 2,
2014, Mr. Sharma requested

the Home Ministry to place
the matter before the Election
Commission of India (ECI) for
increasing seats in the Telan-
gana Legislative Assembly
from 119 to 153 as envisaged in
the Act as soon as possible. Te-
langana’s former Chief Electo-
ral O�cer, Rajat Kumar, also
spoke of the impact of trans-
ferring a few mandals of
Khammam district in Telanga-
na to neighbouring Andhra
Pradesh post-bifurcation. He
said that the three constituen-
cies were reserved for Sche-
duled Tribes.

Professor K. Purushottam
Reddy �led a plea in the Su-
preme Court seeking readjust-
ment of seats in the Assem-
blies of the two States,
pointing to the exercise in
Jammu and Kashmir as a pre-
cedent. In its judgment last
week, the Supreme Court
ruled out delimitation of con-
stituencies till the completion
and publication of the Census,
which is expected to start in
2026. The Court dismissed his
petition saying granting relief
would be “contrary to the let-
ter and spirit of constitutional
design”. It said that “Article
170 [which deals with compo-
sition of Legislative Assem-
blies in States] has no applica-
tion to Union Territories...” It
said that the Centre therefore
did not discriminate against
the electorates of Andhra Pra-
desh and Telangana, nor dam-
pen their legitimate expecta-
tions by conducting
delimitation of constituencies

in the Union Territory of J&K,
which was being governed by
a distinct constitutional and
statutory regime. Justice Surya
Kant also explained that there
was a speci�c constitutional
embargo in Article 170 stating
that delimitation in States was
barred until after the comple-
tion of the �rst Census post
2026. Article 170(3) lays down
that “upon the completion of
each Census, the total number
of seats in the Legislative As-
sembly of each State and the
division of each State into ter-
ritorial constituencies shall be
readjusted by such authority
in such a manner as Parlia-
ment by law determine”.

The next Census, sche-
duled to begin in 2026, is like-
ly to be conducted in two
phases. The o�cial headcount
and house-listing process that
will precede it are expected to
be completed by March 1,
2027. The numbers will take a
few years to be �nalised and
released. The Delimitation
Commission can base its work
only on the published Census
�gures and this could further
delay the delimitation exercise
in the two States. This means
that the exercise will start only
after the publication of the
next Census data.

While the verdict has
dashed the hopes of the
States, it is also unsurprising.
No political party, including
the Bharat Rashtra Samithi
which claims to have played a
crucial role in drafting the Act,
seems to have paid notice to
the wording of the Act. As
former MP B. Vinod Kumar
rightly said at a press confe-
rence, simply adding the
words “notwithstanding Sec-
tion 170 sub clause 3” in the
2014 Act would have resolved
the problem. If that had been
done, delimitation in these
two States would possibly not
have been clubbed with de-
limitation across the country.

An unsurprising judgment 
A recent Supreme Court verdict has dashed the hopes of Telangana and Andhra 

M. Rajeev
rajeev.madabhushi@thehindu.co.in

I
n the last decade, the share of
air-conditioned (AC) berths/
seats in non-suburban trains

(long-distance trains) has doubled,
while the share of non-AC berths/
seats has declined considerably in
India. In parallel, the share of pas-
sengers who travelled in AC coach-
es has tripled, while the share of
those who travelled in second
class has declined considerably. 

Suburban trains are meant for
short distances, usually up to 150
kilometres, to facilitate movement
within cities, suburbs, and extend-
ed suburbs. These trains operate
with electrical multiple units rakes
or EMUs. Non-suburban trains
cover longer distances and this
analysis is restricted to them. 

These conclusions assume sig-
ni�cance, given that the Indian
Railways is keen on increasing the
number of AC three-tier coaches in
long-distance trains — the only
class of travel which has fetched
consistent pro�ts for the organisa-
tion — in place of sleeper and other
coaches. While news reports show
that in many long-distance trains,
sleeper and second class coaches
are being substituted with AC
three-tier coaches, the govern-
ment has refuted such claims in a
recent reply in the Lok Sabha. 

In a question answered on July
23, the Minister of Railways, Ash-
wini Vaishnaw, had said that the
share of non-AC coaches has “sig-
ni�cantly increased to about
70%”. However, the data shared in
the reply does not specify the base
year from which this increase was
calculated. The data shared by the
Minister also claimed that in FY25,
1,250 general coaches have been
utilised in long-distance trains,
while the corresponding �gures
for AC coaches were not divulged. 

However, data for non-subur-
ban trains collated from the Indian

Railways Annual Reports of 2023-
24 and 2013-14 show substantial in-
crease in AC berths/seats. In the
last decade, the share of non-AC
berths/seats declined from over
84% to 68% of the total available
berths/seats in non-suburban
trains, while the share of AC
berths/seats increased from close
to 16% to about 32% (Chart 1). 

The increase in berths/seats
was particularly pronounced in AC
three-tier coaches. The share of
these in the total increased from
around 10% to 24% in the last de-
cade. On the other hand, the share
of berths/seats in sleeper coaches
decreased from 33.3% to 29% and
the share of ‘other non-AC’ coach-
es came down from 51% to 39%. 

An analysis of the percentage
increase and decrease in berths/
seats over the past decade also
highlights a growing preference
for AC coaches. In 2023-24, the
berths/seats in AC three-tier coach-
es had increased by 238% from
2013-14. In contrast, the berths/
seats in sleeper coaches increased
by only 21% and ‘other non-AC’
coaches increased by only 6.4% in
the same period (Chart 2). 

A similar pattern can be seen
when analysing the number of pas-
sengers who travelled across va-
rious classes of non-suburban
trains. For instance, the share of
passengers in AC three-tier coach-
es in total increased from less than
2% in 2013-14 to 7.5% in 2023-24. In
contrast, the share of those in se-
cond class mail/ordinary coaches
in total declined from over 88% to
75.5%. Those in sleeper mail/or-
dinary coaches increased from
8.3% to 13.2% (Chart 3). 

An analysis of the percentage
increase and decrease in passen-
gers carried also shows a similar
pattern. In 2023-24, the number of
passengers in AC three-tier coach-
es increased by 201% from 2013-14.
On the other hand, those carried
in second class mail/ordinary
coaches decreased by 36%. Pas-
sengers carried in sleeper mail/or-
dinary coaches increased by just
18.6% (Chart 4).

Share of AC berths doubled in last decade in long-distance trains
Government data also shows that the share of passengers who travelled in AC coaches has tripled in the last decade

Nitika Francis,
Devyanshi Bihani 
Vignesh Radhakrishnan
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Individuals arrested
under UAPA between
2018 and 2022

8,947
Only two cases

filed under the

anti-terror law,

Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, were

quashed by courts across the country

between 2018 and 2022. Minister of State

for Home Affairs Nityanand Rai presented

the data from the latest NCRB report. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

The growth in
Europe’s economy in
the April-June quarter

0.10
In per cent. Europe’s

economy barely grew

in the April-June

quarter as earlier efforts to ship goods

ahead of new U.S. tariffs reversed, and

output fell for the continent’s largest

economy, Germany. GDP grew an anaemic

0.1% compared to the previous quarter. AP

Road projects facing
delays over land and
clearance issues

489
Hundreds of road

projects, which were

originally scheduled for

completion by March 2025, are pending

due to delays in land acquisition,

forest/wildlife clearances and railway

approvals, Parliament was informed on

Wednesday. PTI

Persons rescued from
various districts in
Madhya Pradesh

2,900
Several

people,

including

school children, were stranded in parts of

Madhya Pradesh’s Shivpuri district due to a

flood-like situation after heavy rains,

prompting the authorities to call the Army

for rescue and relief work. PTI

Estimated amount
from cooperative fossil
fuel levies every year

66
In $ billion. Smaller

coalitions of fossil

fuel-importing countries

could generate $66 billion annually to help

developing nations cut emissions,

according to a new study by the Potsdam

Institute for Climate Impact Research. PTI
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The story so far:

O
n July 21, the Bombay High
Court acquitted all 12 accused
in the 2006 Mumbai serial
train blasts case, overturning

the 2015 verdict by a special Maharashtra
Control of Organised Crime Act (MCOCA)
court that had sentenced �ve of them to
death and seven to life imprisonment.
Delivering a scathing indictment of the
Mumbai Police’s Anti-Terrorism Squad
(ATS), a Division Bench of Justices Anil S.
Kilor and Shyam C. Chandak observed,
“Punishing the actual perpetrator of a
crime is a concrete and essential step
toward curbing criminal activities,
upholding the rule of law, and ensuring
the safety and security of citizens. But
creating a false appearance of having
solved a case by presenting that the
accused have been brought to justice
gives a misleading sense of resolution.
This deceptive closure undermines public
trust and falsely reassures society, while
in reality, the true threat remains at large.
Essentially, this is what the case at hand
conveys". Accordingly, the judgment
ordered the release of 11 men after 19
years of incarceration. One of the accused
had died in custody in 2021 due to
COVID-19. Only one among them, Wahid
Shaikh, had been acquitted earlier by the
trial court in 2015 after it found no
evidence against him. He had spent nine
years in prison before being exonerated.

What is the case?
Nearly two decades ago, on July 11, 2006,
Mumbai was shaken by a coordinated
series of bomb blasts that left an indelible
scar on the city’s collective memory.
Within a matter of minutes, seven
explosions ripped through suburban
trains on the Western Railway line during
peak evening rush hour, killing 189 people
and seriously injuring 824. According to
the Mumbai Police, the bombs had been
assembled using pressure cookers and
strategically planted to cause maximum
devastation during the city’s busiest
commute hours. 

In the immediate aftermath, the
Congress-led Maharashtra government
handed over the investigation to the
Anti-Terrorism Squad (ATS). Eventually, 13
individuals were put on trial in
connection with the blasts and 17 others,
including Pakistani nationals, were
named in the ATS chargesheet. 

Why did the High Court set aside the
convictions? 
The prosecution’s case rested primarily
on eyewitness testimonies, the recovery
of explosives, and confessional
statements. However, the High Court
found the evidence to be fundamentally
compromised. It opined that the
confessions were extracted through
“barbaric and inhuman” torture, the
eyewitness accounts lacked credibility,
and that the recovered materials were
“vulnerable to tampering” and therefore
inadmissible. Some of the key �ndings
include:

Unreliable eyewitnesses: The
prosecution’s case relied heavily on eight
eyewitnesses, including taxi drivers who
allegedly ferried the accused and train
passengers who claimed to have seen
them planting the bombs. However, the
court deemed this testimony “unsafe,”
citing signi�cant delays and a lack of
corroboration. Most witnesses
approached the police over three months
after the incident, casting doubt on the

reliability of their recollections. The court
was particularly critical of the two taxi
drivers, who remained silent for nearly
four months. It found it implausible that
they could accurately recall the faces of
passengers given the �eeting and routine
nature of taxi rides in a metropolis like
Mumbai. Similarly, a witness who had
assisted in preparing sketches of the
suspects was never brought to testify in
the trial or asked to identify the accused
in court. A signi�cant procedural lapse
that further weakened the prosecution’s
case was the invalidity of the test
identi�cation parades. The special
executive o�cer who conducted them,
Shri Barve, lacked the legal authority, as
his tenure had ended more than a year
earlier. As a result, the identi�cations
made during these parades, including
those of three accused, were ruled
inadmissible.

Coerced confessions: The High Court
held that the confessional statements of
the 11 convicts were inadmissible, citing
grave violations of statutory safeguards.
Most notably, the Bench concluded that
the confessions had been extracted
through torture. The judgment detailed
chilling allegations by the accused, who
described being beaten with belts, having
their legs forcibly stretched apart, being
subjected to electric shocks, and being
deprived of sleep. These accounts were
corroborated by medical reports from
King Edward Memorial and Bhabha
hospitals.

The prosecution’s case was further
weakened by the striking similarity across
the confessions, even though they were
recorded by di�erent o�cers at di�erent
times and locations. The statements were
found to be “verbatim”, including the
phrasing of questions, responses, and

even grammatical errors, raising serious
doubts about their voluntariness. The
court also found that key procedural
safeguards were ignored. The accused
were not informed of their right to legal
counsel before their statements were
recorded, and there was neither
certi�cation of the language used nor any
con�rmation that the confessions were
read back and acknowledged by them. 

No ‘prior sanction’ under MCOCA: The
High Court delivered a decisive blow to
the prosecution by holding that the very
invocation of the Maharashtra Control of
Organised Crime Act, 1999 (MCOCA), was
unlawful. The statute requires “prior
sanction” by a competent authority, a
police o�cer not below the rank of the
Deputy Inspector General of Police,
before it can be invoked in a case. This is
a crucial safeguard since the stringent
anti-terror law reverses the burden of
proof, allows prolonged detention and
dilutes evidentiary standards. The court
found that the sanctioning o�cer had
granted approval without examining the
necessary documents, some of which
were submitted only after the approval
had been issued. “Mere reproduction of
some expressions, used in the de�nition
of ‘organised crime’, ‘continuing unlawful
activities’ or ‘organised crime syndicate’
to show the compliance, cannot be said to
be in tune with the letter and spirit of the
law relating to grant of approval for
invocation of the provisions of the
MCOCA,” the court underscored. The
prosecution’s failure to call the
sanctioning o�cer as a witness further
compounded the lapse. The court
concluded that without his testimony, the
approval for invoking MCOCA lacked legal
validity. 

Destruction of evidence: A key point of

contention was the Call Detail Records
(CDRs) of the accused. Although the
defence repeatedly sought access to
them, the prosecution claimed the
records had been destroyed. The court
found this deeply troubling, noting that
the CDRs were crucial for establishing the
accused’s whereabouts during alleged
conspiracy meetings and for verifying or
refuting claims of contact with operatives
in Pakistan. It concluded that the
destruction of such potentially
exculpatory evidence appeared deliberate
and amounted to the suppression of
material facts. This, the court held, cast
“serious doubts over the integrity of the
investigation” and constituted a “grave
violation of the right to a fair trial.”

The judges also found serious lapses in
the handling of physical evidence
allegedly recovered, such as RDX
granules, detonators, pressure cookers,
circuit boards, hooks, and maps. They
pointed out that the prosecution’s failure
to maintain a clear chain of custody as
well as not ensuring secure sealing before
submission to the Forensic Science
Laboratory severely compromised the
evidentiary value of these items.

What did the Supreme Court say? 
On July 24, the Supreme Court stayed the
High Court’s verdict, taking note of the
Maharashtra government’s concern that
the ruling could have adverse
implications for several ongoing trials
under the MCOCA. However, a Bench of
Justices M.M. Sundresh and N. Kotiswar
Singh clari�ed that the stay would not
a�ect the release of the 12 accused, who
had already walked free following their
acquittal. The court also issued notice to
all the former convicts on the State’s
appeal challenging their acquittal. 

Why were the 2006 Mumbai blasts accused freed?
What was the verdict handed down by a special Maharashtra Control of Organised Crime Act court in 2015? What happened in Mumbai on July 11, 2006? Why did the

Bombay High Court state that the confessional statements of the convicts were inadmissible? What has the Supreme Court said?

Murky truth: Indian railway o�icials clear debris of a local train which was ripped open by a bomb blast at Khar Mumbai on July 11, 2006. AFP

Aaratrika Bhaumik 
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Nearly two decades ago, on
July 11, 2006, Mumbai was
shaken by a coordinated series
of bomb blasts that left an
indelible scar on the city’s
collective memory.

�

The prosecution’s case rested
primarily on eyewitness
testimonies, the recovery of
explosives, and confessional
statements. However, the High
Court found the evidence to be
fundamentally compromised.
It opined that the confessions
were extracted through
“barbaric and inhuman”
torture, the eyewitness
accounts lacked credibility,
and that the recovered
materials were “vulnerable to
tampering” and therefore
inadmissible. 

�

On July 24, the Supreme Court
stayed the High Court’s verdict,
taking note of the Maharashtra
government’s concern that the
ruling could have adverse
implications for several
ongoing trials under the
MCOCA
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QUESTION 1

Alappuzha is a major production hub

for this product. VS worked in this

industry and also organised workers

of this industry. Name the product. 

X

QUESTION 2

In 2009, VS was removed from the

Politburo for taking a stand against

Pinarayi Vijayan in the SNC-Lavlin

case. He likened Vijayan to a Soviet

leader. Name that leader. 

X

QUESTION 3

In 2014, delivering a blow to VS, the

Kerala High Court found fault with his

government’s decision in 2007 to raze

resort buildings which appeared to

be built on encroached land in X.

Name X, a tea plantation town. 

X

QUESTION 4

During the 1962 India-China war, VS was

imprisoned for a year because he defied

the CPI’s stance. What did he do to incur

the wrath of the party? 

X

QUESTION 5

VS deeply admired X. This revolutionary

served as Prime Minister and later as

President of his country in the Caribbean.

VS was also likened to this leader by

former CPI(M) general secretary, Sitaram

Yechury. Name the leader. 

X

QUESTION 6

This celebrity received an o�er in the early

2000s to become the face of a soft drink

brand. When he agreed, he found himself

embroiled in a controversy. When VS

issued an ultimatum to the actor, he

withdrew his decision. Name the celebrity

and the brand.

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily
quiz: 1. The title of the art society exhibition in 1890

where Van Gogh’s work was displayed. Ans: Les XX (Les
Vingt) in Brussels
2. The short-lived artist colony Van Gogh hoped to

establish in Arles, and its only member. Ans: The Studio
of the South; the only artist who joined was Paul
Gauguin
3. The Red Vineyard was purchased by this person. Ans:
The Red Vineyard was purchased by Belgian artist
Anna Boch 
4. Van Gogh’s reported final words. Ans: His final words
were reportedly: “La tristesse durera toujours” (The
sadness will last forever)
5. This artist painted Van Gogh on his deathbed. Ans:
Émile Bernard
Visual question: The title of this painting, and how it

stand outs among Van Gogh’s body of work. Ans: The
painting is titled ‘Orchard with Cypresses’. It was
sold at Christie’s in November 2022 for a staggering
$117.18 million, making it the most expensive Van
Gogh painting ever sold at public auction
Early Birds: Nobody got all the correct answers

THE DAILY QUIZ

Former Kerala Chief Minister V.S. Achuthanandan passed away recently at the age
of 101. A quiz on the Communist icon, popularly known as VS

X

Visual question:

This is a martyrs’ memorial to those killed in an
uprising against the Travancore monarchy. VS was
involved in organising workers ahead of the uprising.

Name this revolt.

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Radhika Santhanam

“What’s wrong? Why the long face?”
“Long face! Listen, I’m terribly

unhappy about something, so please
don’t....”

“....that’s what I want to know. Why the
long face? ”

“Long face! Long face! What are you
talking about?”

“If you say that someone is walking
around with a long face, it means he/she
is looking very unhappy or serious. For
example, I can say, after losing in the
�nal, Anand was walking around with a
long face.”

“Can I say, every year before the Board
exam, the principal walks around with a
long face?”

“You certainly can. I guess the
principal has a lot of students like you. So,
he’s worried if you guys will pass or not!
Ha! Ha!”

“That’s not funny.”
“Sorry. Yesterday, I saw Sujatha going

around with a long face and today it’s you.
Is there a long face virus going around!”

“Sujatha has every right to be walking
around with a long face.”

“Why? Anything happened?”
“Haven’t you heard? I broke her

father’s camera yesterday. And she’s
really mad about me.”

“You broke her father’s camera and
she likes you for that?”

“She likes me for that? Are you crazy?
I’m trying to tell you that she is really
angry with me. She is really mad about
me!”

“Not mad about me, but mad at me!”
“What?”
“If you say that someone is mad about

something, it means he/she is crazy about
it. He/she likes it very much. For example,
my cousin Karthick is mad about cricket.”

“Sujatha’s father is mad about
photography.”

“For years you have been mad about
Madhuri!”

“And you’ve been mad about Goldie
Hawn!”

“True. If on the other hand, someone
is angry with you, then you say mad at.
For example, the students were mad at
the teacher for giving them a surprise
test.”

“Sujatha’s dad was mad at her for
taking the camera out of the cupboard.”

“Are your parents mad at you too?”
“My father was extremely angry. He’s

o�ered to pay Sujatha’s father.”
“Sounds pretty serious.”
“It is. My father is really mad at me.

Well, I guess I’d better be going. I’d better
study.”

“Why? Do you expect the teacher to
give you a pop quiz tomorrow?”

“A what?”
“A pop quiz! You know a surprise test!”
“Is that what pop quiz means? A

surprise test?”
“That’s right. When I was in �fth

standard, my teacher used to give a lot of
pop quizzes.”

“Last year we didn’t have a single pop
quiz. I hope the trend continues this year
too.”

“Then, why are you going home to
study?”

“Just trying to impress my pop, I guess.
See you!”

Published in The Hindu on June 17, 1997.

Know Your
English
K. Subrahmanian 
S. Upendran

FROM THE ARCHIVES

T
he Indian portable harmonium
is a close cousin of the larger
foot-pumped organs once
found in European churches

and homes. It’s a wooden box roughly the
size of a small suitcase. You sit on the
�oor behind it and pump a pair of bellows
with one hand and play piano-like keys
with the other. All these instruments work
on the same simple idea: air is pushed
past metal strips called reeds; when they
vibrate, musical notes are created. The
sound of the harmonium has been a
staple of both Indian folk music and
mainstream cinema.

How does a harmonium use air?
A harmonium doesn’t have strings,
membranes or electronic circuits.
Instead, its ‘fuel’ is air in motion.

When the bellows attached to the
instrument are pulled open, they suck
some of the air in the room into their
folded chambers, funnelled through inlet
valves. When you push the bellows
closed, the air is squeezed forward into an
airtight wooden compartment that lies
directly under the harmonium keys.

Because the compartment’s walls don’t
move, the air pressure within rises above
normal atmospheric pressure by a small
amount, usually a few kilopascals. The

compartment also holds a slender
internal spring or a weighted �ap that
helps maintain this pressure, even if you
don’t pump the bellows at a regular rate.

In fact, as long as you pump the
bellows every few seconds, the reeds will
feel enough pressure to make sounds.

How does a harmonium make sound?
The keyboard on top of the harmonium
resembles a piano in miniature. But
unlike in a piano, each key is only a lever.
If you press a key, its far end tilts upward
inside the box, lifting a pallet lined with
felt. 

The pallet covers a hole that leads from
the pressurised wooden compartment to
a single metal reed. When the key is at
rest, the pallet closes the hole and no air
�ows. When you press the key, the pallet
opens, allowing high-pressure air to rush
through the hole and towards the reed.

Most Indian harmoniums expose 1.5 to
3 reeds to each hole. A stop rod next to
the keyboard allows you to choose which
set of reeds, called a bank, is active at any
time. If you slide out one stop rod, an
extra airway opens so the same key can
expose a second bank that is tuned to one
octave higher or lower, creating a more
organ-like tone.

How does each reed operate?
Every reed is essentially a tongue of brass

or phosphor-bronze nailed on top of a
rectangular slot in a metal frame. When
air pressure rises on the front side, the
tongue bends slightly into the slot,
allowing a pu� of air to slip past to the
rear. The same pu� now exerts pressure
on the back side of the tongue, pushing it
forward again.

This rapid seesawing motion sets up a
vibration with a frequency of hundreds of
hertz for higher notes and around 100 Hz
for the lower ones.

The vibrating reed shreds the air
stream into pulses, which bounce around
inside the box before spreading into the
room as sound waves. Because the reed is
�xed at one end and free at the other, its
pitch depends mainly on its length,
thickness, and mass. The shorter or
thinner the reed, the higher its natural
frequency will be.

Unlike �utes or trumpets, the
harmonium’s reeds sit inside a wooden
cavity rather than an open pipe. As a
result, larger cavities produce lower notes
and vice versa. The wooden
compartment, the leather that makes the
bellows, and even the player’s lap all
absorb or re�ect certain frequencies,
giving each instrument a unique timbre.

Because warmer air is less dense, reeds
in such an atmosphere will also have a
slightly higher pitch. Professional players
thus often carry small screwdrivers to

tweak the reeds’ sounds before a
performance.

Why does the sound seem ‘alive’?
The harder you pump the bellows, the
louder the sounds will be. This is simply
because stronger pumping raises the
pressure in the compartment and moves
the reeds harder. Fluent players often use
quick pulses on the bellows to produce
sharp accents and ease o� to create
graceful decrescendos. Many designs also
include a coupling lever that, when
engaged, connects a key to the key one
octave higher, so pressing a single note
automatically depresses its octave partner
without forcing the player’s �ngers to
stretch. Second, because the reed’s
vibrations feed on the pumping, the
instrument can be made to respond to the
smallest motions. Players can brighten a
note by pumping in a short burst or stall it
to thin the note.

More fundamentally, the sounds of an
Indian harmonium seem ‘alive’ because
the instrument doesn’t run on the clinical
power of electrical energy but on a
human body in motion. This may also
explain why it became a staple of Indian
classical, devotional, and folk music,
including its willingness to accompany
singers outdoors, through power cuts,
and even play through the humid
monsoons.

How does the Indian harmonium
produce its lively music? 
The sounds of an Indian harmonium seem ‘alive’ because the instrument doesn’t run on the clinical power of electrical energy but on a human body

in motion. This may also explain why it became a staple of Indian classical, devotional, and folk music 
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