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I
ndia’s environmental impact assessment
(EIA) regime rests on a single sequencing
rule: a project must be appraised before the

pickaxe pierces the ground, not after the building
is operational. The Supreme Court of India’s July
29 order, from a Bench led by the Chief Justice of
India, Surya Kant, on post facto clearances, reaf-
�rms that rule even as it hollows it out. By quash-
ing the 2021 O�ce Memorandum while leaving
the door open for the Centre to legalise violations
through a statutory noti�cation, the Court’s dis-
tinction between an administrative order and a
noti�cation, is e�ectively a �g-leaf — a procedural
nicety dressed up as respect for environmental
norms. The deeper problem that the judgment
does not confront is the dissonance between the
State-level appraisal machinery and the Centre’s
law. When State EIA authorities, expert commit-
tees and pollution boards routinely discover viola-
tions only after a highway, port or steel plant is
built, post facto clearance stops being an excep-
tion and becomes the design. Large projects are
now appraised as a ‘fait accompli’, their ecological
cost weighed only once demolition would cost
more than absolution. The Court reasons that go-
vernments may frame environmental amnesty
schemes much as they do for tax defaults. But the
logic that justi�es regularising an unauthorised
colony for electoral gain cannot be transposed
onto works that carve into forests and �ood-
plains. Environmental science exists as a disci-
pline precisely to insist on interconnectedness —
that plant, animal, human and microbial systems
are bound together, and that damage to one pro-
pagates through all. A wetland is not an unregis-
tered plot to be regularised on payment of a fee.
Even the argument that these are hospitals and
airports meant for public good cannot automati-
cally justify the environmental cost.

Worryingly, that transactional logic now has le-
gal cover. The existing retrospective clearances
do exact a �ne from those who bypassed the
norms — but the Jan Vishwas amendments
stripped away the threat of imprisonment for en-
vironmental lapses altogether, leaving only mone-
tary penalties thus converting compliance into a
‘cost of doing business’ entry, which a well-capi-
talised proponent can budget for. The latest judg-
ment does not examine this shift, but endorses its
premise, treating environmental harm as a debt
that can be settled after the fact. The Court insists
that reducing violations to civil penalties does not
weaken the precautionary principle. But a princi-
ple meant to prevent irreversible harm cannot be
honoured by pricing the harm and collecting the
cheque. The consequences are incidents of infras-
tructure projects getting �attened by serious
monsoon activity. The Centre would be well ad-
vised to read this order not as a licence to multiply
amnesty schemes, but as a mandate to repair the
clearance apparatus.

Clearance in reverse
Top court nod for post facto approval

must not be read as support for amnesty

T
he June 2026 data for the Index of Indus-
trial Production has come as a pleasant
surprise. The 23-month high growth rate

of 7.3% of the overall index was unexpected given
the signi�cant economic headwinds from the
West Asia crisis and a de�cient monsoon. Some
of the growth was due to a low base, since the
performance last June was the worst in nearly a
year, but the numbers nevertheless indicate resi-
lience. The manufacturing sector accelerated
due to a dual push from the domestic and the ex-
ternal sectors. Consumer durables growth re-
mained above 7% for the second consecutive
month, and the non-durables sector saw growth
quicken to a six-month high. At the same time,
data from the Commerce Ministry showed that
merchandise exports grew 15.5% in June, reveal-
ing demand from abroad. The capital goods sec-
tor also saw double-digit growth. The sector has
grown in double digits in eight out of the last 10
months. This bodes well for the economy, but al-
so reveals some risks. Capital creation, primarily
by the government, has been the single consis-
tent engine of growth in the post-pandemic
years. It needs to keep �ring. There are too many
uncertainties and headwinds for other engines
such as exports and domestic consumption to
consistently take up the load. Other areas of
growth are also far too seasonal. The electricity
sector grew at a 25-month high in June, largely in
response to a heat wave in several parts of the
country. The mining sector, too, snapped a four-
month streak of contraction and grew in June.
Yet, this will likely be temporary since the pro-
gressing monsoon will disrupt mining activities.

Economists have also warned that the mon-
soon’s de�ciency will inevitably hit rural demand
in the months ahead, which will see the consum-
er-facing sectors slumping again. Hopes of a cea-
se�re in West Asia are also evaporating. This is
leading to considerable volatility in oil prices,
which is sending ripples of uncertainty through
the economy. This will play out over the coming
months. Planned investments will remain pend-
ing, purchases will be deferred, and savings will
increasingly overshadow consumption. The eco-
nomy has displayed resilience so far, but this resi-
lience will be strained as its duration increases.
Further, people’s needs are such that simple resi-
lience will not su�ce for long. If the external en-
vironment is going to remain unfavourable, the
government will need to think radically about
how to jumpstart the domestic economy. In the
meantime, it will have to keep pumping money
into capital expenditure even as other �scal pres-
sures mount.

Temporary respite
June’s strong industrial performance is

not a sign of things to come

I
ndia made identity, payments, and data
free. Intelligence is next. No other country
has deliberately built all three as a digital
public infrastructure (DPI) stack at India’s

scale. Others have developed only pieces of this.
Estonia has a world-class digital identity system,
but nothing comparable to UPI. Brazil’s Pix is an
excellent free payments rail, but it stands alone.
Singapore has Singpass and SGFinDex, while
Europe has open banking and data portability.
India’s genuine claim to global leadership in
public digital infrastructure lies in this unique
combination. Its distinctiveness is not any single
component, but the integration of Aadhaar, the
Uni�ed Payments Interface (UPI), and
DEPA/Account Aggregator as interoperable public
digital rails.

Between September 2016 and 2019, the cost of
a gigabyte in India fell from about $4 to under 30
cents, making it among the cheapest in the world.
The result was not a telecom story. It was a
civilisational one: 500 million people came
online in half a decade, powering India’s digital
economy such as payment volumes, the startup
ecosystem, the direct-bene�t transfers reaching
the last village. Aadhaar enrolled 1.4 billion
people and turned identity veri�cation from an
expensive paper process to a low-cost API call.
UPI made digital payments e�ectively free,
processing around 20 billion transactions a
month at near-zero cost. India made data free not
by subsidising it, but by letting one player absorb
the �xed costs of a nationwide 4G network, price
at marginal cost, and force every incumbent to
match or die.

India should not be in the capital race to the
bottom which we would lose to hyperscalers, and
it is the intelligence equivalent of nationalising
the telecoms. India crashed the price of data by
engineering conditions and competition. So, the
target is inference, not training: relentlessly drive
down the cost of using a model. It released
spectrum, created a demand shock, and let
ferocious competition do the rest. The state built
the road and set the rules; the market crashed the
price. A billion people came online not because
data was gifted, but because its cost fell below the
threshold of thought. And the case for making it
free — or as close to free as a gigabyte of data — is
not utopian. It is the same case, run on the same
playbook that worked three times before.

This is the model India should now apply to its
fourth foundational utility: intelligence itself.
Intelligence is no longer a luxury software
product; it is foundational infrastructure.

The trade running against India
The global arti�cial intelligence (AI) race is
currently operating under an extractive economic
model, and India — despite its immense
demographic dividend — is on the losing side of
the trade. India serves as the world’s digital
quarry. India supplies an outsized share of the
world’s raw intelligence. Its engineers build and
�ne-tune the frontier models of Silicon Valley. Its

digitised public life — languages, documents,
transactions, behaviour — becomes training data. 

Its universities and diaspora furnish a
disproportionate slice of the research talent
behind every major laboratory. Each day, Indians
generate vast data; Indian engineers build Silicon
Valley’s frontier models; and Indian workers label
datasets to make them safer. Yet, Indian startups
must rent that intelligence back as dollar-priced
API tokens, subject to export controls and hosted
on distant servers. India exports talent, data, and
usage, then imports the �nished intelligence at
high-margin, per-token prices on terms set in San
Francisco. The pattern is familiar. Ship out the
cotton, buy back the cloth. India recognised that
trap in textiles centuries ago. It should recognise
it in intelligence now.

India’s AI token economy
India’s national AI token economy should be built
on the following pillars. First, making intelligence
free is raw compute power. Through the IndiaAI
Mission, backed by an outlay of about ₹10,372
crore, the government is building a public-private
partnership model — not a state-run data centre
monopoly. By empanelling private cloud
providers and aggregating demand, it has
onboarded over 38,000 GPUs, with plans to scale
to 1,00,000. Eligible startups and researchers can
access compute for about ₹65 per GPU hour, a
fraction of global market rates.

India’s grid planning does not yet treat AI load
as a category. The single highest-leverage
intervention available to the government is
boring: fold compute into the National Electricity
Plan, fast-track transmission to data-centre
clusters, and dedicate renewables generation,
including nuclear, to inference the way it once
dedicated coal linkages to steel. Cheap electrons
are the new cheap spectrum.

Second, cheap compute is useless without
models to run on it. Currently, the most capable
foundation models are closed source and owned
by western tech giants. If Indian startups build
their businesses on top of these proprietary APIs,
they remain economically subservient. A single
pricing change or policy shift in San Francisco
can wipe out an entire sector in Bengaluru. India
must mandate that foundational AI models
become public goods.

The government must leverage its most
valuable asset: linguistic and demographic data.
The state should aggregate anonymised public
data (legal rulings, agricultural data, educational
curricula in all 22 o�cial/scheduled languages)
and make them available exclusively to
researchers building open-source models.
Further, any AI model developed using
state-subsidised compute or public datasets must
be released under an open-weights license. This
mirrors the UPI philosophy: the government
builds the rails, makes the protocol free, and lets
private companies (Google Pay) compete on the
user experience. By �ooding the market with
highly capable, open-source Indic LLMs (Large

Language Models), India commoditises the
“intelligence” layer. When foundational models
are free and open, the economic value shifts from
the model creators to the application builders —
exactly where India’s strength lies.

Third, the uni�ed intelligence interface (UII) or
distribution. How does a rural farmer or a Tier-3
developer access this free intelligence? An API
gateway built on the principles of DPI, a UPI for
AI. UPI’s genius was not free payments as such; it
was interoperability. A common protocol let any
app talk to any bank, and switching costs fell to
zero. Intelligence needs the same: an open,
standardised interface through which any
application can call any model — sovereign or
private, open or proprietary — with shared
standards for identity, consent, billing and safety.

Just as UPI abstracts away the complexity of
inter-bank transfers, a national API gateway
would abstract away the complexity of AI
inference. Startups, government agencies, and
educational institutions could plug into this
gateway to access a suite of open-source models
(translation, vision, text generation) for fractions
of a penny.

To kickstart the ecosystem, the government
could o�er a national “freemium” model. Veri�ed
Indian startups or students through
Aadhaar-linked digital identity could get monthly
free API tokens, subsidised by the state. When
startups scale and become pro�table, they move
to a commercial tier, paying slightly more for
compute, which subsidises the free tier. 

Additionally, a tenth of the fertilizer subsidy
could be diverted to tokens for research and
development institutions and schools. When
intelligence becomes nearly free, sectors
constrained by scarce human capital transform. A
rural doctor, aided by AI trained on Indian data,
can treat more patients with fewer errors; India’s
300 million students get 24X7 personalised AI
tutors in local dialects; a Karnataka farmer can
settle a crop-insurance claim by voice in
Kannada, with AI accessing land records.

The next great equaliser
In sum, free identity and cheap data did not
make Indians rich; they made mass participation
frictionless. Free intelligence can do the same.
Nobody foresaw that near-free data would create
the world’s largest payments system, short-video
platforms, and QR-code vegetable vendors. 

Near-free intelligence could be just as
generative if the state primes it with token
entitlements for students and teachers, citizen
services in local languages, and a�ordable tools
for 60 million small businesses. India’s leadership
in the AI economy is contingent on developing an
open-source ecosystem with open weights no-kill
switch models that expand competition, choice,
opportunities and innovation. The goal is not
better chatbots; it is making cognition no longer a
class privilege.
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T
he Bay of Bengal region, one of the
world’s most disaster-prone regions, lacks
coordinated mechanisms to respond to

natural disasters. Non-traditional threats such as
climate-induced disasters, illegal �shing, cyber
vulnerabilities, and supply chain disruptions
require regional cooperation beyond bilateral aid
or maritime power. This gap — growing capacity
without shared norms — highlights the need for
stronger maritime security.

On July 13, External A�airs Minister S.
Jaishankar introduced Securing Holistic
Advancement through Norms, Trust and Integrity
(SHANTI) while launching India’s candidature for
the UN Security Council (UNSC) for the 2028-29
term. Building on Security and Growth for All in
the Region (SAGAR) and Mutual and Holistic
Advancement for Security and Growth Across
Regions (MAHASAGAR), SHANTI provides a
normative framework for shared maritime
spaces, with the Bay of Bengal serving as the ideal
region to operationalise it before expanding it
across the wider Indo-Paci�c.

The Bay’s centrality
In recent years, the Bay of Bengal has moved
from the margins to the centre of India’s strategic
thinking. Historically, it connected South and
Southeast Asia through trade, culture, religion,
and the exchange of ideas long before the
Indo-Paci�c entered diplomatic vocabulary.

Today, it links India’s Act East policy with the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN),
provides access to the strategically vital Malacca
Strait, and connects the eastern Indian Ocean to
major global trade and energy routes. China’s
heavy reliance on the strait — often described as
the “Malacca dilemma” — has driven its
expanding regional presence through ports and
infrastructure projects, intensifying geopolitical
competition. As economic connectivity, maritime

governance, and strategic rivalry converge in the
Bay, SHANTI o�ers a framework that places
norms, trust, and integrity — not tonnage — as the
currency of durable advantage.

A maritime security evolution
As such, SHANTI can be best understood as a
logical evolution of its maritime outreach.
SAGAR, articulated in 2015, supplied the vision of
‘equity in development’ and MAHASAGAR,
announced in 2025, expanded that vision’s scope
recognising the interconnectedness of security
(both vertically among nations and horizontally
in threat perception) in the wider Indo-Paci�c
and the Global South. SHANTI o�ers the
grammar of maritime security framework, the
norms, trust and integrity in cooperation through
which vision can be translated into tangible
action that is well received and reciprocated. It
shifts the emphasis from competition to demand
driven cooperation, from in�uence to
non-prescriptive institution-building, and from
episodic crisis management to long-term
resilience. This shift — from protecting maritime
spaces to governing shared maritime commons —
re�ects India’s new security mantra. If SAGAR
was a statement of intent and MAHASAGAR a
statement of reach, SHANTI is a statement of
method to situate India as the “preferred security
partner” and “�rst responder”.

Because the Bay of Bengal is a single
interconnected system, its cyclones, �sh stocks,
shipping lanes and pollution cross national
boundaries almost by default, and its littoral
states face remarkably similar challenges and
concerns — disaster risk reduction and response,
coastal erosion, �sheries management, port
resilience, undersea cable protection and climate
adaptation.

Unlike the western Indian Ocean, which is
marked by active con�ict, fragile economy and

contested spaces, the Bay of Bengal’s strategic
geography encourages cooperation. Yet, the
region su�ers less from a lack of institutions than
from institutional fragmentation. What is missing
is a common framework to align existing
mechanisms. SHANTI �lls this gap by providing
principles to strengthen cooperation in maritime
security, disaster response, the blue economy,
and environmental resilience. India’s geography
gives it a natural convening role, but its centrality
should rest on regional stewardship — not
dominance — through trust-based, rules-based
cooperation among states with shared challenges
and opportunities.

Principles to practice
Taken together, these conditions make the Bay of
Bengal India’s most governable maritime
sub-region — a natural laboratory where SHANTI
can move from principle to practice before
shaping wider cooperation across the Indian
Ocean. This was re�ected at the July 2026
BIMSTEC National Security Advisers’ meeting in
New Delhi, where member-states adopted
common principles for maritime law
enforcement and humanitarian assistance and
disaster relief. BIMSTEC also agreed to hold its
�rst joint maritime security exercise in the Bay, in
November 2026, while a white shipping
information-sharing agreement remains under
discussion. These initiatives re�ect the
norm-building and trust-based cooperation that
SHANTI seeks to promote. Its lasting
contribution, therefore, will not be another
acronym in India’s maritime lexicon, but a
rede�nition of security — from deterrence to
resilience, from rivalry to shared responsibility,
and from crisis management to governance of the
shared maritime commons.
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Have constructive debate
As a citizen, it is
disheartening to witness
repeated disruptions,
heated exchanges, and
political confrontations in
Parliament during debates
that could have been
devoted to very
constructive discussions on
issues of national
importance. Valuable time

statements describing the
young women who
participated in the protest
in utterly deplorable terms.
Any attempt to brush aside
these serious allegations is
unfortunate.

A.G. Rajmohan,
Anantapur, Andhra Pradesh

manhandling young women
and using pellet guns,
rubber bullets, and spiked
lathis, causing bleeding
injuries, have gone viral on
social media. In this
context, some government
sources dismissing all this
as “normal” only serves to
further inflame public
sentiment. There have
already been objectionable

policymaking, and public
welfare.
Parry Garg,

Ludhiana, Punjab

Alleged excesses, remarks
Reports from various
sources indicate that brutal
force was unleashed against
the protesting students in
Delhi. Visuals purportedly
showing police

they should be expressed
with dignity and mutual
respect. Both the
government and the
Opposition share this
responsibility. I sincerely
hope that our elected
representatives will rise
above political di�erences
and make Parliament a
platform for constructive
debate, thoughtful

has been consumed by
arguments, interruptions,
and procedural disputes
instead of addressing
pressing concerns such as
the challenges students
face, examination
irregularities, the quality of
education, and
unemployment. While
di�erences of opinion are
natural in a democracy,
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The following is from “The Times Educational
Supplement” of July 3rd:—

At the forthcoming Congress of British
Universities at Cambridge, the question of the
recognition of the degrees of Indian universities
by Oxford and Cambridge will be considered. At
the second annual meeting of the
Inter-University Board of India held at Delhi in
February Sir Philip Hartog, who took a
prominent share in the establishment of the
board and is to be its representative at the
conference, was requested to submit the case of
the Indian universities. It was reported at the
�rst session held at Bombay that Cambridge was
unwilling to consider individual applications
from Indian universities for a�liation.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JULY 31, 1926

Indian university degrees

P
rime Minister Narendra Modi’s
announcement to set up fast-track
courts to hear paper leak cases has
once again revived the debate over

whether these specialised courts are the silver
bullet to India’s chronic judicial delays.
Following the announcement, the Delhi High
Court has constituted a fast-track court at the
Rouse Avenue Courts Complex to exclusively
hear cases under the Public Examinations
(Prevention of Unfair Means) Act, 2024.
However, stakeholders have cautioned that
fast-track courts also struggle with mounting
pendency and resource constraints. So, have
fast-track courts delivered on the promise of
speedy justice? Bharat Chugh and Shruthi Naik
discuss the question in a conversation
moderated by Aaratrika Bhaumik.

How e�ective have fast-track courts been?

Bharat Chugh: Fast-track courts have
succeeded in delivering speed, but only for the
limited category of cases assigned to them. That
is because, in most instances, a fast-track court
does not entail the creation of additional judges
or judicial capacity. For example, take the
proposed fast-track courts for exam leak cases.
The judges presiding over these courts are
typically drawn from the existing judicial system
and reassigned from the cases they were already
handling to hear these priority matters instead.
Rather than expand the judiciary’s capacity,
fast-track courts redeploy existing judicial
resources. As a result, while the designated
cases move through the system more quickly,
the matters those judges were previously
handling are pushed further down the queue.

Shruthi Naik: The larger problem is that we
rarely consider, at a structural level, what
establishing a fast-track court actually requires.
While funds may be allocated for judicial
o�cers, support sta�, and operational expenses,
the real constraint is judicial capacity. If all we
are doing is reallocating existing judges rather
than expanding the system, we are simply
shifting the backlog elsewhere. Equally
important is whether the procedural reforms
needed to support these courts are in place. Are
witness depositions taking place in a timely and
predictable manner? Are all stakeholders
coordinating to ensure cases progress without
unnecessary adjournments? Without these
systemic changes, it is di�cult to assess whether
fast-track courts are truly delivering on their
promise of speedy justice.

The Union Law Ministry recently said that

Fast-Track Special Courts (FTSCs) are
burdened with a backlog of nearly 2.45 lakh
cases. What explains this pendency?

SN: The Law Ministry’s data includes the
number of cases instituted, disposed of, and
pending over the past three years. A closer look
at those �gures shows that the case clearance
rate (the number of cases disposed of compared
with the number of cases instituted) has
remained below 100% each year. In other
words, the system has consistently failed to keep
pace with the volume of new cases being �led.
In 2025, around 1.4 lakh cases were instituted,
but only about 66,000 were disposed of. The
remainder inevitably added to the backlog.

More importantly, if we want to assess
whether fast-track courts are truly delivering
speedy justice, we need robust data on the time
taken to dispose of cases. While the National
Judicial Data Grid provides pendency and
disposal timelines for courts generally, it does
not o�er comparable data for FTSCs. Without
that degree of transparency, it is di�cult to
evaluate whether these courts are ful�lling the
objective for which they were established.

BC: The pendency in fast-track courts cannot be
viewed in isolation. It has to be seen in the
context of the overall burden on the justice
system. Trial courts across the country are
currently grappling with nearly 4.8 crore
pending cases, of which roughly 74% are
criminal matters. That is an enormous caseload,
particularly when viewed alongside the limited
judicial strength available to handle it. Every
year, crores of fresh cases are instituted,
spanning o�ences from acid attacks and
chain-snatching to cybercrime and murder. That
is the scale of the challenge confronting the
justice system. Without addressing these
systemic constraints, it is di�cult to expect
fast-track courts alone to bring about lasting
improvements in the delivery of speedy justice.

The Public Examinations (Prevention of
Unfair Means) Amendment Bill, 2026,
requires investigations into paper leak cases
to be completed within two months and sets
a three-month timeline for trials. Should
laws prescribe such rigid timelines?

BC: The Supreme Court has repeatedly
cautioned against prescribing rigid timelines for
criminal proceedings because every case
presents its own complexities. Criminal trials
often involve chargesheets and evidence
running into thousands of pages. Forcing
proceedings into a rigid timeline may deprive
the defence of a meaningful opportunity to
prepare its case, thereby compromising the right
to a fair trial. It can also leave courts with less
�exibility to e�ectively manage witnesses,
whose testimony is often crucial to the outcome
of a case. Therefore, the objective should be to
strike a careful balance between expeditious
justice and procedural fairness, without
sacri�cing one in pursuit of the other.

SN: Before prescribing strict timelines, we need
to ask whether the necessary institutional
capacity actually exists. Do we have enough
investigators, forensic laboratories, and judicial
resources to complete investigations within the
prescribed time? Can forensic reports be
generated quickly enough? Can witnesses always
be traced and examined without delay? While
everyone wants cases to be concluded
expeditiously, that objective cannot come at the
cost of the quality of justice being delivered.
Setting aspirational timelines to encourage the
expeditious disposal of cases is one thing, but
making them mandatory is quite another. 

The Supreme Court has cautioned that
arbitrarily designating cases for fast-track
courts may violate the right to equality
under Article 14 of the Constitution. What
considerations should guide the selection of
cases for fast-track courts?

SN: Ideally, we should be striving for a justice
system that does not require fast-track courts at
all. The very demand for specialised courts

suggests that people have lost con�dence in the
ability of the regular justice system to deliver
timely justice. More often than not, the decision
to assign certain categories of cases to fast-track
courts is driven by public sentiment. If
individuals are entitled to equal protection of
the law, they should also have an equal
opportunity to access justice. These are di�cult
policy choices, and any decision to assign cases
to fast-track courts must rest on a rational basis
consistent with the guarantee of equality.

In 2019, FTSCs were constituted to ensure
the time-bound trial of rape cases and
o�ences under the Protection of Children
from Sexual O�ences Act. Have these courts
lived up to the purpose?

BC: A major challenge facing FTSCs is the acute
shortage of resources. Strengthening the
prosecution has never received the attention it
deserves. Even in Delhi, it is not uncommon for
a single public prosecutor to appear before
multiple courts in a day, simply because there
are not enough prosecutors. This is particularly
concerning in complex criminal cases, where
prosecutors often face teams of defence lawyers
with far greater legal and research support. The
same resource de�cit is evident in forensic
infrastructure. Paper leak cases, for instance,
often hinge on digital evidence recovered from
electronic devices, making cyber forensics
critical. Yet forensic laboratories are severely
understa�ed and overburdened. Unless we
strengthen the prosecution, expand forensic
capacity, and �ll judicial vacancies, FTSCs alone
cannot deliver speedy justice.

What institutional reforms are required?

BC: A fast-track court is only as e�ective as the
investigation that precedes it. If the objective is
to deliver timely and well-reasoned judgments,
the process must begin with a credible
investigation. That requires adequately trained
investigators, timely forensic assistance and the
support necessary to gather reliable evidence.

SN: Lawyers, witnesses, investigators and
prosecutors should know well in advance when
they are required to appear so that hearings can
proceed without disruption. Equally important
is reducing avoidable delays. That means
minimising adjournments and ensuring court
directions are complied with promptly.

Have fast-track courts delivered on the promise of speedy justice?
PARLEY

Prayer for justice: A child lights a candle after a march on the NEET paper

leak issue in Shimla on July 25. PTI
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Ideally, we should be striving for a justice
system that does not require fast-track
courts at all. The very demand for
specialised courts suggests that people have
lost con�dence in the ability of the regular
justice system to deliver timely justice
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A
s I typed in the words, “First In-
dian leader to visit the Prambanan
temple”, in Google search for an

article this week, the answer �ashed Prime
Minister Narendra Modi is the �rst Indian
leader to visit the historic temple. However,
I felt a nagging sense of doubt as India and
Indonesia have collaborated since the
1940s, both militarily and culturally. To
verify, I checked The Hindu’s semantic
search which browses through newspaper
archives spanning over a century. As re-
ported by The Hindu, on December 14,
1958, India’s President Dr. Rajendra Prasad
drove down to Prambanan temple during
his o�cial visit to Indonesia. The article tit-
led ‘Monument of Buddha’ noted how Dr.
Prasad was impressed by the sight and that
he had paid tribute to the renovation
work, which was underway with the help
of the Archaeological Survey of India.

I asked the same question to various Ar-
ti�cial Intelligence (AI) tools such as
ChatGPT, Gemini and Grok, and got the
same answer — that Mr. Modi was the �rst
Indian leader to visit the shrine. 

To further analyse the extent of AI’s
handicap, I questioned both ChatGPT and
Gemini about the “�rst Indian Prime Mi-
nister to visit Palestine”; it answered — Na-
rendra Modi on February 10, 2018, when he
visited Ramallah in the West Bank and held
talks with Palestinian President Mahmoud
Abbas. However, a look into The Hindu’s ar-
chives shows that Jawaharlal Nehru was
the �rst Indian Prime Minister to visit the
Gaza Strip on May 19, 1960. In an article
dated May 20, 1960, The Hindu recounts
how Mr. Nehru made a one-day trip to the
United Nations Emergency Force and Pal-
estinian refugee camps during his o�cial
visit to the United Arab Republic (UAR) (a
short-lived union of Egypt and Syria). His
visit was marred by Israeli Super-Mystere
�ghter jets circling over the United Nations
�ight carrying him to Gaza — a violation of
the airspace of Palestine which had then
been under the UAR’s military control. 

A look into the results given by the AI

tools shows that in spite of several new-
spaper reports of Mr. Nehru’s visit, AI chal-
lenged its veracity as Mr. Nehru’s visit was
to Gaza — then occupied by the UAR. It
chose to classify Mr. Modi’s visit to Ramal-
lah as the �rst instance as it was governed
by the Palestinian Authority. However, In-
dia had recognised both Palestine (com-
prising the Gaza Strip and the West Bank)
and Israel in 1948 itself. With the changing
nature of the governing authority in both
the West Bank and Gaza throughout the
years, a visit to either territory by a state
head has to be taken into account.

A �nal example which highlights AI’s
limitation came when I posed this query to
Gemini and ChatGPT: “Have U.S. senators
or Congressmen visited Ram temple in
Ayodhya”. Gemini stated that there is no
public record or o�cial con�rmation of any
current or former U.S. Senator or U.S. Con-
gressman having physically visited the tem-
ple, while ChatGPT erroneously stated that
a U.S. Congressional delegation visited the
temple in 2024.

The Hindu’s archival search shows that a
nine-member delegation of U.S. Senators
visited the Ram Janmabhoomi complex on
November 3, 1993, almost a year after the
Babri Masjid was demolished. Accompa-
nied by leaders of the Bharatiya Janata Par-
ty (BJP), the delegation led by Steven
Morse visited the make-shift tent at the site
housing Ram Lalla. Mr. Morse clari�ed that
their visit was “to study the democratic
functioning and culture of the country”
and not for political purposes.

In spite of AI’s continued learning, ar-
chives of century-old newspapers like The
Hindu present facts without the �lter of an
algorithm tailored around the user’s prefe-
rences, political ideology and search pat-
terns. The above examples show AI’s lack
of fact-checking, limited access to older
news reports, and failure to remain un-
biased. It stresses the need for legacy new-
spapers to provide more digital reports
highlighting its old journalism in order to
set the record straight. 

suchitra.k@thehindu.co.in

NOTEBOOK

Newspaper archives still trump
answers generated by AI 

In-depth archival research shows AI’s lack of fact-checking, limited access
to older news reports, and failure to remain unbiased

Suchitra Karthikeyan

Madras, July 30: The ra�e scheme which was
discontinued in Tamil Nadu from September
last year is to be revived shortly.

The State Government has decided to allot
the �rst one crore of rupees from the net
proceeds of the scheme during the current
year for provision of drinking water supply in
drought hit areas. The balance will go to
acquisition of house-sites for Harijans.

In the coming years also, the proceeds of
the State ra�e will be earmarked to
appropriate welfare and development projects

in the State.
The revival of the scheme will provide

employment to about 2,500 agents and
supplemental income to a large number of
others, according to an o�cial press release.
Authorised agents as on September, 1975 will
be given an opportunity to re-register
themselves before new agents are appointed.

The Finance Secretary Mr. S. Guhan, said
that as in the previous scheme the tickets
would be value of one rupee each and draws
would be held every month. The �rst draw
would be conducted in about two months as
time was required to print the ra�e tickets
and organise the machinery for their sale.

The ra�e scheme was �rst introduced in
the State in August 1968.

FIFTY YEARS AGO JULY 31, 1976

T.Nadu ra�e to be revived

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

A holy bounty

PICTURE OF THE WEEK

X

Mountain of o�ering: The coconuts broken by devotees, as part of a traditional ritual before commencing the annual 32-km Giri Pradakshina, at the Tholi Pavancha near the

foothills of Simhachalam in Visakhapatnam on July 29. The sacred pilgrimage witnessed an overwhelming turnout of around six lakh devotees this year. V. RAJU
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Central scholarship
funding gap in
Jharkhand

700
in ₹ crore. Jharkhand

CM Hemant Soren has

claimed a funding gap

of over ₹700 crore in central scholarship

support over the last two financial years,

saying it has affected scholarship

payments. He urged the Prime Minister to

intervene. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

European Union
disbursement to
Ukraine for defence

3.47
in € billion. The

European Union has

disbursed €3.47 billion

to Ukraine to finance the procurement of

drones, missiles, air defence systems and

fighter jets, the European Commission

said. The payment is part of a €90 billion

loan approved earlier this year. REUTERS

Pharmaceutical
facilities facing
enforcement action

90
in per cent. India has taken

enforcement action against

about 90% of inspected

high-risk pharmaceutical facilities under a

nationwide quality drive, according to the

drug regulator. Since late 2022, regulators

have conducted more than 960 risk-based

inspections and audits. REUTERS

Urban Challenge Fund
projects approved by
Lok Sabha so far

33
The government has approved

or accorded in-principle

approval to 33 projects under

the Urban Challenge Fund, Housing and

Urban Affairs Minister Manohar Lal said.

The fund envisages ₹1 lakh crore in central

assistance over the mission period to

support urban infrastructure projects. PTI

Number of candidates
recommended by SSC
for government jobs 

3.6
in lakh. As many as 3.61

lakh candidates have been

recommended by the Staff

Selection Commission (SSC) for

government jobs in the last four years,

Union Minister Jitendra Singh said on

Thursday. PTI

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The story so far:

W
hen a wall of water
suddenly crashes from
the sky and sweeps away
homes and roads within

minutes, one of the �rst words o�cials
and the media in India reach for is
‘cloudburst’. However, the term is often
misused in a way that can distract from
poor planning and crumbling
infrastructure.

What counts as a cloudburst?
According to the India Meteorological
Department (IMD), a cloudburst occurs
when a small area, around 20-30 sq. km,
receives 10 cm or more of rain in an hour.

To put this in perspective, Indore
receives 1,062 mm of rain every year on
average. A cloudburst could dump nearly
10% of this in 60 minutes.

Heavy rains are a common feature of
the southwest monsoon, but a cloudburst
is still an extraordinary amount of rainfall
and much rarer. Because the water falls so
quickly over a relatively small area, the
ground cannot absorb all of it, leading to
rapid and voluminous �ooding.

Some scientists have also advocated for
a category called ‘mini-cloudburst’, for 5
cm of rain in an hour over the same area,
as, depending on the local topography,
this can be devastating as well.

How common are cloudbursts in
India?
Although cloudbursts are relatively rare,
global warming, in particular as the
atmosphere warms and can hold more
moisture, is making them more frequent.

In response to a question, former
Union Earth Sciences Minister Harsh
Vardhan told Parliament in 2019 that
between 1970 and 2016, the IMD had
recorded only around 30 such incidents.
However, many experts believe this
number is an underestimate.

Counting them is not straightforward

because most cloudbursts occur in
remote, high-altitude regions, where rain
gauges and weather stations are sparse.

In fact, if a cloudburst occurs a few
kilometres from a monitoring station, it
may not be o�cially recorded as a
cloudburst even if it causes large-scale
destruction downstream.

Uttarakhand, Himachal Pradesh, and
Jammu and Kashmir have, of late,
reported a surge in events that locals have
described as cloudbursts, especially in
July and August.

How does a cloudburst form?
A cloudburst typically begins with
convection, when warm, moist air rises
rapidly into the atmosphere. In
mountainous areas, this is called
orographic lifting, where monsoon winds
are forced upwards by steep slopes.

As the air rises, it cools and condenses
into towering cumulonimbus clouds,
which can be up to 15 km tall.

Water droplets begin to form inside
these clouds and, as they get heavier, they
would normally fall as rain. However, if
the currents of warm air moving upwards
are very strong, they can keep raindrops
suspended in the air for longer.

Eventually, the weight of the water
droplets becomes too great for gravity
and the updrafts to hold, or the updrafts

weaken, sending the water plummeting
down like an ocean descending on the
ground.

Can the label obscure accountability?
By calling a heavy downpour a
‘cloudburst’, authorities can turn it into a
singular and unforeseeable act of nature,
obscuring the role of human negligence.

That is, if the cause of a tragedy is said
to be a ‘cloudburst’, the blame can be
written o�, which is harder to do when
the real cause is “heavy rain combined
with poor drainage”.

In 2025, during the Dharali �oods in
Uttarakhand, initial reports blamed a
cloudburst. However, meteorological data
later showed that the actual rate of
rainfall was much lower than the
threshold for a cloudburst. 

The underlying causes were illegal
construction on riverbeds, deforestation
that had left soil vulnerable to erosion,
and the absence of drainage
infrastructure along new “all weather”
roads.

Had the downpour indeed been a
cloudburst, o�cials may have been able
to avoid questions about why the State
had allowed buildings to be constructed
in high-risk zones and why early warning
systems failed.

Last week, the IMD rejected reports

that Assam and Nagaland had
experienced cloudbursts over the
preceding few days and that they were
responsible for the Upper Assam �oods.

Are cloudbursts hard to forecast?
Cloudbursts are very di�cult to forecast.
Meteorologists can usually say whether a
region is at risk of heavy rain but cannot
say precisely which patch of land will
experience a cloudburst.

First, most weather models study the
atmosphere in grids and estimate the
average weather for each cell.

A cloudburst, on the other hand,
occurs over an area smaller than the size
of each grid cell. To detect one, scientists
need very high-resolution models, which
in turn require immense computing
power that is not always readily available.

Because of the mechanism through
which cloudbursts form, they also
develop and occur quickly. Cyclones and
monsoon systems, on the other hand, can
be tracked for weeks or even months,
giving scientists more data to work with.

Finally, mountains are challenging
environments for weather monitoring,
and cloudbursts have a greater propensity
to occur there. For instance, Doppler
weather radars work by emitting and
receiving radar beams, which mountains
can block, creating blind spots over many
areas where cloudbursts are also more
common.

Because the terrain is so rugged, there
are also fewer automatic weather stations.
If there are no sensors on the ground to
tell a computer what is happening at a
given moment, it cannot reliably predict
what could happen in the next hour.

That said, the IMD is currently working
on ‘nowcasting’, a technology that issues
short-term alerts every few hours.

Under the government’s new ‘Mission
Mausam’, India also plans to more than
double its radar network, from the
current 40 or so, and use AI to better
predict hyperlocal events.

That said, even with the best
technology, a cloudburst is likely to
remain more di�cult to predict than a
typical rainstorm.

How common are cloudbursts in India?
What counts as a cloudburst under the IMD’s de�nition? How do they form over mountainous regions? Why are they so di�cult to forecast? Can the term

obscure the role of poor planning, inadequate infrastructure? What is India doing to improve forecasting and early warnings? 

Debris lies scattered after a cloudburst triggered flash floods, at Pahalgam in Anantnag, on July 12. PTI

Vasudevan Mukunth

EXPLAINER THE GIST

�

A cloudburst is a highly
localised weather event in
which at least 10 cm of rain
falls over 20-30 sq. km in an
hour, making it di�icult to
forecast despite advances in
nowcasting and radar
coverage.

�

The term is often incorrectly
used for heavy rainfall events,
even though many disasters
are exacerbated by poor
drainage, deforestation,
construction in high-risk zones
and other human factors.

The story so far: 

T
he Cauvery Water Management
Authority (CWMA), at its
meeting on Thursday in New
Delhi, endorsed the Cauvery

Water Regulation Committee’s (CWRC)
order, issued on July 28, that Karnataka
release 3,500 cubic feet per second
(cusecs) to Tamil Nadu for 15 days,
starting from July 29. If the quantity of
3,500 cusecs is available throughout the
day for 15 days, the quantum of water is
about 4.5 thousand million cubic feet
(tmc ft). 

What is the brief for the CWRC in
tackling the Cauvery dispute?
The CWRC functions within the ambit of
the Cauvery Water Management Authority
(CWMA), which constitutes the
implementation mechanism for the �nal
award (2007) of the Cauvery Water

Disputes Tribunal as modi�ed by the
Supreme Court in 2018.

The committee is headed by the
Member (Water Resources) of the CWMA,
Vineet Gupta, and has as its members the
Chief Engineers of all the basin
constituents and a representative each of
the India Meteorological Department,
Central Water Commission, and Union
Ministry of Agriculture and Farmers’
Welfare.

According to a noti�cation issued by
the Union Jal Shakti Ministry in June 2018,
the committee monitors daily water
levels, in�ows and storage at each of the
reservoirs — Hemavathy, Harangi,
Krishnarajasagara (KRS) and Kabini (all in
Karnataka), Mettur, Bhavanisagar and
Amaravathy (Tamil Nadu), and
Banasurasagar in Kerala. It is to ensure 10
daily releases of water on a monthly basis
from the reservoirs as directed by the
authority. It is also to prepare seasonal —
southwest monsoon ( June-October 15);

northeast monsoon (October 16-January
31) and hot weather (February-May) — and
annual reports of the water account.

During either of the monsoons, the
CWRC ordinarily holds meetings once
every 15 days in a hybrid mode. As there
has been scanty rainfall in the Cauvery
catchment this time and Tamil Nadu
pressing its demand for the release of its
share of water, the CWRC met on July 28
to review the situation. It will meet again
on August 11.

How does the committee arrive at
decisions in times of distress?
The hydro-meteorological conditions
prevailing in the Cauvery basin, including
the rainfall recorded and the forecast or
outlook for the ensuing fortnight, live
storage position, in�ows into and
out�ows from the eight reservoirs, and
the realisation of �ows at Biligundulu are
reviewed and deliberated upon in detail.

Compliance with the decision and

directions issued during the previous
meeting is also reviewed at the next
meeting.

What else was considered by the
CWRC?
The committee took into account net
in�ow to the four reservoirs in Karnataka
during the current season and compared
it with 30-year data. Mr. Gupta, in a
conversation with The Hindu on
Wednesday, said the shortfall su�ered
was to the extent of 60%.

The CWRC considered the �ow of river
water at Biligundulu and in the
intermediate catchment — between
KRS-Kabini and Mettur, both of which
presented a gloomy picture. At
Biligundulu, the de�cit was 90%.

Given that the Meteorological
Department did not give an optimistic
outlook for the subsequent weeks, the
CWRC, according to its chief, had arrived
at the decision that would make
Karnataka comfortable to release the
water. As on July 30, the combined
storage of the four reservoirs in the upper
riparian State was 65.34 tmc ft against a
total capacity of 114.57 tmc ft.

What were the reactions?
As Karnataka has not commenced water
supply for irrigation this time in view of
de�cient rainfall, it is naturally upset at
the decision. At the meeting of the
CWMA, it �led an appeal against the

CWRC’s order, but this was rejected. Chief
Minister D.K. Shivakumar, now in New
Delhi, subsequently announced that an
all-party meeting would be held in
Bengaluru on August 2 to seek the advice
of the parties on the next move.

In Tamil Nadu, where the authorities
have not commenced the water release
for irrigation in the Cauvery delta, there
are no takers for the Committee’s move.
The quantum is viewed as insu�cient.
There is a view that the CWRC should
have ordered Karnataka to release the
entire de�cit of 9.8 tmc ft, as worked out
by it. According to an estimate, the State’s
water requirement for the ongoing and
short-term kuruvai cultivation season is at
least 30 tmc ft, given the current coverage
of 3.5 lakh acres. But the storage in Mettur
is around 36 tmc ft, of which 10 tmc ft has
to be kept apart for drinking water needs
and dead storage. However, Tamil Nadu
would require much more water for the
next samba-thaladi cultivation season,
which facilitates livelihood opportunities
to lakhs of agricultural labourers in the
delta. It needs a minimum of 180 tmc ft.

What is the way forward?
The States, as Mr. Gupta also pointed out,
have to evolve a distress-sharing formula.
This issue can be covered in the proposed
visit of Tamil Nadu Chief Minister C.
Joseph Vijay to Bengaluru to persuade the
Karnataka government to release his
State’s share of the Cauvery river water.

Why did Cauvery panel order
Karnataka to release water?
What factors did the committee consider before �xing the quantum of release?

T. Ramakrishnan
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‘The Rise of the Cow Belt’
Page 94-96

I
t is relevant that Uttar Pradesh and
Bihar have consistently been
privileged, that their chronic failure
to develop is concealed under a

carapace of opacity, hiding important
aspects of State development in order to
enhance the weightage it would receive
under the Finance Commission. The
Union government has deliberately
manipulated and diluted the data for this
purpose. To take one example, there is
the matter of literacy rates. In Uttar
Pradesh, the literacy rate appears to have
increased substantially from 1951 to 2011,
from around 12 per cent to 68 per cent.
However, one must be wary of such
�gures, as the de�nition India employs to
de�ne a literate person is an outlier. To be
considered literate in India, one only has
to be able to read and write their own
name; this requires a very limited notion
of the alphabet. If your name is Shiv, for
example, you only need to know four
letters. The Annual Status of Education
Report (ASER) released in January 2024
shows that more than 50 per cent of
fourteen-to eighteen-year-old children in
rural India are unable to solve a simple
three-digit division problem that is taught
in class III. Literacy skills are not much
better, as from the same sample over 25

per cent were unable to read class II level
textbooks and just shy of 50 per cent
could not read sentences in English. Of
those who could read, 26.5 per cent did
not understand what they were reading.
These are very damning statistics and
point to population growth being an
impending disaster rather than the
much-vaunted demographic dividend
envisaged by economists and politicians.

In this context, the priorities of State
governments, and particularly that of
Uttar Pradesh, are relevant. 

In 2022, a new session commenced in
Uttar Pradesh, but school children had no
books as the government alleged it had
insu�cient funds to �oat a tender. School
teachers complained that in the absence
of new books, they had to collect books
distributed to children in
the previous school
session. 

However, the Uttar
Pradesh government
seems to have ample
funds for spending on
religious a�airs. The
Department of Religious
A�airs had forwarded a
budget of 1,100 crores for
FY 2022–23. This is to be
contrasted with the more
parsimonious allocations
of previous years — a
paltry 32.5 crores was
spent in 2017-18, which rose to

604.88 crores in 2021–22. 
These priorities have to be seen in light

of the vainglorious narrative that the
Union government seeks to project
regarding the incipient digital and
knowledge economy. This seems rather
fanciful given the absence of any desire to
impart basic skills of literacy and
numeracy; post-COVID, some 51,000
government schools have shut down
without there being any express intention
of replacing them. There is much
excitement about digital learning, but this
disregards the fact that only around 50
per cent of Indian households have access
to the internet, and that �gure is only 37
per cent in rural India. So, it is evident
that education is not a priority and
whatever resources the Uttar Pradesh

government has are directed
towards promoting greater
religiosity, a fact that portends
the future of the cow belt. With
the grandiose consecration of the
Ram temple at Ayodhya, the
theme of religious tourism is
being projected as the
‘desideratum’ for Uttar Pradesh
in terms of business and
employment generation, but it is

something that even the
electorate of Faizabad
roundly rejected in

2024. 
This is the preparatory

ground for the emergence of a

signi�cant politician from the cow belt, a
national leader who would lead post the
present Prime Minister, someone like Yogi
Adityanath who has shown great �delity
to the principles of Hindutva. Post the
2024 general elections and, with rumours
of there having been a falling out between
Yogi and the Centre, this trajectory does
not seem as self-evident as it once was,
and much will hinge on the Uttar Pradesh
elections in 2027. 

With the emergence of the cow belt as
the cynosure for the new nationalism,
and with the prospect of delimitation
looming, one discerns a new and
unsettling di�dence amongst public
intellectuals as well as politicians from the
South, on the inviolability of the formula
of ‘One Man, One Vote’, the signature
tune of majoritarianism. In fact, what
Gopalkrishna Gandhi has urged is
postponing delimitation until the cow
belt’s population growth comes under
control (which may never happen). Clever
contrivances suggested by him, such as
the ‘Cambridge Compromise’, look
suspiciously like the concerns Ivor
Jennings, the constitutional lawyer, had
alluded to in the 1950s, that in a
post-colonial society, ‘a narrow franchise,
indirect elections, tribal representations
may all be [seen as] quite sensible.’ 
(Excerpted with permission from Heartland
Rising: The Making of Majoritarian India
by Javed Gaya, published by Context-
Westland Books)

The rise of the cow belt and the politics of
majoritarian power
An excerpt from Heartland Rising: The Making of Majoritarian India examines the cow belt’s growing political weight and its role in shaping

majoritarian politics; it explores the intersections of demography, education, religion and electoral power
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Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Uttar Pradesh CM Yogi Adityanath during the roadshow before the 2024 Lok Sabha election, in Ghaziabad. FILE PHOTO

Javed Gaya
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X

QUESTION 1

Name his 2010 cult hit track that was also performed at the 2024 Paris
Olympics.
X

QUESTION 2

Guy-Manuel de Homem-Christo co-produced [1]. He was one half of ________,
the iconic former French electronic duo. Fill in the blank.
X

QUESTION 3

Kavinsky was a stage persona of Vincent Belorgey. What is the character’s
backstory?
X

QUESTION 4

Many fans associate Kavinsky’s work as part of an electronic music microcosm
that evokes nostalgia for the 1980s culture. Identify the retro genre.
X

QUESTION 5

What was the title of Kavinsky’s second and final studio album, released in
2022?

Questions and Answers
to the previous day’s
daily quiz: 1. In which
Swedish city was
Ingmar Bergman born
in 1918? Ans: Uppsala

2. Which Bergman film
won the Academy
Award for Best Foreign
Language Film in 1961?
Ans: The Virgin Spring

3. Identify the two
Bergman films for
which cinematographer
Sven Nykvist won the
Academy Award for
Best Cinematography.
Ans: Cries and

Whispers (1972) and

Fanny and Alexander

(1982)

4. Despite sharing a

surname and Swedish
heritage, iconic actress Ingrid
Bergman appeared in only
one film directed by Ingmar
Bergman. Name the film. Ans:

Autumn Sonata (1978)

5. Ingmar Bergman died on
July 30, 2007, the same day as
which fellow European
cinema giant? Ans:

Michelangelo Antonioni

Visual: Ian McKellen plays
Death in the Arnold
Schwarzenegger starrer, Last
Action Hero. Which Bergman
film is this scene paying
homage to? Ans: The

Seventh Seal (1957)

Early Birds: Prem Nath
Tiwari | Sunil Madhavan |
Pulkit Sathe | Dodo Jayaditya |
Arun Kumar Singh

THE DAILY QUIZ

Kavinsky, one of the de�ning sounds of the French electro scene, died this week at 50.
Test your knowledge of the late artist

X

Visual Question:

This 2011 neo-noir thriller, starring Ryan Gosling in a
scorpion jacket, introduced Kavinsky to a broader
audience. Name the film. FILMDISTRICT

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

Mohammed Hidhayat

“What are all those old magazines doing
on the table?”

“My cousin from Delhi is here. He
couldn’t sleep last night. So he spent his
time reading. He is a voracious reader.”

“Vor...what?”
“V..o..r..a..c..i..o..u..s. The ‘o’ in the

�rst syllable is like the ‘a’ in ‘china’. The
‘a’ in the second syllable is pronounced
like the ‘ay’ in ‘ray’, ‘bay’, and ‘say’.”

“The �nal ‘iou’ is like the ‘a’ in ‘china’
again, right?”

“Exactly! The ‘c’ by the way is like the
‘sh’ in ‘sheet’, ‘sheep’, and ‘ship’. And the
stress is on the second syllable. Any idea
what the word means?”

“Voracious! Doesn’t it mean truthful?”
“No, you are thinking of another word.

When you say that someone is a voracious
reader, it means that the person loves to
read lots of books.”

“How does this example sound?
Mohan is a voracious reader of mystery
novels.”

“Sounds good. The word can be used
to refer to one’s appetite as well. For
example...”

“...it probably means someone who
loves to eat.”

“That’s exactly what it means. When
you say that someone has a voracious
appetite it implies that he/she eats large
quantities of food. He/she is greedy to eat.
For example, though Karthick looks
skinny he has a voracious appetite.”

“How about this example? Some of the
kids in my class have voracious appetites.”

“That’s a good. Now, tell me...”
“...what was the word that I was

thinking of?”
“What?”
“Well, when I said voracious means

truthful, you said that I was thinking of
another word. Which word....”

“....oh that! The word that you
probably had in mind was ‘veracious’.
This word is spelt v..e..r..a..c..i..o..u..s.
According to many dictionaries it’s
pronounced the same way as ‘voracious’.”

“It is? Then how does a listener know
which word the speaker is....”

“....the context will tell you whether
the speaker means ‘voracious’ or
‘veracious’.”

“I see. But tell me, what does the
‘veracious’ mean?”

“When you say that someone is
‘veracious’, it means the person is
habitually truthful. It’s a word that is
generally used in formal contexts.”

“Someone who tells the truth all the
time! I don’t think I have met such a
person. It’s de�nitely not a quality that we
expect in our politicians.”

“An honest politician is a bit of a
contradiction.”

“We listened to the testimony of my
veracious cousin.”

“Politicians are not known for their
veracity. And...”

“....before you start giving me a lecture
on politicians, any news about your
neighbour’s son?”

“Yes, they found him at the city bus
stand. He was trying to run away from
home.”

“Why?”
“He said that he wanted to be

independent from his parents. He wanted
to be independent from them because....”

“....independent of, not from.”
“I see. Most teenagers want to be

independent of their parents.”
“I don’t want to be independent of my

parents at all. In fact, I think I will be
dependent on my father as long as
possible.”

“That’s a good idea. I am not really
sure if your father will put up with you for
long.”
Published in The Hindu on June 19, 2001
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Rational expectations

Tech-heavy indices like the Nasdaq and South Korea’s Kospi have seen big selloffs 

in recent days, suggesting that optimism around artificial intelligence-related (AI-

related) stocks is fading. The Nasdaq is down around 9 per cent from recent highs. 

AI-related stocks have seen massive bull runs in the past two years. Investors seem 

to be taking some profits off the table and reviewing prospects more soberly. Most 

semiconductor stocks are still up by over 100 per cent from 12 months ago. Caution 

and profit-taking after massive gains are a rational and healthy process. However, 

there have also been massive corrections. SpaceX, for example, has seen a selloff, 

which has sliced 50 per cent off its peak value in just one month. Semiconductor 

players like AMD, Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company, SK Hynix and 

Samsung have lost between 15 per cent and 45 per cent of their respective values. 

Nvidia, which was the world’s most valuable listed company for a while, has seen a 

selloff, which pulled its share price down by 17 per cent. (Apple has overtaken Nvidia 

to become the world’s most valuable company.) 

AI is transformative. People expect it to not only generate gargantuan profits but 

also to alter the way society functions. It is considered so foundational in impact that it 

has been compared to the usage of fire or the invention of writing. Trillions have been 

pumped into the sector. But some investors are now reviewing financial models to apply 

basic valuation criteria. By traditional metrics, AI stocks may be unbelievably over-

valued. AI may eventually yield huge profits. But right now, most AI names like SpaceX, 

OpenAI, and Anthropic are burning through mountains of cash. AI-related infra stocks 

such as Nvidia, Hynix, AMD and the hyperscalers running AI-driven data centres are 

making profits. But they are ultimately dependent on demand from a buildout in a loss-

making sector, which is sucking in capital without generating concrete returns. 

Expectations are moderating because investors see losses mounting quarter on 

quarter while the timelines to profits stretch. Chipmakers and data centres may find 

their revenues shrinking if demand becomes unsustainable. It’s like a gold rush 

where the makers of mining equipment are dependent on the production of the 

precious metal to sustain demand. If gold is not mined in suicient quantity, the 

demand for shovels eventually evaporates. This is also the quarterly reporting 

season. Google and Tesla plunged briefly because management in both committed 

to continue spending billions on AI despite losses in that segment. Meta, Microsoft 

and Amazon are expected to declare results in the coming days. Investors will be 

examining their respective AI exposures with a microscope. 

Another trigger for bearishness is reported breakthroughs in semiconductor 

design and manufacturing processes by a company in China. If this slices the cost of 

chips, it will eat into the revenues and profits of Nvidia and others. In that case,  com-

panies such as Meta, Alphabet, Open AI, Anthropic, and Oracle, which have com-

mitted hundreds of billions to current chip technology, may find themselves in deep 

waters as cheaper technology comes into focus. There is also increasing opposition 

to data centres, with many governments banning data-centre construction due to 

the vast requirements of water and energy. In addition, there are fears of AI gutting 

employment, leading to a fall in consumption demand. The AI bubble may not have 

burst. But the recent profit-booking should lead to more rational evaluations of the 

pros and cons of the technology. This could also lead to a rotation of capital to a 

country like India, which is not seen as a big AI play.

Green signals

By quashing a 2021 Oice Memorandum (OM) that granted retrospective environ-

mental clearance to projects starting work without green approval, the Supreme 

Court has taken a step towards restoring the primacy of the compliance regime. The 

three-judge Bench pointed out that the 2021 OM was an administrative order that, 

in effect, established a perpetual post facto clearance regime and “substantially” 

altered the criteria for granting environment clearance under the 2006 notification. 

This 20-year-old notification requires projects to undergo a rigorous “Environ-

mental Impact Assessment” under the Environment Protection Act, 1986. At the 

same time, the apex court upheld the Centre’s 2017 notification, which provided a 

six-month window for projects that started, expanded or changed the product mix 

without prior environmental clearance to apply for regularisation. The court 

described this notification as a “narrowly tailored one-time regulatory measure”. 

The latest judgment can be seen as seeking a balancing act between a May 

2025 judgment of a two-judge Bench and its recall in November. The first judg-

ment (Vanashakti  versus Union Of India ) struck down both the 2017 notification 

and the 2021 OM as illegal and arbitrary and a violation of the fundamental prin-

ciples of environmental jurisprudence. A Karnataka-based construction confed-

eration and the Union government appearing for Steel Authority of India Ltd 

(SAIL) appealed against this judgment, which was recalled in November by a 2:1 

majority of a three-judge Bench led by then Chief Justice B R Gavai on the 

grounds that demolishing big-ticket ongoing projects would waste thousands of 

crores of rupees and harm the public interest. These projects included, among 

others, a greenfield airport in Karnataka, an AIIMS (All-India Institute of Medical 

Sciences) hospital in Odisha, a SAIL plant and, ironically, some eluent-treat-

ment plants (the dissenting note came from Justice Ujjal Bhuyan, who was part 

of the Bench that delivered the May 2025 ruling).   

The latest judgment does three things. First, it has been made applicable with 

prospective effect so that projects started under the 2017 and 2021 relaxations will 

not be impacted, the idea being to minimise disruption. Second, it underlines that 

projects do not have the carte blanche to violate environmental laws with impunity. 

Third, it has held that the Union government may still permit environmental clear-

ance in exceptional cases and in the public interest if it does so through a valid notifi-

cation under the Environment Protection Act, 1986. The latter ruling acts as a check 

on executive powers by subjecting the exemption to greater scrutiny. Under the Act, 

exemptions require a formal statutory notification and hold the potential for judi-

cial scrutiny to ensure that projects do not violate the precautionary principle in the 

law — by causing serious or irreversible environment damage, for instance. The ei-

cacy of the latest ruling lies in the degree to which the central government and states 

choose to honour the spirit of the environment-protection principle. Streamlining 

a somewhat cumbersome approval system, which can take up to 18 months and 

includes expert-committee appraisals and public hearings, would be a practical 

first step. This would deter investors from resorting to the cycle of non-compliance 

and lobbying, which has resulted in a feeble green governance regime so evident in 

India’s steadily degraded air, rivers, forests and other natural resources.

SC reinforces environment-compliance regime

Investors are reassessing AI valuations

Over the past month, the country witnessed wide-
spread protests asking for fairness in the examination 
system for admissions to major courses and for entry 
into government jobs. The final trigger was the leak of 
the question papers for the National Eligibility cum 
Entrance Test for Undergraduate (Neet-UG) exam, but 
the protesters flagged a number of other exams as well. 

In response, the government has introduced a new 
Bill in Parliament — Public Examination (Prevention 
of Unfair Means) Amendment Bill, 2026 — to impose 
more stringent punishment on anyone found respon-
sible for any leaks. The National Testing Agency (NTA) 
— the body that conducts the Neet exam and other 
critical exams like the Common Univer-
sity Entrance Test — is being overhauled 
with the suspension of 47 oicials.  

Questions being raised about the 
examination system relate to the basic 
issue of fairness. The possibility of papers 
being sold for a price undermines the 
credibility of the system. Therefore, there 
is a need for an overhaul. Not just of the 
NTA, but of all the other agencies that 
conduct a range of examinations for 
entry into various higher education pro-
grammes/courses or into public sector jobs. Alongside, 
however, we need to ask a fundamental question —
what drives the creation and sustenance of a market 
for leaks? Perhaps the answer lies in the nature of the 
job market in India. 

The Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) provides 
some startling numbers on the composition of jobs in 
India. The PLFS classifies information on the com-
position of workforce into regular workers, self-
employed and casual workers and the corresponding 
wages. The share of regular workers in total workforce 
was 23.6 per cent in 2025, a little more than half being 
in government or public enterprises. The self-
employed account for more than half (56 per cent), 
with the remaining being casual workers. The average 

wage for regular worker was reported to be at ~22,699, 
which is higher than the monthly earnings of self-
employed ~14,861, and of casual workers at  ~10,000, 
assuming a worker works for 22 days in a month. Even 
among the regular workers, there is considerable vari-
ation — over 50 per cent have no written job contract 
and no social security benefits. 

To understand the differences in wages across 
activities, the survey reports a number of occupation 
divisions — the ratio of the highest to the lowest wages 
within regular workers is 4:1. Juxtaposing the highest-
wage-earning occupation with casual workers, the dif-
ferential is 7.4 times, assuming that casual workers get 

to work 22 days in a month. To top this 
off, there is a public-sector premium, 
especially in lower-level jobs. On the 
other hand, the self-employed category 
includes a number of unpaid family 
workers, suggesting significant under-
employment in the economy and poor 
returns to effort. 

Fewer well-paying jobs and a wage 
premium for public-sector jobs drive a 
sharp demand for these jobs and the get-
ting in “by hook or by crook” principles 

come into operation. The interested candidates would 
be more than willing to tip the scales in their favour, if 
the opportunity presents itself. These create the incen-
tive structures for paper leaks. Thriving coaching insti-
tutes are also another manifestation of this premium. 

So, while the short-term fix is the proposed law 
and the overhaul of the agencies conducting the 
examinations, we need to look at the number of job 
opportunities the economy is creating as well to 
address the root cause. 

The economics of job creation in the country has 
changed significantly over the years. The KLEMS data-
base suggests that labour per unit of capital has declined 
steadily over time across all major sectors. In other 
words, the economic activity is becoming more capital-

intensive over time. While agriculture and allied ser-
vices continue to record a higher ratio compared to the 
rest of the economy, this ratio for manufacturing and 
services is converging rapidly.  

The trends in technological progress suggest 
further intensification in capital intensity over time. 
The evolution of artificial intelligence (AI) is likely to 
bring in a new wave of automation for routine tasks 
both in physical and mental activities. This is a chal-
lenging time for policymaking. Global competitiveness 
presents the need to be on the technological frontier. 
From this perspective, policy should encourage the 
creation and adoption of new technologies. This is an 
essential aspirational step, creating a share in global 
intellectual property rights for India along with corre-
sponding income streams. However, these develop-
ments do not address the current need for decent jobs 
for the surge of youth entering the job markets.  

The similarity between labour per unit of capital for 
manufacturing and services suggests that the cost of 
generating new employment is comparable across 
both these broad sectors. Perhaps, it is time to look at 
services as the powerhouse for creating jobs in this 
new era of automation. According to KLEMS data, 
among the major services, some of the relatively 
labour-intensive sectors are construction, trade, hotels 
and restaurants, education and health. 

The first three could contain a larger component 
of unskilled work, while the latter would involve a 
skilled workforce. Could it be time for re-examining 
the role that education and health care play in this 
scenario? Improving the quality of services in both 
these sectors could make India a hub for health and 
education, while providing a range of employment 
opportunities for the youth. An ageing population 
globally and in India, too, would create opportun-
ities. These sectors could provide a range of jobs that 
are AI-proof in the medium term. The need of the 
hour is better regulation for supporting the quality 
of services in both these sectors. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv  
The writer is director, National Institute of Public 
Finance and Policy. The views are personal 

India’s ecommerce market has expanded rapidly over 
the past decade, moving beyond metros to reach con-
sumers in Tier-I and Tier-II cities. The sector, which 
was valued at around $14 billion in 2014, has grown to 
nearly $120-130 billion in 2024 and is expected to con-
tinue its growth trajectory. 

However, several concerns have also been raised. 
First, despite this remarkable expansion, platforms 
have not been able to turn profitable, even though their 
gross margins are comparable to those in other coun-
tries. Second, there have been controversies surround-
ing the conduct of platforms, including violations of 
foreign investment rules, preferential treatment of 
sellers, deep discounting practices, 
and inadequate competition safe-
guards. Third, concerns have 
emerged over the working conditions 
and social protection of gig workers 
who form the backbone of the sector. 

The recently released “India E-
Commerce Report 2026: Innovation 
in the Merchandise Space” by the 
Centre for Social and Economic Prog-
ress examines the evolution of India’s 
merchandise ecommerce sector, its 
market structure, policy challenges, 
and the conditions needed for sustainable growth. The 
report also highlights an important gap in the policy 
discussion — the lack of reliable, comparable and pub-
licly available data. Without consistent information on 
market size, platform activity, employment, value 
added, and regional penetration, it is diicult to accu-
rately assess the sector’s economic contribution or 
design appropriate policy interventions. 

While Indian ecommerce platforms earn gross 
margins of 40-45 per cent, comparable to their global 
peers, they continue to report negative net margins. 
The problem lies in the high cost of servicing cus-
tomers. Low average revenue per user and relatively 
small order values limit revenue generation, while 
logistics costs remain disproportionately high for low-
ticket purchases. Two features of the Indian market 
further raise operating costs. Cash-on-delivery, which 

still accounts for 55-60 per cent of orders in Tier-II and 
Tier-III cities, compared with less than 10 per cent in 
China, increases working capital requirements and 
return-to-origin costs. At the same time, return rates of 
25-40 per cent, well above the global average of 17-25 per 
cent, substantially increase reverse logistics expenses. 

These challenges point to a broader issue of con-
sumer trust. A continued reliance on cash-on-delivery 
and high product returns suggest that many con-
sumers remain uncertain about product quality and 
seller reliability. Building trust through stronger quality 
assurance, seller verification, grievance redress, and 
action against counterfeit products may, therefore, be 

as important as improving delivery 
speeds. Reducing logistics costs — 
particularly in last-mile delivery, 
which accounts for nearly 60 per 
cent of logistics expenditure — will 
also be critical to improving the long-
term viability of the sector. 

A profitable ecommerce eco-
system also matters for India’s micro, 
small, and medium enterprises 
(MSMEs). Digital platforms have 
expanded market access for MSMEs, 
and cross-border ecommerce will 

only strengthen these opportunities. Platforms in 
China, Brazil and Mexico became profitable alongside 
rising household incomes, better logistics, deeper digi-
tal ecosystems and expanding cross-border commerce. 

Lack of suicient competition in ecommerce in 
India has often been cited as one of the key pitfalls. As 
in most countries, India’s ecommerce market has 
evolved into an oligopoly, with Amazon and Flipkart 
accounting for 55-60 per cent of sales. Some degree of 
concentration appears to be a fundamental outcome 
of platform economics. In fact, India’s market is more 
competitive than most. The continued emergence of 
smaller and niche players across segments suggests 
that the market remains contestable. New entrants are 
able to grow by differentiating their business models 
or targeting specific consumer groups.  

The regulatory focus, therefore, should be less on 

market structure per se and more on making the 
market more contestable by strengthening public 
digital infrastructure, reducing logistics frictions and 
cross-border compliance costs, and supporting MSME 
participation. India’s foreign direct investment (FDI) 
policy, which permitted foreign investment in market-
place models but not inventory-based models, had 
also become increasingly diicult to enforce, as pri-
vate labels, preferred sellers and control over pricing 
often blur the distinction. The government’s recent 
decision to allow FDI in inventory-based ecommerce 
models for the export of domestically manufactured 
goods is therefore a welcome step.  

The move recognises that inventory-led models 
can improve logistics and expand market access for 
Indian manufacturers. If these benefits are acknowl-
edged for exports, then it is legitimate to ask whether 
distinguishing between marketplace and inventory 
models remains the right basis for regulating domestic 
ecommerce. Rather than regulating business models, 
policy should focus on preserving fair competition, 
preventing anti-competitive conduct and ensuring a 
level-playing field for all market participants. 

Gig workers have become the backbone of ecom-
merce. Delivery partners and warehouse associates 
make reliable delivery possible, often in diicult con-
ditions. Their interests must be at the centre of both 
platform strategy and government regulation. Plat-
forms that retain workers have lower churn costs and 
better customer experience. 

Ecommerce has the potential to grow rapidly, 
especially in Tier II and Tier III cities, and generate 
substantial employment across logistics, warehous-
ing and MSME supply chains. The challenge is to 
balance the interests of platforms, sellers, gig 
workers and the state. If we get the fundamentals 
right — trust, standardised measurement, open 
infrastructure, and worker welfare — India’s ecom-
merce will also be inclusive.  
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The writers are, respectively, senior fellow and 
former associate fellow at the Centre for Social  
and Economic Progress, New Delhi 

What does the unfiltered inner life of a 
woman sound like? Her anger, her long-
ing, her despair, her contradictions —
the thoughts too unruly to be spoken 
aloud. Your Perfect Dream Girl: 
Influencers, AI, and the Future of Desire 
by Sukhnidh Kaur is nearly 300 pages of 
that voice, unfolding into a provocative 
critique on artificial intelligence (AI), 
desire, and the gendered politics shap-
ing India’s technological future. 

Written as 25 letters to a faceless man, 
Ms Kaur lays bare her inbox, responding 
to the messages she received after 

becoming an influencer at just 13 years 
old. Drawing on her own experiences 
and her work in digital rights, technol-
ogy policy, and engineering virality for 
public figures, she interrogates what she 
calls “patriarchal technocapitalism”, a 
system in which “businesses build tech-
nology that generates profit by optimis-
ing the consumption of women”. 

As the back cover succinctly argues, 
the book advances a single thesis: 
“Women are the most lucrative product 
of every technological revolution.” The 
book’s most courageous achievement is 
its willingness to turn the lens inwards 
to make this argument. By opening up 
her own life to scrutiny and dissecting 
her experiences, Ms Kaur attempts to 
understand the workings of patriarchal 
technocapitalism not as an abstract 
theory but as something lived and 
embodied. That vulnerability lends the 
book both its emotional weight and 
much of its intellectual force. Ms Kaur 
speaks boldly about her struggles with 

the disillusionment the internet caused 
her, including body image issues and 
depression. For that reason alone, this 
book is itself an act of courage that 
India needs. 

What I found particularly compel-
ling is Ms Kaur’s insistence that this 
book is addressed to men, challenging 
the assumption that feminism is a con-
versation meant only for women. She 
writes, “I think we speak to too many 
women, and not enough men, about 
power. It’s a curious imbalance… we can 
educate women and change the law, but 
as long as men do not unshackle them-
selves, we will not be free.” The book 
sets out to show men how patriarchal 
technocapitalism harms them too. For 
readers who are not cisgender hetero-
sexual men, reading these letters can 
feel like “eavesdropping on a private, 
painful confrontation.” By continually 
shifting the reader’s position, Ms Kaur 
invites us to locate ourselves some-
where on the spectrum between the 

consumer and the con-
sumed. It is a fascinating 
narrative choice that trans-
forms reading into an act of 
self-examination. 

Readers can expect dis-
cussions ranging from the 
influencer economy and 
deepfakes to AI girlfriends, 
algorithmic desire, and the 
male loneliness epidemic — 
all packaged as witty, incisive 
letters to a faceless man. 
Throughout, Ms Kaur argues 
that technology is never a 
neutral invention. Every 
platform, algorithm, and 
product is designed by 
people operating within 
existing structures of power, 
not outside them. She asks her faceless 
man, “I wonder if you know that tech-
nology is not just weaponized post-fact 
by patriarchy, but often built because of 
and for it?” She adds, “Women are 
always in demand and have created the 
need for innovation in new media 
formats, repeatedly making us early 
drivers of technological adoption and 

optimization.” She illustrates 
this with Jennifer Lopez’s 
iconic green Versace dress, 
whose overwhelming popu-
larity reportedly led to the 
creation of Google Image 
Search. She argues, in the age 
of AI, the sexual objectifica-
tion of women will continue 
to be a significant motivator 
of innovation. 

Yet, despite Ms Kaur’s 
best efforts to write “plainly”, 
the book can become a con-
voluted maze. The writing is 
playful, sharp, and deeply 
engaging, with a stream-of-
consciousness quality. It 
draws you in with its wit and 
intimacy. As the book prog-

resses, however, that same style occa-
sionally obscures rather than 
illuminates, making concepts that 
could have been explained more 
directly feel unnecessarily dense, par-
ticularly for readers who may not 
already be familiar with academic dis-
course on gender. At times, the writing 
style gets lost in itself, playing so many 

tricks to keep the reader entertained 
that it forgets to do what a non-fiction 
book must do: Explain things clearly to 
a reader who might be encountering 
the idea of technology as a weapon of 
patriarchy for the very first time. 

Near the end, Ms Kaur announces, “I 
am going to name the system we’ve been 
circling and give it good bones.” Unfor-
tunately, by that stage many readers 
may already feel exhausted. Those who 
persevere, however, are rewarded. The 
final chapters are the book’s clearest and 
most illuminating, grounding earlier 
arguments through clear definitions and 
concepts such as “self-similarity” and 
demonstrating how individual experi-
ences can reveal the architecture of 
much larger systems. 

Your Perfect Dream Girl:  
Influencers, AI, and the Future of Desire 
is an ambitious, fearless, and deeply 
original work. It is not always an easy 
read, nor is it consistently clear, but Ms 
Kaur’s courage and depth of knowledge 
far outweighs its flaws. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The reviewer is a  
communications professional 

Gender biases in technocapitalism
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The capital equation  
Labour per unit of capital at 2011-12 prices
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Ecommerce’s trust problem
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arguably deprived ANI of a commercially 
valuable opportunity. This market is far 
from hypothetical. In Bartz vs Anthropic, the 
plaintiffs valued AI training rights at about 
$3,113 per work. This illustrates that such 
rights have measurable commercial value.

Legislative reform, please: The transforma-
tive potential of AI and the public benefits it 
promises might influence how this  issue is 
viewed, but even so, this presumptive gain 
must be balanced against the rights of copy-
right owners. The Copyright Act predates 
GenAI and was never designed to address AI 
training, which may well warrant legislative 
reform. Jurisdictions that have accommo-
dated AI training have typically legislated 
rather than expanded existing exceptions. 
Singapore has introduced a dedicated 
exception for computational data analysis, 
while the EU enacted text and data mining 
exceptions. India is exploring legislative 
solutions too, with a proposed framework 
that would permit AI training on lawfully 
accessed works while ensuring fair remu-
neration through collective licensing.

Balancing innovation with the rights of 
creators is a legislative exercise. It cannot be 
done through extensions of a fair-dealing 
exception beyond what the Copyright Act 
originally intended to cover.

the text of the Act and the principles that 
underpin copyright law.

Re-assessment of the purpose: The court 
held that the storage of copyrighted works in 
this case is protected by the fair dealing 
exception since it permits use for “private or 
personal use, including research.” It reached 
this conclusion by giving both ‘private use’ 
and ‘research’ an expansive interpretation. 
Relying on the Copyright (Amendment) Act 
of 2012, which inserted the word ‘personal’ 
alongside the existing phrase ‘private use,’ it 
held that Parliament did not intend to restrict 
the exception to individuals. Instead, ‘private’ 
was interpreted broadly to include a private 
corporate entity. It also rejected the argu-
ment that ‘research’ is confined to academic 
and non-commercial activity, holding that 
commercial use does not, by itself, go against 
OpenAI’s fair-dealing defence.

This marks a significant shift in the under-
standing of Section 52(1)(a)(i). Traditionally, 
‘private use’ has been understood as use by 
individuals for their own purposes, while 
‘research’ has generally been associated with 
academic or other non-commercial inquiry. 
The judgement extends both concepts to 
cover the large-scale commercial training of 
AI models. Whether Parliament intended 
such an expansion is, however, open to 

T
he Delhi high court recently dismissed 
Asian News International’s (ANI) 
application for an interim injunction 

against OpenAI over its use of the news 
agency’s copyright-protected content to 
train ChatGPT. This is India’s first judicial 
answer to a question confronting courts 
worldwide: may a Generative AI company 
train its models on copyrighted content 
without permission? At this interim stage, 
the answer is an unequivocal yes.

ANI argued that OpenAI copied and 
stored its articles to train ChatGPT, which 
then reproduced its content in generated 
responses. The court accepted that storing 
copyrighted works for training is ‘reproduc-
tion’ under Section 14 of the Copyright Act 
of 1957, but held that it falls within the “fair 
dealing” exception in Section 52(1)(a) and is 
not infringement. It further held that 
ChatGPT’s responses were not substantially 
similar to ANI’s articles. The court thereby 
substantially expands the fair dealing excep-
tion, an interpretation that sits uneasily with 

The trouble is what happened next. 
In too many places, a clinical conve-
nience hardened into a captive market. 
Prescriptions stopped being something 
owned by patients and became another 
channel for hospital revenues. That is 
what the regulator has moved against. 
Not the in-house pharmacy itself, but 
the patient’s vanishing choice. When 
the Competition Commission of India 
examined similar conduct, it was careful 
and, to my mind, correct. A hospital 
isn’t a monopoly, but it can create a 
lock-in so complete that a patient’s con-
sent becomes a formality. 

Let me explain the part that investors 
usually keep to themselves. A margin 
that survives only because customers 
have no alternative is the weakest mar-
gin in healthcare. It is money obtained 
on trust, and trust behaves differently 
from a pharmacy mark-up. It builds on 
itself, slowly, over the years.

The best hospitals I know are quite 
relaxed about this order because they 
stopped leaning on captive rupees a 
long time ago. Their returns come from 
clinical outcomes and from being the 
place a patient would choose even with 
other options open to them, rather than 
operating as a place that monetizes the 
fears of patients and their families.

Here is the harder truth, one that 
deserves close attention. Freedom to 

choose alone will not do much to reduce 
what a family pays. Let us delve into the 
price of a medicine in India. A large slice 
of it is not the cost of the formulation at 
all, but trade margins stacked up along 
the way from the manufacturer to the 
stockist and then retailer. The National 
Pharmaceutical Pricing Authority 
understood this. In 2019, instead of only 
capping prices, it went after trade mar-
gins. For 42 non-scheduled anti-cancer 
drugs, it held trade margins at 30% of 
the retail price; the maximum retail 
price of hundreds of brands fell, in some 
cases by as much as 90%. The point was 
hard to miss. The real distortion lies in 
the opaque chain behind the counter.

So, a patient who is free to walk out of 
the hospital gate may suffer the same 
inflated maximum retail price at a shop 
across the road. Same molecule, same 
margin, a different bill. We would have 
moved the transaction point without 
fixing the economics behind it.

Let Maharashtra’s order be a begin-
ning then rather than a conclusion. 
Three things must move together. 
There is choice, which Maharashtra has 
now secured, and which other states 
ought to copy. There is price, which 
needs wider trade-margin reform and 
honest itemized billing, so a family can 
see what it is paying for. And there is 
quality, because a cheaper pharmacy is 
no bargain if it hands you a medicine 
that was either badly made or stored, a 
danger revealed in cruel ways by recent 
tragedies.

It is important to uphold the idea that 
a prescription belongs to the patient. 
As for hospitals, the institutions that 
endure will be those that treat this belief 
as an asset rather than a nuisance. A 
hospital that no longer needs a captive 
pharmacy need not worry about its rev-
enue streams, as it would earn the one 
thing in medicine nobody can mark up, 
which is the trust of those who walked 
in afraid and left knowing they were 
never being charged for their own 
helplessness.

These are the author’s personal views.

I
 have spent a large part of my life in 
intensive care units where families 
arrive frightened and exhausted. 

Nobody negotiates in that state. When a 
doctor hands you a slip and points you 
to a counter, you do not wonder 
whether that medicine costs less some-
where else. You pay, because your child 
or parent is all you are thinking about.

That asymmetry between an institu-
tion that knows everything and a family 
that knows almost nothing could be the 
backdrop to the Maharashtra Food and 
Drug Administration’s order last month 
telling hospitals and their affiliated 
pharmacies to stop forcing patients to 
buy medicines from in-house counters. 
Prescriptions must be handed to 
patients, and every hospital must dis-
play a sign in plain Marathi and English 
that says one is free to buy medicines 
from any licensed pharmacy.

There should be no issue with that. 
In-house pharmacies, for the most part, 
were not set up in bad faith. For an 
admitted patient on a complicated regi-
men, an accountable pharmacy within 
the building that is open at odd hours 
and has the exact molecules needed 
(and properly stored) is safer than nerv-
ous relatives going out looking for the 
right drugs. Continuity of care is a real 
clinical good. So is knowing where a 
medicine came from. It does not help 
the debate if we pretend that these 
things are fiction.

Healthcare brands keen on earning the trust of patients should welcome greater customer choice

Amit Varma

is co-founder and managing partner of 
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‘ANI versus OpenAI’ makes a case for legislative action
Pradyumn Sharma &
Shivani Choudhary

M
ust Tata Sons go public? This 
question was raised by its 
need to comply with central 
bank rules, but has a larger 
dimension that splits opinion 
in India. As the stake-holding 

company of the Tata Group, it owns and con-
trols a large set of businesses with offerings 
that range from salt to software. As an entity, 
Tata Sons is mostly owned by philanthropic 
trusts but also has minority shareholders. Of 
these, the Shapoorji Pallonji group, which 
famously fell out with Tata some years ago, is 
the most significant. The argument that a 
public listing would get in the way of Tata 
charity draws inspiration not only from the 
group’s record as a do-gooder at home, but also 
from a US Business Roundtable shift in 2019, 
when over 180 CEOs pledged to “lead their 
companies for the benefit of all stakeholders” 
(customers, employees, suppliers and commu-
nities included), and not just their own share 
owners. Tata has long been reputed for exactly 
that, some argue, and its holding firm being 
listed would cramp its space to place charitable 
causes above its stock’s market value if such 
trade-offs arise. All its profits, for example, 
might need to be ploughed back into business, 
starving its charities. Revelations by Mint, how-
ever, infuse that thesis with some dissonance.

In the public glare is the funding of a charity 
called Ratan Tata Endowment Fund (RTEF) 
set up by the group’s late chief Ratan Tata 
about a couple of years before his 2024 death. 
While he left a chunk of his own wealth to 
RTEF in the form of Tata Sons equity, though 
his will’s execution is held up, this fund had 
already received financial infusions from the 
group. In 2022, Tata Sons gave RTEF ₹45 

crore in cash as a gift, followed by an award the 
next year of a 1% stake in privately held Tata 
Digital (now worth ₹986 crore, as estimated). 
Within months, RTEF got an unsecured loan 
from Tata Capital’s home-loan subsidiary, 
which was paid back with interest but seems to 
have let the fund make big gains on the partial 
sale of shares bought in Tata Technologies 
before this business went public at a far higher 
share price. All this was not formally disclosed 
by Tata Sons. The group avers that all its trans-
actions with RTEF had board approvals, as 
required. Yet, the spirit of corporate govern-
ance matters no less than its letter. Since Tata 
Sons has minority shareholders, whose inter-
ests matter and list includes group firms like 
Tata Steel and Tata Motors, which gives house-
hold investors an indirect stake in the holding 
company, raised eyebrows should not surprise 
its Bombay House headquarters.

Granted, RTEF’s aims could well be entirely 
noble. Also, the relative opacity allowed by 
private ownership does make space for worthy 
pursuits that defy the classic model of limited-
liability capitalism. To thrive, India’s economy 
need not constrain all commerce to a profit 
chase. Even so, the Tata Group has too much at 
stake to get its big-picture calculus wrong. Its 
priority in such situations should arguably be 
the defence of its brand in the public square. 
Willy-nilly, the set of values it conveys is shaped 
by perceptions as much as its own efforts. By 
group folklore, the Tata brand’s core value has 
been ‘trust’ ever since the group’s founder Jam-
setji Tata set the tone by calling off a sure-shot 
fund-raiser on his receipt of privy information 
that made the deal unfair to investors at large. 
This was back in the 19th century. For Tata’s 
sake, that trust must survive the 21st intact. 

The Tata Group should 
put first principles first
Tata’s goals may be noble but revelations of transfers to a charity evoke dissonance over the 

rights of minority shareholders. This conglomerate must fortify the core value of its brand
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ASecurities and Exchange
Board of India (Sebi)
audit of warehouses

accredited by commodity
exchanges has found discrepan-
cies in both the quantity and
quality of stock they hold, said
two people familiar with the
matter.

Current Sebi norms allow
commodity exchanges to out-
source warehousing of stocks to
third-party warehouse service
providers that are accredited by
the bourses.

“Stocks of exchange members
as well as those that did not
belong to them were found
clubbed together in some ware-
houses. The quality of the stock
was also not up to the standards
prescribed,” said one of the two
people, who spoke on condition
of anonymity.

The findings come ahead of
the third anniversary of a settle-
ment crisis that led to the sus-
pension of trading on the
National Spot Exchange Ltd
(NSEL) and the exposure of a
fraud to the tune of `5,574 crore
at the bourse.

Discrepancies in stocks can
give a misleading picture of the
actual quantity that forms the
basis of futures contracts that
trade on commodity exchanges.
Indeed, the lack of stocks, or the
underlying commodities, in the
warehouses of 24 members was
at the core of the NSEL fraud
(apart from the fact that the
exchange was allowing futures
trading despite being a spot
exchange). 

Owing to the absence of
underlying commodities, these
members defaulted on their pay-
out obligations, leading to the
exchange suspending contracts
on 31 July 2013.

“The warehouses are woefully
lacking. Sebi will seek an expla-
nation from the exchanges,” said
the second of the two people
cited earlier, also speaking on
condition of anonymity.

A Sebi spokesperson didn’t
respond to an email seeking
comment. 

A spokesperson for the Multi
Commodity Exchange of India
(MCX), the country’s largest
commodities bourse, declined to
comment.

A spokesperson for National
Commodity and Derivatives
Exchange (NCDEX) said in an
email that it had not heard any-
thing from Sebi.

“The Exchange will take
appropriate action on receipt of
the observations. The exchange
remains committed to creating a
robust warehousing infrastruc-
ture for deliveries on its plat-
form,” the spokesperson said.

MCX and NCDEX account for
90% of commodity exchange
trades in India.

The NSEL fraud, which caused
losses to 13,000 investors, led to
stronger regulations for ware-
house providers. Typically,
exchanges have to make good on
these losses through their settle-
ment guarantee fund, but in
NSEL’s case this was just
`4 crore.
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Panel on fiscal 
consolidation 
may include 
states in plan
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Afinance ministry panel set
up to suggest a fiscal consol-

idation road map for the centre
will also recommend a similar
action plan for the states. 

Since the phrase used in the
terms of reference of the com-
mittee is “government deficit”, it
will look into both state and cen-
tral government deficits, an offi-
cial on the committee said,
requesting anonymity. 

The panel has not decided
whether it will only fix a cumula-
tive deficit target for all states or
set individual targets for each
one as well.

The combined deficit of the
central and state governments,
which crossed 7% in the year
ended 31 March, is being
watched closely because of con-
cerns that states may issue more
bonds to finance their deficits. In
addition, global ratings compa-
nies are paying more attention to
state deficits when they review
the nation’s sovereign rating.  

The committee could suggest
deficit targets for both the states
and the centre for overall macro-
economic stability, keeping in

TURN TO BACK PAGE ®

happen is instead of a company
having five or six prominent sup-
pliers, it will prefer to have two
who will meet such quality per-
formance. This will also put
pressure on the bottom line and
margins of suppliers.” 

In Gujarat, Maruti has entered
into a contract manufacturing
partnership with parent Suzuki
Motor Corp., which will produce
and sell vehicles to Maruti at
cost price. Suzuki Motor Gujarat
aims to start production with an
initial capacity of 250,000 units a
year from February 2017 and
reach a maximum capacity of 1.5
million by 2030. 

The plant will start production
at a time when vehicle makers
across the world are grappling
with stricter safety, emissions
and vehicle-recall norms.

Over 2 million cars had been
recalled in the past four years in
India, Mint reported on 2 June.
Of these, 1.01 million were
recalled in 2015 alone. In the five
months to May this year, car
makers had recalled around
700,000 cars, and with increased
scrutiny on the quality of vehi-
cles, 2016 may end up seeing the
highest number of recalls yet.
Maruti has recalled 282,875 units
in the past four years.
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Maruti Suzuki India Ltd will
stop offering contracts to

suppliers that fail to meet its
zero-defect policy as part of the
nation’s largest car maker’s
efforts to avoid frequent and
costly vehicle recalls.

“About quality, we worked in
terms of percentage for two dec-
ades and then we moved to
PPMs (parts per million). But
now, we tell all our suppliers
that PPM is no longer accepta-
ble. Zero-defect is what we want
from you. It should become a
norm. Only those vendors with
us will go to Gujarat who have
the quality levels we want them
to deliver,” said Deepak Sethi,
executive director (supply
chain), Maruti Suzuki India.

The Gujarat plant will also
cater to overseas markets, which
demand very high standards,
making it critical for Maruti to
have top-quality vendors. 

“This is a very good step and
may soon become an industry-
wide phenomenon. Obviously,
not all the suppliers will be able
to meet such norms,” said Abdul
Majeed, partner and national
auto practice leader at Pricewa-
terhouseCoopers. “What will

AUTO PARTS

Maruti cracks down on 
suppliers over quality
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The success of the first set of
masala bonds from Housing

Development Finance Corp. Ltd
(HDFC) and Adani Transmission
Ltd has cleared the way for more
such sales, but the high cost of
hedging against currency risks
will limit its appeal to some
investors.

Buyers of masala bonds,
rupee-denominated debt in
which bond investors take on
foreign-exchange risk in addi-
tion to credit risk, can buy pro-
tection against currency risks by
hedging their exposure to the
Indian rupee. 

But that is expensive. The cur-
rent cost of hedging rupees in
the offshore non-deliverable for-
ward (NDF) market is between
5.5% and 6%. The high cost
erodes the higher yields that
masala bonds promise.

Consider the case of Adani
Transmission Ltd. The company
raised $500 million through
10-year bonds at a coupon rate
of 4.15%. On the other hand, it
privately placed masala bonds at
a coupon of 9.1% with Credit

TURN TO PAGE 8®

Hedging costs 
may affect 
appetite for 
masala bonds
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Blackstone in talks for 
`300 cr Paranjape deal
Blackstone Group is in talks to invest 
about `300 crore in a group compa-
ny of Pune-based real estate devel-
oper Paranjape Schemes Construc-
tion Ltd. The move underscores the 
private equity firm’s intentions to get 
into real estate development. >P7

Bengaluru-based Maini Precision 
Products Ltd is in talks to raise `400 
crore to `500 crore from private 
equity funds and is likely to drop its 
planned initial public offering. >P8

Maini Precision may 
raise `500 cr from PEs

Health insurance 
buying simplified
The 2016 edition of the Mint Secure-
Now Mediclaim Ratings is more 
exhaustive than before, not only in 
terms of policies covered but also in 
the scope of their options. Policies 
from 23 non-life insurance firms were 
analysed over two months. In all, over 
400 policy combinations were rated, 
versus about 280 in July 2015. This 
may mean a lot of work for us, but it 
also signals that the health insurance 
market is expanding. >P14-18

SENSEX 28,051.86® NIFTY 8,638.50 ® DOLLAR `66.99 ® EURO `74.37 ® GOLD `30,960 ® OIL $43.15 ®

With the Congress sig-
nalling its support, it

is now hoped that the con-
stitutional amendment bill 
enabling the implementa-
tion of the goods and servi-
ces tax (GST) will be pre-
sented in the Rajya Sabha 
this week. The passage of 
the bill will truly be a land-
mark event in India’s eco-
nomic reform process; the 
government deserves credit
for bringing all major polit-
ical parties on board. 

It has also done well by
dropping the idea of 
imposing an additional 
levy of 1% on supply of 
goods with a proposal to 
compensate states for reve-
nue losses arising due to 
migration to the new tax 
system for five years. 
The Congress has also 
done the right thing by 
revisiting its demand of 
capping the GST rate in the 
Constitution.

The next challenge will
be to arrive at a revenue 
neutral rate as the state 
governments have rejected 
the 18% rate proposed by 
the Arvind Subramanian 
panel. It is important to 
note that a very high rate 
or too many distortions can 
defeat the idea of GST.

QUICK EDIT

GST: The 

last mile

CORPORATE: Sikka cracks
the whip at Infosys >3

CAPITAL CALCULUS: NDA’s do-or-die 
moment on GST >4

REAL ESTATE: Rising Straits, Arthveda 
Fund to raise offshore capital >7

BANKER’S TRUST: Banks are ill, 
long live NBFCs >10

REGULATORY CHECK

Sebi audit flags 
discrepancies 
at warehouses 
Regulator finds issues 
with both quantity and 
quality of stock held at 
warehouses accredited 
by commodity bourses
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On 31 July 2013, the
N a t i o n a l  S p o t

Exchange Ltd, or NSEL,
issued a late-night state-
ment suspending all spot
contracts. What seemed to
be a mere case of following
a government directive
turned out to be a `5,574
crore payments scam that
busted an exchange for the
first time in India. It led to
losses for 13,000 investors.

In the three years since,
investigators have attached
assets estimated to be
worth around `8,000 crore,
arrested alleged perpetra-
tors, filed chargesheets in
courts and are still on the
money trail.

Out of the total dues,
NSEL was able to distribute
only `304.50 crore up to
10 September 2013. Of the
total attached assets,
`34.98 crore has been
recovered but they haven’t
been distributed to inves-
tors as a high court com-
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Where are the 
key figures 
in the NSEL 
saga now?

>What has changed in commodity 
market norms after NSEL >P9
>How the NSEL crisis unfolded   >P9
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HIGH PARLIAMENT PRODUCTIVITY 
RAISES GST HOPES
Productivity in Parliament continued to be high in the first two 
weeks of the monsoon session. This augurs well for the passage of 
the constitutional amendment bill needed to roll out the goods and 
services tax (GST). The bill is expected to be tabled in the Rajya 
Sabha this week, having already been approved by the Lok Sabha. 
Productivity was high in both the Houses—it was 88% in the Rajya 
Sabha and 97% in the Lok Sabha.

PRODUCTIVITY*

Lok Sabha

Rajya Sabha

               97%

       88%

*cumulative of the two weeks

100%

Source: PRS Legislative Research 
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When we invest in a 
company, we own part of 
that company and we are 

partly responsible for how 
that company progresses. 

If we believe there is 
something going wrong with 

the company, then we, as 
shareholders, must become 

active and vocal.

Mark Mobius

Maharashtra has issued an order 
to promote customer choice 

when it comes to buying 
medicines for patients but 

this alone will not help reduce 
bills or ensure their safety.

Trade margins account for a 
large part of what customers pay 

and not all chemists have the 
right drugs safely stored. Yet, 

good hospitals have good reason 
to welcome the state’s move. 

Q U I C K  R E A D

Re-assessment of fairness: How the court 
assessed fairness is equally significant, as a 
central measure of it is the effect on the mar-
ket for the work that was used. The court 
reasoned that OpenAI’s use of ANI’s literary 
works caused neither actual nor potential 
harm to the agency. Yet, OpenAI’s own com-
mercial practices suggest otherwise. It 
licenses content from publishers such as 
Axios, Vox Media and the Financial Times. It 
could have worked out a similar deal for ANI, 
which alleged differential treatment that 
places it at a commercial disadvantage.

The court observed 
that ANI did not demon-
strate any loss of market 
share or subscription rev-
enue. However, those are 
not the only forms of eco-
nomic harm that the 
copyright law seeks to 
prevent. It also protects 
an owner’s ability to com-
mercially license its 
works. OpenAI itself has 
recognized that market 
by licensing works from 
several publishers for AI 
training. If it denied ANI 
similar terms, then it 

debate. The 2012 amendment was enacted 
to bring India’s copyright framework closer 
to international standards. Yet, comparable 
jurisdictions have a far narrower approach. 
The EU limits the exception to private, non-
commercial use by a natural person, the UK 
to non-commercial purposes and Australia 
to “private and domestic use.” It also sits 
uneasily with the Delhi high court’s decision 
on Rupendra Kashyap vs Jiwan Publishing 
House, which held that Section 52(1)(a)(i) is 
unavailable as a resort where the use 
amounts to commercial exploitation.

The court’s under-
standing of ‘research’ is 
equally significant. The 
UK limits the exception 
to non-commercial 
research. Australia and 
New Zealand assess fair-
ness by reference to fac-
tors such as the purpose 
of the copying, its market 
effect, the amount cop-
ied and the availability of 
licences. In India, the 
Delhi high court adopted 
a broader interpretation 
that includes commer-
cial AI training.

The Delhi high court’s rejection 
of news agency ANI’s charge of 
copyright infringement against 
OpenAI for using its content to 

train AI tools sits uneasily with the  
conventional reading of this law. 

It gave the terms ‘private’ and 
‘research’ broad interpretations 
in determining what qualifies as 
an exception. Balancing creator 
rights with AI imperatives should 
be a job for lawmakers, though.

Q U I C K  R E A D

MINT

Hospitals can’t count on captive 
customers for their pharmacies
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M
ikhail Gorbachev’s resignation on 
25 December 1991 marked the 
collapse of the Soviet empire. The 
United States of America became 
the single hegemon of a global 
geopolitical order which it had 

established along with its allies at the end of World 
War II in 1945. But 20 years earlier, in 1971, when 
US President Richard Nixon visited China along 
with Henry Kissinger to normalize relations with 
the Peoples Republic of China (PRC), the US had 
itself already set the ball rolling for the emergence 
of a new global geopolitical order in which China 
would challenge the hegemony of the US. Nixon 
was prescient in describing his China visit as “the 
week that changed the world.” 

By recognizing the PRC as the sole representa-
tive of China, the Nixon-Kissinger mission opened 
the first of many doors that would eventually lead 
to China’s full entry into the West dominated 
global economic order. Following Nixon’s visit,  
the PRC replaced the Taiwan-based Republic of 
China (ROC) as the real China at the United 
Nations and in the UN Security Council in 1971. By 
1980, the PRC had replaced the ROC in the Inter-
national Monetary Fund and World Bank, two of 
the three pillars of the US-led global economic 
order. In 1986, China applied for membership of 
the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, fore-
runner of the third pillar, the World Trade Organi-
zation (WTO). In 1999 China and the US signed a 
crucial Bilateral Market Access Treaty. In Decem-
ber 2001 China joined the WTO.

During this three-decade journey, much changed 
within China. Succeeding Mao Zedong in 1976, 
Deng Xiaoping launched the ‘gaige kaifang’ or 
‘reform and opening up’ programme in 1978. This 
led to a fundamental transformation of the Chinese 
economic system and its challenges. Increasing 
access to the global economy and its institutions 
was the cushion that enabled China to cope with 
these extensive internal changes and position itself 
firmly for export success. It adopted aggressively 
mercantilist strategies for that, especially an under-
valued currency.

The energies released by Beijing’s internal 
reforms, combined with aggressive penetration of 
markets abroad, led to decades of breathtaking 
GDP growth never seen anywhere before. By 2001, 
when China joined the WTO, it had already 
emerged as the factory of the world. But it could 
not continue to depend on mercantilist strategies 
forever, especially after joining the WTO. Its 
attempted switch from an export- dependent, 
high-savings and high-investment growth strategy 
to a domestic consumption-led strategy with lower 
rates of investment and savings didn’t work. 
China’s economy has remained heavily export 
dependent. However, undervalued exchange rates 

How America helped China rise 
to challenge its own hegemony 
China leveraged US strengths and actions on a wide range of fronts to craft a strategy that has turned it into a powerhouse
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F
rom Europe to Southeast Asia, Chi-
nese electric vehicle (EV) maker BYD 
is on a roll. But its toughest challenge 

is much closer to home: cracking Japan, the 
world’s fourth-largest auto market, where 
it has yet to make a dent in sales after years 
of trying. That might be about to change.

This week’s introduction of the tiny 
Racco, which means ‘sea otter’ in Japanese, 
is the right approach in a country whose 
love for small cost-efficient vehicles goes 
back decades. The Shenzhen-based firm is 
the first foreign player to make a dedicated 
effort to tackle the boxy kei jidosha, or light 
car, a quintessentially Japanese vehicle 
category. Much smaller than even compact 
models, these autos are restricted to 3.4m 
in length and 1.48m wide. They even have 
their own tax and insurance rules.

The price of ¥2,145,000 ($13,000) for an 
entry-level model shows BYD is serious 
about gaining traction with a bespoke bat-
tery-powered design. By comparison, Nis-
san’s popular Sakura mini has a higher 
sticker price, but is slightly cheaper once 
national subsidies are factored in. That said, 
Sakura has fewer features and a shorter 
range when fully charged, so the BYD is 
offering value at a comparable price.

The strategy is no accident. The four-
seater kei was created in 1949 to provide 
low-cost, fuel-efficient transport during the 
difficult post-World War II era. After dec-
ades of refinement around a homegrown 
set of regulations and customer expecta-
tions, the mini segment has become a 
beloved institution, accounting for more 
than a third of annual vehicle sales in Japan.

Foreign brands make up about 5% of 
shipments, so even modest success would 
indicate a breakthrough and create a path 
for other Chinese companies to follow. 
This is important because BYD has vowed 
to overtake Toyota as the world’s top car-
maker in five years—even without access to 
the US, which bars Chinese vehicles with 
100% tariffs plus a national security ban on 
software and hardware systems. With reve-
nue shrinking at home, it must rely on new 
export markets for growth.

The carmaker has its work cut out. It sold 
only 4,500 vehicles in Japan last year. 
Prospects dimmed in April, when the 
national government changed the way it 
calculates subsidies for clean-energy vehi-
cles. EV demand remains extremely low for 
a developed country, where hybrids are 
much more popular. 

The previous formula rewarded driving 
range and energy efficiency, which bene-
fited BYD because of its high-tech specifi-
cations. The revised version places greater 

weight on supply chains and cyber-secu-
rity, bolstering companies that help home-
grown industry, according to Ken Maeda.

Given the tense relations between 
Tokyo and Beijing, perhaps it is no surprise 
that the subsidy for BYD’s entire lineup 
was cut by more than half to ¥150,000. The 
overhaul widened the gulf with Toyota, 
whose bZ4X model retained the maximum 
¥1.3 million subsidy, and Tesla, whose pur-
chase incentive followed closely at ¥1.27 
million. In the smallest kei category, the 
subsidy gap is substantial at around 
¥400,000 compared to rival models. 

This is, no doubt, a major non-tariff bar-
rier to overcome. But it was to be expected. 
Japan, like Mexico and Thailand, is 
extremely nervous about the threat posed 
by Chinese carmakers. That is why it was 
shrewd of BYD to enter the budget seg-
ment. Its reputation for offering well-
equipped cars at competitive prices aligns 
with what many kei drivers are looking for. 
They are extremely popular as family vehi-
cles, especially outside major cities. The 
Racco’s pricing demonstrates the car-
maker’s ability to work around its subsidy 
disadvantage.

To be sure, it is too soon to know how 
enthusiastically consumers will embrace 
the new entrant. Japanese buyers are 
among the most loyal in the world, tending 
to stick with familiar names like Suzuki, 
Daihatsu and Honda that dominate the 
mini market. They have spent decades 
earning trust for reliability, resale value 
and dealer support. 

Kei customers are particularly conserva-
tive. Many have owned several generations 
of the same model, making it difficult for an 
unfamiliar foreign brand—no matter how 
competitive its technology or price—to 
persuade them to switch.

Opening dealerships in smaller cities, 
where demand for tiny cars is strongest, is 
a good start. BYD has 77 sales locations, 
including dozens of official dealerships. It 
should press ahead with a goal of reaching 
100 outlets by the end of the year and then 
expand further.

Winning over Japanese kei buyers will 
not happen overnight. But if BYD can con-
vince some of the world’s most demanding 
and loyal drivers to embrace a Chinese 
brand, it would be the company’s most 
impressive victory yet. ©BLOOMBERG

Can China’s BYD zip into the 
hearts of Japanese car buyers?

It has a tiny vehicle that could mark its biggest ever market victory

Japanese car-buyers are among the world’s 

most brand loyal. BLOOMBERG

have now been supplemented with a strategy of 
exporting capital. Under the Belt and Road Initia-
tive (BRI) launched by Xi Jinping in 2013, China’s 
surplus savings are now used to finance a massive 
portfolio of infrastructure projects in some 150 
(mostly) developing countries, drawing on China’s 
surplus capital goods manufacturing capacity. 
There has been strong criticism of the BRI’s oner-
ous loan terms that have led 
many countries to high indebt-
edness. However, China can 
restructure these loans into 
softer packages to strengthen its 
alliances with these countries. 

China is already the largest 
global economy in purchasing 
power parity terms and is likely 
to overtake the US even in con-
ventional GDP terms within a 
couple of decades. But apart 
from the economic front, China 
is now challenging US hegem-
ony on the technology front 
too. Artificial Intelligence (AI) is 
a leading example of competi-
tion on the technological fron-
tier. Here, open-source Chinese AI models like 
Deep Seek, Qwen, Kimi and others are outpricing 
comparable US versions like ChatGPT, Gemini 
and Claude at a third to a tenth of the cost, just as 
Chinese electric vehicles (EVs) have priced out 
other EVs. How is this happening? In part, China 
has leveraged the stock of knowledge in US uni-
versities. Over decades, thousands of Chinese stu-
dents have graduated from leading US universi-
ties, especially with Stem specializations. While a 

few stayed back, most have returned to China and 
are engaged in producing rival products in Chi-
nese laboratories and enterprises. Also, many 
US-educated experts are teaching in Chinese var-
sities, indigenously producing the next genera-
tion of experts. The US has not lost its technologi-
cal lead, but the gap is closing fast. The same 
applies to other frontier fields like biotech, space 

and defence.
The third front where China is 

challenging US hegemony is the 
global financial system. In 2015 
China launched the renminbi- 
based Chinese Cross-Border 
Interbank Payment System 
(CIPS) as an alternative to the 
dollar-based Swift system. Its 
reach is still very modest, but 
China is pushing its partners to 
use it and it has been growing 
steadily. There are 121 countries 
directly or indirectly participat-
ing in CIPS and its transactions 
now extend to businesses in over 
189 countries. The Swift and 
CIPS settlement systems are now 

collaborating, but the latter is much faster and 
cheaper. The more the US resorts to sanctions, 
the more it pushes businesses across the world to 
use CIPS. 

Thus, China is challenging US hegemony across 
a wide front, ranging from the economy and trade 
to technology and the global financial system. 
What is interesting is how China has leveraged US 
strengths or actions on each front to strengthen its 
own position as the aspiring challenger. 

The US under Nixon recognized 
the People’s Republic as the real 
China and replaced the regime 
based in Taiwan at multilateral 
institutions. This let China into 

the world economic order.

On every front that China is 
challenging America today, from 

trade and economic heft to 
technology and the global 

financial system, Beijing has 
the US to thank in some way. 

Q U I C K  R E A D
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gate the risk of property values dropping 
below loan values. This would protect len-
ders against losses while reassuring elderly 
borrowers that realty-market setbacks to 
their home equity will not result in their 
eviction. India’s credit guarantee mecha-
nism could also be leveraged for this.

Further, to keep risks low and contained, 
India could explore mandatory independent 
counselling to protect elderly borrowers, 
standardized contracts, a statutory no-nega-
tive-equity guarantee and a refinancing win-
dow through a developmental financial 
institution. Digital land records and 
improved property valuation systems would 
further reduce transaction costs and legal 
uncertainty, which have historically dis-
couraged lenders more than lack of demand.

India has recently seen a spurt of nuclear 
families coupled with a declining trend in its 
total fertility rate. Old age homes are mush-
rooming too in several states. Thus, this is 
the right time to experiment again with 
reverse mortgage products. These should be 
viewed as the third pillar of retirement 
finance, complementing pensions and 
financial savings, as they allow households 
to convert their existing home-ownership 
wealth into retirement income. 

These are the authors’ personal views.

consequences visible after retirement as the 
elderly must survive on interest income or 
family support. They are not poor in terms of 
wealth, but in terms of cash flow. Econo-
mists describe this as being “asset rich but 
income poor.” 

The scale of this problem has grown. The 
UN Population Fund’s 2023 India Ageing 
Report projects India’s 60-plus at 347 mil-
lion by 2050; so every fifth Indian will be 
elderly by then. Right now, 40% of India’s 
elderly are already in the lowest wealth 
quintile and nearly about one-fifth either 
live alone or only with a spouse.

A reverse mortgage allows senior citizens 
to convert part of their home equity into a 
regular income, while continuing to live in 
the same house. Instead of making monthly 
loan repayments, the homeowner receives 
periodic payments from the lender. The loan 
is recovered only once the property is even-
tually sold—after the borrower vacates the 
house or passes away. 

It’s a 20-year-old idea that never took off: 
India recognized its potential long ago. The 
Reserve Bank of India issued reverse mort-
gage guidelines in 2007, with National 
Housing Bank extending this facility via 
other banks. Yet, the market remains non-
existent. The reasons may include a strong 

I
ndian households have been the backbone 
of India’s savings story, accounting for 
about 60% of the total, with this money 

going into investment and economic growth. 
Yet, we face a paradox. Net financial savings 
form a modest 29.5% of overall household 
sector savings, with household debt having 
surged to 41.9% of GDP. While this may be a 
direct result of rising consumer spending, it 
puts the ‘life-cycle hypothesis’ under strain. 

Notably, a large chunk of savings is held in 
assets that cannot easily finance people’s 
post-retirement lives. Household savings 
are at 21.7% of GDP, but the bulk of it, 13.6% 
of GDP, goes into physical assets—primarily 
residential real estate. This is wealth locked 
in illiquid assets, an explanation for which 
may be found in cultural traditions of land 
and home ownership as a measure of life-
long financial security, an indicator of social 
status and a legacy for future generations. 
The idea of a diversified retirement portfolio 
is relatively new. However, only a marginal 
section receives pension of any kind, with 

India must unlock retirement wealth locked in homes

Abhinav Banka & 
Surjith Karthikeyan

retirees who rely primarily on housing 
rather than financial assets, apart from broad 
data on the distribution of housing wealth 
across age groups and geographies. 

Financial literacy aimed at behavioural 
change should help the effort. A bottom-up 
approach to awareness generation would be 
ideal, with people in the workforce primed 
to adopt these financial products upon their 
retirement even as ageing homeowners are 
explained the benefits of a reverse mortgage. 
On their part, banks could facilitate adoption 
by offering competitive interest rates, flexi-

ble lumpsums followed 
by monthly but inflation-
indexed payouts and  also 
favourable loan-to-
home-value ratios.

Reverse mortgages 
and urbanization led by 
housing access are two 
sides of the same coin, as 
the former unlock prop-
erties that eventually 
help meet an upswell in 
demand for urban 
homes. 

Well-regulated insur-
ance coverage of reverse-
mortgage loans can miti-

bequest motive, weak property titles, risk 
aversion by banks and limited awareness of 
complex products for elders. 

These challenges are not unique to India. 
International case studies show a way for-
ward. The US runs the world’s largest reverse 
mortgage scheme, Home Equity Conversion 
Mortgage (HECM), with a “no negative equity 
guarantee” mechanism; the UK has an Equity 
Release Council as a self-regulatory body; 
Australia offers direct state support through 
its Home Equity Access Scheme; and Japan 
has deposit-collateralized reverse mortgages, 
which let the elderly use 
deposits as collateral. A 
successful reverse mort-
gage market requires 
trust, legal certainty and 
consumer protection, not 
financial innovation 
alone.

The Indian debate has 
missed an even more fun-
damental question: To 
kick-start reforms, India 
must analyse constraints. 
We need estimates of 
home-ownership wealth 
among those aged above 
60 and the proportion of 

A significant chunk of Indian 
household savings goes into 
homes, leaving many of the 

elderly asset rich but income 
poor. But reverse mortgages can 
turn home equity into cash flow. 

For various reasons, the idea 
never took off in India. Its 

potential, though, is enormous. 
Those stuck with little post-
retirement financial support 

will benefit if we make a go of it.

Q U I C K  R E A Dare, respectively, deputy 

director and director, ministry 

of finance, Government of India
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After 13 years of working with individuals in business,
academia and government, I have identified three
important habits of people who tend to be happier at
work.

These habits — deliberate practice, appreciation and
equanimity — are not philosophical constructs but
practical tools for becoming a little happier each day.

Being deliberate makes a big difference. It’s easy to
assume that I will be happy only when I get what I
want, but it takes deliberate decision-making to be
happy most of the time and sad only when things go
extremely wrong. 

This is what I call your proactive tendency. Are you
taking small steps every day to become more open to
change (if things don’t happen your way), or are you

becoming more rigid?
This brings us to the next habit: appreciating what

you have. Appreciation is not about waiting for some-
thing great before you value it; rather, it is your ability
to savour the process as well. Research in neuroscience
suggests that the brain systems driving ‘wanting’ are
separate from those producing ‘liking’. That is why

people who do not appreciate the process
tend to chase after things they think will
make them happy, but once they have
them, it feels like nothing. It gives happi-
ness only momentarily.

The last and most important pillar that
will help you practise both of the above
is equanimity. Things will not always go
your way; there are no linear pathways in
life. Your plans will fail, people will
change, and you might lose things you
value. That is what Buddha meant when
he said that life is suffering because we
don’t understand that things are anicca
(impermanent). 

Recognise that you can only change a
few things every day (through deliberate
practice), appreciate the process, and
remain equanimous when the path is
hard. A military veteran I once taught said,
“Under extreme pressure, the calmest sol-

diers were not those who were the bravest but those
who were the most accepting that things would not
go their way.” Hold your ground and change only what
you can. Take the middle path.

DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 
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innocent passage for foreign ships.
Beyond the territorial sea lies the Exclusive

Economic Zone (EEZ), which can extend up to
200 nautical miles. The EEZ is not an extension
of national territory. A coastal country has
special rights over natural resources such as fish,
oil and gas, while other countries retain impor-
tant freedoms of navigation and overflight.

This distinction is particularly important in
crowded maritime regions. A country cannot
treat its entire 200-nautical-mile EEZ as ter-
ritorial waters. International law balances the
economic rights of coastal states with the nav-
igation rights of other countries.

UNCLOS also provides rules for internation-
al straits, continental shelves, fisheries, marine
environmental protection, scientific research
and the peaceful settlement of maritime dis-
putes. It has helped bring a degree of order
to an ocean covering most of the planet.

India is a party to UNCLOS and has a strong
interest in maintaining this rules-based mar-
itime order. India’s long coastline, island ter-
ritories and vast EEZ make the law of the sea
central to its national interests.

India’s economic future is closely connect-
ed with the ocean. A large part of India’s inter-
national trade moves by sea. Energy supplies
from the Persian Gulf are particularly impor-
tant. Millions of Indians live and work in Gulf
countries, making stability in the region
important not only for India’s economy but
also for millions of families.

The Strait of Hormuz, therefore, has a direct
connection with India. Any prolonged distur-
bance in the Strait can increase energy
costs, affect shipping and put pressure on the
Indian economy.

The issue also has a wider strategic dimen-

sion. The United States is one of the world’s
most powerful maritime countries. Its Navy
protects important sea lanes, while its Coast
Guard performs vital functions related to mar-
itime law enforcement, rescue and security.
American participation in the international
law of the sea system would add greater
weight to the rules that govern global mar-
itime activity.

The United States is not alone among coun-
tries that have not ratified UNCLOS. Turkey,
Israel, Colombia and Venezuela are also
outside the Convention, for different reasons.
The American case attracts greater attention
because of the country’s enormous eco-
nomic, naval and global maritime influence.

The present Gulf tensions show the impor-
tance of a predictable maritime order. Ships
carrying oil, food and other essential goods
cannot depend solely on the goodwill of com-
peting powers. They need internationally
recognised rules.

The sea connects economies even when
politics divides countries. A conflict in the
Persian Gulf can affect fuel prices in India,
shipping companies in Asia and consumers
across the world.

US Coast Guard Day, therefore, carries sig-
nificance beyond America’s maritime service.
It is also an opportunity to recognise the
importance of safe seas, freedom of naviga-
tion and international maritime law.

The future of the oceans cannot be secured
by warships alone. It requires countries to
respect maritime law, protect freedom of nav-
igation and settle disputes peacefully.

A peaceful sea keeps the global economy
moving. A lawless sea can bring the whole
world to a standstill.

Editor’s

The Lok Sabha’s passage of the Public Examinations (Prevention
of Unfair Means) Amendment Bill, 2026, marks a necessary
tightening of India’s response to the menace of examination
paper leaks. Introduced by Union Minister Jitendra Singh on
July 27 and passed by voice vote on July 29 amid Opposition
protests, the legislation raises the stakes considerably for those
who compromise the integrity of public examinations.

Under the amendments, individuals involved in unfair means
can face five to ten years in prison and a fine of up to `50 lakh.
For organised examination fraud, the minimum imprisonment
rises to seven years and the minimum fine to `10 crore. Service
providers can face higher penalties and an eight-year
debarment. The Bill also provides for special fast-track courts,
the completion of investigations within two months, and trials
within three months of the filing of a chargesheet.

There is little doubt that such provisions are welcome. Paper
leaks are not minor administrative lapses. They destroy the
credibility of examinations, waste years of students’ lives and
reward dishonesty at the expense of merit. A strong deterrent is
therefore essential. Speedy prosecution is equally important
because a law that takes years to secure convictions can hardly
deter an organised racket.

Yet, the Opposition has a point that deserves serious
consideration: a tougher law does not automatically create a
leak-proof examination system. Congress Deputy Leader Gaurav
Gogoi pointed out that leaks continued despite the 2024 law
and questioned the effectiveness of the existing institutional
framework. Other Opposition members argued that the Bill
concentrates on punishment while failing to address wider
systemic weaknesses and accountability.

The Opposition’s objections, therefore, should not be reduced
to opposition for opposition’s sake. Nor should the government
dismiss every criticism as political obstruction. The real question
is whether prevention has received as much attention as
punishment. The government itself has acknowledged the need
for broader reform by setting up a high-powered panel on
examination reforms. An earlier expert committee made 101
recommendations, including greater use of computer-based
testing and multiple shifts, but several important measures
have yet to be fully implemented.

The way forward must therefore be comprehensive. Every
stage of the examination chain-from paper setting and printing
to encryption, transportation, storage, distribution and digital
access-must be independently audited. Service providers need
stringent background checks, financial scrutiny and real-time
security monitoring. Technology must be used not merely after
a leak but to make leaks substantially harder in the first place.
The NTA and other examination bodies must also have clearly
defined accountability, with responsibility fixed at the
appropriate level when serious failures occur. The new law can
be a strong deterrent, but it cannot, by itself, restore public
faith. India needs a tougher, smarter and more accountable
examination system.

The LS has passed a Bill to curb exam paper leaks.
The real test will be whether the new law plugs the

loopholes that allow leaks to occur in the first place

NEET Bill: Tougher
law, bigger stakes

Paper leaks demand lasting reforms
The cancellation and rescheduling of NEET UG 2026 fol-
lowing widespread question paper leaks, along with the
reported suicides of at least 21 students, exposed the
urgent need for stronger examination reforms. NEET UG
and its predecessor, AIPMT, have faced repeated paper
leak controversies in 2015, 2016, 2021, 2024 and 2026.
Reports of numerous such incidents over the past
decade highlight a disturbing pattern that cannot be
ignored. 

Investigations into major examination leaks over the
past two decades have rarely resulted in long-term
imprisonment for those responsible. While modern
communication technologies have made paper leaks
easier to execute, they have also provided investigators
with better tools to uncover organised rackets. The focus
must therefore shift from reactive measures to stronger
prevention and accountability.

The indefinite dharna organised by the Cockroach
Janata Party at Jantar Mantar and the subsequent “Chalo
Sansad” march reflected growing frustration among
young people over examination irregularities. The
Government later accepted the CJP’s five-point demands.
Though delayed, these steps offer hope for a more trans-
parent, secure and fair examination system.

HARIDASAN RAJAN | KERALA

Respect experts, avoid personal attacks
Congress MP Priyanka Vadra’s criticism of the inclusion
of IIT Madras Director V Kamakoti on the Centre’s exam-
ination reform task force was in poor taste. Referring to
him as a “Gaumutra (cow urine) expert” in Parliament
diminished the quality of public debate.

Kamakoti is a renowned scientist, Padma Shri awardee
and an expert in cyber security, artificial intelligence and
computer architecture. At a Mattu Pongal event in
Chennai, he stated that cow urine possesses anti-bacte-
rial, anti-fungal and digestive properties, and shared an
anecdote about its purported therapeutic benefits.

Modern medicine has not conclusively established or
disproved many claims made by practitioners of alterna-
tive medicine. When a distinguished scientist expresses
such views, they should be debated on scientific evidence
rather than ridiculed through personal attacks. 
Differences of opinion are natural, but criticism should
remain respectful.

Members of Parliament enjoy constitutional immuni-
ty for statements made inside the House. However, that
privilege should not be used to make derogatory remarks
about individuals with distinguished professional repu-
tations. Parliamentary discourse should uphold dignity,
civility and respect, even in disagreement.

V JAYARAMAN | CHENNAI

TAKE

THE STRAIT OF
HORMUZ,

THEREFORE, HAS A
DIRECT

CONNECTION WITH
INDIA. ANY

PROLONGED
DISTURBANCE IN
THE STRAIT CAN

INCREASE ENERGY
COSTS, AFFECT

SHIPPING AND PUT
PRESSURE ON THE
INDIAN ECONOMY

'Kawariyas' carry holy Ganga water during the first day of the holy month of
Sawan, in Prayagraj, Uttar Pradesh PHOTO: PTI
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The uncertainty surrounding the

agreement reached between the

Government and the Cockroach

Janta Party (CJP) following the

Supreme Court’s refusal to grant

blanket immunity to those

named in the FIRs is both

significant and perplexing.

The Supreme Court has once

again drawn a clear

constitutional line between the

democratic right to protest and

the rule of law, a distinction

essential in a free democracy

like India. Constitutional rights

cannot come at the cost of legal

accountability. 

Against this backdrop, the

CJP’s threat to resume its

agitation unless all criminal

cases are withdrawn raises

serious concerns.

During the hearing, the Court

observed that the allegations

appeared serious enough to

warrant a fair and independent

investigation. While protest is a

democratic right, compelling the

judiciary or the executive to

abandon due legal process is

not. Political pressure cannot

replace judicial determination.

At the same time, the

Supreme Court adopted a

balanced approach by directing

the immediate release of

arrested protesters with no

criminal record and granting

interim protection against

coercive action in the FIRs. It

also recognised that minors and

innocent participants should not

face unnecessary criminal

proceedings.

The Court’s approach upholds

both constitutional freedoms

and the rule of law, reinforcing

public confidence in the justice

system.

YASH PAL RALHAN | JALANDHAR

SUPREME COURT VERDICT PUTS
GOVERNMENT-CJP DEAL IN DOUBT
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The Gulf crisis highlights the need for a stronger rules-based maritime order, with the United Nations Convention on the Law of
the Sea (UNCLOS) at its core. For a maritime power like the United States, which follows many UNCLOS principles but has

never ratified the convention, the debate carries significance far beyond its own shores

The seas need rules, not just warships

The writer is a Professor at the
Centre for South Asian Studies,
School of International Studies

and Social Sciences, Pondicherry
Central University

School junk food ban must be enforced strictly
The Maharashtra Food and Drug Administration (FDA)
has decided to ban packaged foods and drinks high in
fat, sugar and salt (HFSS) within 50 metres of school
premises. It has also prohibited the sale, advertisement
and free distribution of HFSS food items. In 
addition, kitchen operators and food suppliers must
possess valid licences.

Covering children from 22 months of age up to Class
XII in all schools, this move could prove to be a game-
changer if implemented effectively. Popular snacks such
as vada pav and samosas will now be off-limits to chil-
dren, at least during school hours. Bakery products,
chocolates and sugary aerated drinks remain among
the most popular junk foods consumed by children.

As these foods are highly appealing, youngsters often
consume them without understanding their nutrition-
al value or long-term health consequences. Schools
should also monitor the food children bring from home.
Kobo toolkits, as used in Bihar, can help assess students’
food consumption and monitor kitchen hygiene.
Linking all districts through this system would enable
regular assessments and monthly reports,  
ensuring healthier school environments and better
nutrition for children.

GANAPATHI BHAT | AKOLA

NISHANT
GARG

US Coast Guard Day, observed on August 4,
comes at a time when the world’s attention is
again focused on the Persian Gulf and the Strait
of Hormuz. Rising tensions in the region have
once again shown how closely maritime secu-
rity is connected with energy, trade and 
global peace.

The US Coast Guard has a long history of pro-
tecting American waters, rescuing people at sea,
preventing smuggling and helping ships in dis-
tress. Its role also reflects a larger reality of the
modern world: the oceans are too important
to be governed solely by naval power. They
need common rules accepted by countries.

The most important international framework
for this purpose is the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea, or UNCLOS.
It is widely regarded as the basic legal frame-
work for the world’s oceans. It covers naviga-
tion, territorial waters, maritime boundaries,
fishing, seabed resources, marine pollution and
the rights of coastal countries.

The United States signed UNCLOS in 1982 but
has not ratified it. The US Senate has never
approved the Convention. American objections
have included the original provisions dealing
with deep-seabed mining, international dispute
settlement, military activities at sea and con-
cerns about national sovereignty. The deep-
seabed provisions were later revised through
the 1994 Agreement.

America’s position remains unusual. Although
it is not a party to UNCLOS, the United States
accepts many of its basic navigation rules as cus-
tomary international law. Washington strongly
supports freedom of navigation and regularly
challenges maritime claims it considers excessive.

The continuing tension in the Persian Gulf
makes this issue especially important. The Gulf
is a narrow and crowded maritime region sur-
rounded by several countries. It contains some
of the world’s most important oil and gas
resources. The Strait of Hormuz connects the
Gulf with the Arabian Sea and the wider Indian
Ocean. It is one of the world’s most important 
energy routes.

Any disruption in the Strait can affect oil sup-
plies, shipping costs, energy prices and
economies far beyond West Asia. The impact
can reach India, China, Japan, Europe and many
other parts of the world.

UNCLOS provides a basic system for manag-
ing maritime spaces. A coastal country can claim
a territorial sea of up to 12 nautical miles from
its baselines. It exercises sovereignty in this area,
subject to international law and the right of

Three habits that happy people practise every day

SANTHOSH
MATHEW



Sustainability has
become fashion’s
favourite conver-
sation. Brands
proudly discuss
organic cotton,
recycled polyester,
regenerative agri-
culture, renewable
energy, water con-

servation, carbon footprints and circularity.
Industry conferences are filled with ambitious
targets and inspiring presentations. Reports are
published. Commitments are announced. Awards
are presented. And meanwhile, somewhere in a
garment factory, a small zipper is wondering why
nobody has invited it to the discussion.

The reality is that sustainability in fashion
often resembles a group photograph where
everyone crowds around the fabric while the trims
are accidentally cropped out of the frame.

Yet these seemingly insignificant components-
buttons, zippers, sewing threads, labels, elastics,
drawcords, rivets, eyelets and other trims-may have
a far greater influence on a garment’s real-world
sustainability than many people realise. The
fashion industry has become remarkably skilled
at talking about what a garment is made of. It is
still learning to talk about everything attached to
it. Consider a simple example. A jacket made from
recycled polyester sounds like a sustainability
success story. But what happens if the zipper is
made from a different material, the sewing thread
from another, the labels from yet another, and the

decorative trims from several more? Suddenly,
the garment that appeared recyclable becomes
significantly more challenging to recycle at the
end of its life. The fabric receives the sustainabil-
ity headline. The trims quietly complicate the
outcome-unless the brand consciously uses
recycled-material trims, in which at least 30-50
per cent less virgin material is used.

Or consider durability. A garment may be made
from an exceptionally sustainable fabric. Yet if a
button falls off after a few uses or a zipper fails
within months, the consumer’s relationship
with that product changes immediately. The
garment may be discarded, replaced or forgotten
in a wardrobe. In sustainability terms, the environ-
mental impact of a failed trim is rarely limited to
the trim itself. Sometimes a ten-gram component
determines the future of a five-hundred-gram
garment. That is a remarkable amount of influence
for something most consumers never notice.

If trims could speak, they might reasonably ask
for better representation. After all, sustainability
is not simply about what enters a product. It is
equally about how long that product remains
useful, repairable, reusable and recyclable.

And trims influence every one of those out-
comes. A thoughtfully selected zipper can extend
product life. A durable button can reduce replace-
ment frequency. A repair-friendly fastening can
encourage continued use. A responsibly sourced
label can improve transparency. A recyclable trim
can support circularity. A traceable trim can
strengthen supply chain accountability.

None of these decisions generates the excite-

ment of a revolutionary new fibre. Yet collective-
ly, they shape the practical reality of sustainable
fashion. Perhaps this is why trims remind me of
yoga. When people first encounter yoga, they often
focus on the visible aspects-the postures, the flex-
ibility and the impressive poses. These receive
attention because they are easy to see. What
receives less attention are the quieter elements:
the breath, the alignment, the awareness and the
consistency of practice. Yet experienced practition-
ers know that these invisible factors often deter-
mine the effectiveness of the entire experience. The
pose may attract attention. The breath creates
transformation. Fashion sustainability faces a
similar challenge. The fabric attracts attention. The
details often determine performance.

Much like yoga students who eagerly attempt
advanced postures while forgetting to breathe, the
industry occasionally becomes fascinated by
large sustainability ambitions while overlooking
the smaller decisions that support them. The result
can be surprisingly familiar.

An impressive sustainability claim attached to
a product that is difficult to repair. A recyclable
garment that cannot be efficiently recycled. A
durable fabric paired with components that fail
prematurely. A circularity strategy interrupted by
non-circular design choices.

In other words, sustainability is holding its
breath.

Yoga teaches that balance emerges when all
parts of a system work together. Fashion sustain-
ability is beginning to learn the same lesson. A
garment is not a fabric with accessories. It is a

system. And systems succeed or fail through the
interaction of all their parts.

This perspective becomes increasingly impor-
tant as brands pursue circularity. The future of sus-
tainable fashion depends on products that gen-
erate less waste and can be easily repaired, dis-
assembled, recycled, reused and recovered.
Achieving this will require not only innovative
fabrics but also thoughtfully designed trims. Can
components be easily separated? Can materials
be accurately identified? Can damaged parts be
replaced? Can products remain functional for
longer? Can end-of-life processing be made
simpler? These questions often lead directly back
to trims. The industry is taking cognisance of all
these issues and monitoring them, but much more
needs to be done. The concept is still nascent but
is evolving. Ironically, the smaller the component,
the easier it is to overlook. Yet sustainability repeat-
edly teaches the same lesson: small decisions
create large consequences.

A few grams of unnecessary packaging, multi-

plied by millions of units, become significant waste.
A more thoughtful trim specification can influence
durability, recyclability and resource efficiency
throughout an entire product lifecycle. The impact
may be hidden. The results are not.

Perhaps the greatest opportunity lies in chang-
ing how we think about sustainability itself. For
many years, sustainability has been associated with
grand gestures-major innovations, transformative
technologies, ambitious targets and industry-wide
commitments. These remain important. But
lasting progress often emerges from quieter
improvements repeated consistently across
systems.

Once again, yoga offers a useful reminder: lasting
benefits come not from a single spectacular
session but from small actions practised consis-
tently over time. Sustainable fashion progresses
in much the same way — one material choice, one
design improvement, one repair-friendly feature
and one responsibly sourced trim at a time. The
future of fashion will require not only innovation
but also attention to the details that determine
whether sustainability works in practice rather than
merely in theory. So, the next time sustainability
conversations focus only on fabrics, spare a
thought for the quiet contributors standing just
outside the spotlight — the button, the zipper, the
label, the thread and the elastic. While the fabric
may become famous, the button may very well
save the planet.

The unexpected energy of the courtyard was the same
as 25 years before: laughter weaved its way through the
trees, a gentle buzz of voices sharing stories, and the faces
crowding under the college arch. The theme of the
evening was not only “Rewind” but the actual feel of
returning alumni to celebrate, reconnect, and reflect.
From its inception, a band of students has since evolved
into a sturdy alumni family, where each member has an
individual story to tell about the college.

As students arrived back then, the campus was a place
to discover. Clubs, study groups and late-night talks were
introduced during freshers’ week and linked strangers
together as companions. The early connections grew

stronger with group assignments, campus festivals, and the intense competition
of exams. The students were varied and energetic: artists, coders, activists, athletes
and thinkers who exchanged thoughts in the library, on the field and over a cup
of chai. This diversity has been a hallmark of the alumni community, and contin-
ues to be a rich source of talents and perspectives that enhance every alumni gath-
ering and effort.

The alumnus was transformed into a network of individuals over the years and
now consists of a group of people. The alumnus has grown from a list of names,
into a living network over the years, and is now a collection of individuals. It’s
the managers creating sustainable solutions, teachers influencing young minds,
entrepreneurs starting businesses and professionals securing meaningful careers
across a range of industries. A lot of people have turned their passions at the
campus into meaningful careers. A surprising majority says that work today is
“satisfying”, not just “stable”, when queried. Work offered growth, values and cre-
ative contribution.

Replays of the best songs of youth drifted about throughout the night. There were
tales of late-night trips to the library when deadlines were near, and someone was
always there with a cup of coffee; there were stories of the impromptu drama per-
formances that used empty classrooms as stages; there were stories of thecricket
team’s untimely triumph that brought the campus to a state of celebration. Nostalgia
was lodged in the mundane: A cherished bench beside the canteen, graffiti on the
arts block, and an old notice-board covered in posters from past fests. Such common
memories are not just funny; they are a bond that connects alumni over time, and
they foster a sense of the moments that formed them.

One of the most heartbreaking events was when I, who had been a teacher since
those days and am still one today, encountered the class that graduated in 2001. It
was an amazing experience to see those faces, which were once mine, those of my
students, now seasoned professionals themselves, and parents. They spoke with ease;
they spoke of the careers they had built and made their own with the foundation
we provided them in our classrooms, of the challenges they faced and how they grew
in that experience, of how the values we talked about then continue to guide them.
I heard from them about their families, their work and their small joys. The exchange
was a good reminder that teaching is an ongoing conversation; the teacher-student
relationship evolves but never ends.

In addition to the nostalgia, it highlighted that the evening was a testament to
the fact that alumni are the lifeline of long-term relationships with an institution.
The alumni association is not just a roll call, it is a community that has a forward
momentum and is reciprocal, contributing to the college’s ongoing vitality and future.
Alumni provide institutional memory, mentoring, and materials and are a link to
industry and research and to civic life. Their connection provides job opportunities,
internships, and project connections for current students, and also serves as a way
for alumni to remain connected to a place that helped make them. This is “affec-
tion made concrete” – memories of friends and family inspire tangible commitments
that invest in the institution.

This was the point made evident by a number of concrete projects announced
that night. Alumni will be matched with students for career advice in mentorship
programs, internships will be arranged at alumni workplaces and collaborative pro-
jects will bring together student teams to work with advisors from industry. Finally,
several alumni made commitments to hosting workshops, supporting research, and
supporting campus festivals. These pledges demonstrate the power of an organized
alumni community.

As the night drew close, groups stayed under the light and reminisced about their
favorite moments, some taking pictures that would be shared on social media time-
lines. It was more than just a smile of memory; it was a smile of reassurance: friend-
ships last through the years, careers can be rewarding and the ties that bind alumni
together are unbroken. Rewind was more than an evening, it was a testament to
the fact that the college’s history lives on in its people.

Many people felt lighter walking away, as they had reconnected and had plans
for the future. The alumni went back to their lives with
new networks and new purpose; empowered by the
great feeling that comes when they are part of an
alumni community that will remember, support and
celebrate them.
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areas are becoming vulnerable to many risks.
Under such conditions of increased risk, man-
grove forests have become one of the best
defences that mother nature provides. Concrete
seawalls offer resistance against waves. On the
other hand, mangroves not only offer resistance
but also dissipate wave energy due to their trunk,
branches and root system. Mangroves lower the
wave height and velocity and protect the shore-
lines by stabilising them and by reducing coastal
erosion. The role of mangroves during the
occurrence of cyclones and storm surges is that
of a natural bio-shield that reduces flood impact
and protects life, agriculture, infrastructure and
livelihoods. Studies after some cyclones and 2004
Indian Ocean Tsunami indicate that the areas
with degraded mangrove belt were heavily
impacted while those protected by mangroves
suffered little and recovered faster. 

In case of India, with 7,500-km long coastline
and coastal districts being densely populated,
mangroves play an important role in terms of
environmental conservation as well as strategic
investment.  There has been increasing appre-
ciation of Eco-Disaster Risk Reduction (Eco-
DRR), making the conservation of natural ecosys-
tems a crucial part of disaster management. In
contrast to traditional grey infrastructure like sea-
walls and embankments, mangroves are living
green infrastructure that becomes stronger
over time, does not need much maintenance,
and provides several co-benefits including con-
servation of biodiversity, carbon sequestration,
improved fish stocks, and sustainable livelihoods.
The combination of mangroves and artificial
measures of protection results in a more sustain-
able and cost-efficient system of disaster man-
agement of coastal areas. This approach is entire-
ly consistent with Sendai Framework for Disaster
Risk Reduction, Paris Agreement, and the
Sustainable Development Goals that view
healthy ecosystems as a key part of climate
change resilience and sustainable develop-
ment.

Lessons from major disasters
Perhaps none of the events has highlighted the
role of mangroves better than the tsunami that
hit the Indian Ocean in 2004. More than 230,000
people lost their lives in fourteen different
countries due to the deadly tsunami. However,
post-disaster analysis showed a clear trend
where coastal villages having dense mangroves
forests witnessed much less devastation than
those areas where mangroves had been cleared
out for any kind of developmental work such as
aquaculture and urbanisation.

Some of the coastal stretches in Tamil Nadu
with intact mangrove forest witnessed lower
wave energy impact and consequently low dev-
astation from the deadly waves. The same was
seen in some regions in Andaman and Nicobar
Islands, Sri Lanka, and Indonesia.

Another lesson from major disasters where
mangrove has played an important role is the
super cyclone in 1999. During the 1999 super
cyclone in Odisha, the mangrove forests in

Bhitarkanika acted as natural bio-shield against
the cyclone by lowering the speed of wind and
storm surge before they hit inland areas.

Such experience shows an essential lesson that
restoration of one hectare of mangroves before
disasters is always cheaper than restoration of
infrastructure destroyed in the process.

Development of effective disaster manage-
ment policies in coastal areas is impossible
without the integration of engineering solutions
with ecosystem protection. It is necessary to build
shelters, embankments, early warning systems,
resilient houses and plan evacuations, but all this
will be much more efficient if there are healthy
mangrove belts as a first line of defence.

In light of the growing threats brought about
by climate change, governments need to start
looking at mangroves as an important part of
natural infrastructure that needs to be planned,
developed and protected just like roads, ports
and energy networks. The cost involved in pro-
tecting mangroves is negligible when compared
to the huge losses human beings could suffer due
to coastal disasters in the future.

While mangroves hold great ecological and
economic significance, they continue to be sub-
jected to greater pressure because of urbani-
sation, industrial growth, aquaculture, devel-
opment of coastal infrastructure, pollution,
reckless tourism and climate change impacts
such as sea level rise and salinisation. The con-
servation and protection of this fragile ecosys-
tem need to go beyond just plantation to sci-
entific management and conservation on a
landscape scale.

Initiatives like the Mangrove Initiative for
Shoreline Habitats and Tangible Incomes
(MISHTI), Integrated Coastal Zone Management,
Green India Mission and state-wise restoration
projects have been initiated in India. Yet, their
success in the future will be dependent upon
the incorporation of mangrove conservation in
coastal development plans, disaster manage-
ment planning and climate change policy
making. Advanced technologies like remote
sensing, GIS, drones, Artificial Intelligence and
satellite-based monitoring could transform the
process of mangrove mapping, health assess-
ment and restoration. An equally important
aspect would be community engagement that
holds the key to conservation of these ecosys-
tems. Sustained livelihood through fishing, eco-
tourism, honey and blue carbon funding could
provide strong economic motivation for con-
servation. The protection of the mangroves is
imperative and should be seen as vital natural
infrastructure. Every coastal region should
include the protection and restoration of the
mangroves in their Disaster Management Plan,
Climate Action Plan, and Coastal Zone
Management Plan. Investment in the restora-
tion of the mangroves should be seen as invest-
ments in reducing disaster risks, climate
resilience and economic security.

Mangroves: The foundation of
coastal resilience

The writer is the former Executive Director, National
Institute of Disaster Management, Government of India

The enduring bond between

alumni and their alma mater

Mangroves are living shields that protect shorelines, absorb carbon, sustain fisheries and livelihoods, and offer a
vital line of defence against an increasingly unpredictable climate. For India, protecting these green barriers is

not merely an environmental responsibility — it is an investment in national resilience and human survival

Why trims may be sustainable fashion’s most overlooked contributors

In a period of rapid
climate change, rising
sea level, increasing
storms and coastal disas-
ters, mangroves have
become not just forests
but natural life support
systems that protect
humans and the envi-
ronment as well.

In case of a large
country like India, which
has more than 7,500 kilo-
meters of coastline and
millions of people who

live in coastal regions of India, the conservation of man-
groves is no more an issue of the environment; it is an
important step towards creating resilience of the nation
against disasters and climate change, providing ecolog-
ical security and sustainable development. While nations
spend billions on building protective structures such as
sea walls, embankments etc., nature has created an effi-
cient, self-renewing and inexpensive defence system in
the shape of mangrove forests.

The mangroves are one of the best examples of
Nature-based Solutions (NbS) and Ecosystem-based
Disaster Risk Reduction (Eco-DRR). They show how
ecosystems conservation can help in safeguarding the bio-
diversity, improve livelihoods, reduce disaster risks, and
even mitigate climate change at the same time. Each
hectare of healthy mangrove forest represents an
example of living green infrastructure that provides much
more than any engineering structure.

Mangroves include a special type of plants represent-
ed by salt-resistant trees and shrubs growing in the tran-
sition area between the land and the sea. Being located
in the tidal zones, river deltas, lagoons, and bays, man-
groves are special organisms that have developed
amazing adaptation mechanisms that allow them to live
in such specific conditions. Their intricate prop roots are
very helpful in providing stability against powerful cur-
rents and surges. Pneumatophores are breathing roots
growing upwards, allowing them to breathe in the oxygen
in the oxygen-deficient sediment. This adaptation leads
to the formation of extensive and dense root systems,
which bind sediments and help stabilize the shorelines,
besides providing shelter to a multitude of aquatic crea-
tures. Ecologically, mangroves serve as an important inter-
face between the terrestrial, freshwater, and marine
ecosystems.

Rich Mangrove heritage of India
India is blessed with some of the most abundant man-
grove vegetation in the world, which spans an area of
around 5,000 square kilometres along the east and west
coasts and islands of the country. Mangroves have been
found growing in varied climatic and geomorphological
zones, each unique in its biodiversity.

Notable among Indian mangroves is the Sundarbans,
which is the largest continuous mangrove forest in the
world, shared by India and Bangladesh, and home to the
majestic Royal Bengal Tigers. Another equally important
site of mangroves is that of Bhitarkanika in Odisha, the
river delta areas of Godavari, Krishna and Mahanadi,
Pichavaram mangroves of Tamil Nadu, Gulf of Kachchh
in Gujarat, and Andaman and Nicobar Islands. The man-
grove forests house many plants, fish, crustaceans, mol-
lusks, reptiles, amphibians and migratory birds. 

In terms of climate action, mangroves are very special
ecosystems as they are blue carbon ecosystems. They
absorb carbon dioxide in the atmosphere through the
process of photosynthesis and accumulate very high
amounts of carbon in their biomass and soil. Scientific evi-
dence suggests that mangroves are capable of storing
several times more carbon per hectare than many trop-
ical forests. Therefore, protecting mangroves is one of the
best ways of mitigating the effects of climate change.

Their socio-economic importance is also immense.
Millions of coastal people make their living through fishing,
gathering of crabs, honey collection, eco-tourism, sustain-
able harvesting of forest products and the services pro-
vided by mangroves. However, perhaps their greatest con-
tribution is the ability to safeguard human lives and prop-
erty from the destructive effects of cyclones, storm surges,
and even tsunamis — a potential that only becomes visible
in times of crisis. With increasing frequency of natural dis-
asters along coastal areas due to global climate change,
these natural green walls have become an integral part
of the solution. As a consequence of rising sea levels and
warming of oceans, people residing in low-lying coastal
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Assam has lived with floods for generations. The 
Brahmaputra has always shaped the state’s 
geography, economy and culture, periodically 
overflowing its banks to replenish fertile plains while 

also bringing destruction. But when a disaster is described as 
the worst in decades, it is no longer enough to treat it as another 
chapter in a familiar seasonal cycle. The question is not 
whether Assam will flood again. It is whether India is prepared 
for a future in which such catastrophes become more frequent, 
more intense and far more expensive. 

The temptation after every major flood is to measure success 
by the speed of rescue operations and the quantity of relief 
distributed. Those efforts are indispensable and deserve 
recognition. Yet relief is only the first stage of governance. The 
real test begins after the floodwaters recede, when families 
must rebuild homes, farmers must reclaim fields buried under 
silt, roads and bridges must be restored, schools reopened and 
livelihoods revived. For thousands of low-income households, 
the loss is not merely material; it represents years of savings 
erased in a matter of hours. 

Climate science has steadily warned that a warmer 
atmosphere holds more moisture, making episodes of extreme 
rainfall increasingly likely. Assam’s vulnerability is 
compounded by the Himalayan river system, heavy 
sedimentation, shrinking natural drainage, deforestation in 
upstream catchments and embankments that often struggle to 
cope with changing hydrological realities. These are not 
isolated problems but interconnected failures demanding a 
coordinated response across states and sectors. Disaster 
management cannot remain confined to emergency response 
when the drivers of disaster are structural. 

India has invested significantly in early-warning systems, 
satellite monitoring and disaster-response capabilities. These 
advances have undoubtedly saved lives. Yet resilience cannot be 
measured solely by the efficiency of evacuation. It must also be 
judged by whether vulnerable communities are able to return to 
normal life without being pushed deeper into poverty after 
every monsoon. That requires stronger local infrastructure, 
climate-resilient housing, better land-use planning, modern 
river-basin management and sustained ecological restoration 
rather than periodic crisis spending. 

The economic implications extend beyond Assam. Floods 
interrupt supply chains, damage transport networks, disrupt 
agricultural production and impose mounting fiscal burdens on 
governments. As extreme weather events become more 
common across India, disaster expenditure risks becoming a 
permanent claim on public finances unless adaptation receives 
the same policy priority as emergency relief. We are yet to see 
signs of the urgency this aspect deserves. 

Assam's tragedy is therefore not simply a regional disaster 
but a national warning. The country can continue to view 
floods as annual emergencies demanding compassion and 
compensation, or it can recognise them as symptoms of a 
changing climate and ageing infrastructure requiring long-term 
institutional reform. The choice will determine whether future 
monsoons remain natural events or recurring national crises.

Thirty-six days of agitation. At least 
13 young people dead by their own 
hand in the 46 days between the 
cancellation of the paper and the 

rescheduled test. A lathi-charge outside 
Parliament, an internet shutdown in the 
national capital, metro stations sealed. And 
at the end of it, one Cabinet minister’s letter 
to the Prime Minister. 

Consider the exchange rate for a moment. 
What the country gave up was enormous. 
What it got back was a personnel decision. 

Ask the only question that matters. Is the 
National Eligibility cum Entrance Test more 
secure today than it was on 24 July? The 
question setting apparatus is unchanged. 
The vendor and transport chain is unchanged. 
The architecture of paper and OMR sheets 
across thousands of centres is unchanged. 
And the arithmetic that gives the whole 
thing its terrible weight, roughly 23 lakh 
candidates competing for fewer than 1.3 
lakh medical seats, is precisely what it was. 
Nothing that caused this crisis has been 
touched by the thing that ended it. 

By the investigating agency’s own account, 
the compromise originated inside the question 
setting process. The arrests include academics 
contracted by the testing agency to set the 
paper. Guess papers were allegedly sold for 
between Rs 10 lakh and Rs 25 lakh. Around 
140 questions are said to have matched 
material circulating before the exam. 

No Education Minister sets a question 
paper. No Education Minister can personally 
superintend the integrity of every academic 
on a confidential panel, any more than a 
Home Minister can personally vouch for 
every constable. To demand a resignation 
for the breach itself is to demand a ritual, 
and rituals are what you perform when you 
have given up on remedies. 

But this is not an argument that the 
minister bore no responsibility. It is an 
argument that he was held to account for 
the wrong thing. Here is the document 
nobody at Jantar Mantar was chanting 

about, and it is the most damning object in 
this entire affair. 

In 2024, after the previous NEET leak, 
the Education Ministry constituted an expert 
committee of seven members under K. 
Radhakrishnan, the former ISRO chairman. 
It did serious work. It recommended encrypted 
digital delivery of question papers, a transition 
to testing on computers, candidate authentication 
backed by artificial intelligence, and 
standardised, audited examination centres. 
Adopted properly, those measures would 
have made a leaked paper close to worthless. 
You cannot sell a question paper when no 
two candidates sit the same one. 

Much of it was never put into practice. 
That is the failure a minister is genuinely 

answerable for. Not the crime, the shelf. Not 
the leak, but the two years in which the 
country already knew what to do and 
did not do it. It is the difference between 
being unlucky and being unhurried, and 
only the second is a resignation offence. 
The movement demanded the first and 
never learned to ask for the second. It 
won a head. It left the report exactly 
where it was. 

The government’s response to the 
resignation has been to announce a 
task force on examination reform under 
Nandan Nilekani, with six members 
including a former ISRO chairman and a 
former director of the Intelligence Bureau. 
Around 47 officials have been removed 
from the testing agency.  

The members of the panel are not the 
problem. On paper it is an impressive 
group. The problem is that we have been 
here, with an impressive group, before. 
A country that responds to an unimplemented 
expert report by commissioning another 
expert report has not built an institution. It 
has built a loop. And you cannot dismiss 
your way to integrity. The compromise in 
this case did not come from the agency’s 
permanent core. It came from its outsourced 
periphery: the contracted setters, the private 
vendors, the centre operators. Removing 47 
people from headquarters addresses the 
part of the system that did not fail. 

Now the part of this story that no party 
will touch, because every party is implicated. 

Paper leaks in India are overwhelmingly 
a state affair. When the Public Examinations 
(Prevention of Unfair Means) Bill was 
introduced in 2024, the government's own 
accounting counted more than 50 leaks in 
recruitment examinations across eight states 
in eight years, affecting over 1.4 crore aspirants. 
Rajasthan has registered 33 paper leak cases 
since 2014, with 615 arrests. Uttar Pradesh 
saw 18 leaks in five years, raised on the floor 
of the Lok Sabha. Gujarat, 14 since 2015. 

The leak in Himachal Pradesh's constable 
recruitment drew a CBI search across seven 
states. Not one state education or personnel 
minister has resigned over any of it. Not 
under this party, not under any other. 

So let us be exact about what was established 
on 25 July. It was not a convention of 
ministerial responsibility, because a convention 
is a rule that applies whether or not anyone 
is watching. What was established is that a 
minister will answer when a movement can 
hold the national capital for five weeks. 
That is not a standard. That is weather. It 
will not reach Jaipur or Lucknow or 
Gandhinagar, and every party knows it, 
which is why every party has agreed not to 
mention it. Why did the state pay with a 
scalp? Because a scalp is cheap. A resignation 
costs one career and buys three news cycles. 

It requires no budget line, 
no legislation, no negotiation 
with state governments, no 
confrontation with the coaching 
industry, and no capital 
spending on the secure 
infrastructure needed to test 
23 lakh candidates 
simultaneously. Real reform 
costs every one of those 
things and delivers its first 
visible result years later, in 
another minister’s tenure. 
Faced with a movement that 
would accept either, a rational 
government pays in the 
cheaper currency. That is 
not cynicism. It is arithmetic. 
And it means the concession 
the protesters celebrated 
was, from the other side of 
the table, a discount. 

The Cockroach Janta Party did something 
genuinely remarkable. It mobilised where 
the entire organised opposition could not, 
and it held together for five weeks without 
a party machine. But it made the classic 
error of an insurgent movement. It demanded 
something that could be granted in an 
afternoon. Pradhan must resign is a demand 
that can be met the same day. It is also a 
demand that can be neutralised by a swearing 
in the following morning, which is exactly 
what happened. 

A movement with that much leverage 
should have asked for things a government 
cannot quietly reverse. 

Statutory footing for the National Testing 
Agency, so that its structure, its security 
protocols and its accountability to Parliament 
are fixed in law rather than in an office 
memorandum. Publication of the 2024 
committee's recommendations alongside a 
dated tracker of implementation, naming 

who is responsible and updated every quarter. 
A binding deadline, and 2028 is realistic, for 
adaptive testing drawn from a large bank of 
questions, so that a stolen paper ceases to 
have market value. Annual publication of 
conviction data under the Public Examinations 
(Prevention of Unfair Means) Act, 2024, 
because a law with no reported convictions 
is a press release with a gazette number. 
And a standing parliamentary committee 
on examination integrity that summons the 
agency every year, not every scandal. 

Demand statutes, not scalps. A statute 
survives a reshuffle. A scalp is consumed 
by one. There is a harder truth beneath all 
of this, and it is the reason the anger was so 
much larger than the offence. 

Twenty-three lakh young people sat that 
examination for fewer than 1.3 lakh seats. 
Even a flawless, unleakable, cryptographically 
perfect NEET would disappoint more than 
21 lakh of them. The examination is not 
really a test. It is a rationing device for a 
scarcity the state has not addressed, and it 
has been asked to carry a moral weight no 
examination can bear. 

Notice, too, when the deaths occurred. In 
the limbo between cancellation and retest. 
Those young people were not killed by a 
leaked paper. They were killed by 46 days 
of not knowing. A system in which a gap in 
the calendar is lethal has a problem no 
security protocol will solve, and behind it 
sits a rate of graduate unemployment among 
those under 25 that economists put near 40 
per cent. The anger about the exam is anger 
about jobs, wearing a school uniform. 

None of this appeared in the charter of 
demands. All of it will still be true next 
June. To be fair to what did happen. For the 
first time in a very long while, a sitting 
minister left office over a departmental 
failure rather than a personal scandal. That 
is not nothing in a political culture that 
abandoned the convention decades ago. 
And the record should note that measures 
were taken before the street forced anything: 
a new law in 2024, a restructuring of the 
agency, a reference to the CBI, the cancellation 
of a compromised paper in the interest of 
students. But a convention that operates 
once, under siege, at the discretion of the 
besieged, is not a convention. It is a ransom. 
And ransoms have a known property. They 
price the next demand higher. 

So do not judge this by whether a man 
left office. Judge it in June 2027, against 
four questions. Does NEET run on a bank 
of questions delivered by computer? Is the 
reform report public, with a named tracker 
of implementation? Has a single state minister 
answered for a single leak in a state? Has 
one conviction been recorded under the 
2024 Act? If the answer to all four is no, then 
what Dharmendra Pradhan's resignation 
achieved was closure, and closure is the 
most expensive thing a country can buy 
with something so cheap. 

The issue was always systemic. Generations 
of students have lived it, under governments 
of every stripe. What it needs is dialogue 
between the parties that share the blame, 
and a timetable the public can audit. Not a 
head on a plate. 

At Tsinghua University, AI-assisted 
teaching has already taken root 
with the introduction of a 
human-machine collaborative 

learning model in the Department of 
Chemical Engineering. Other universities 
are not far behind. Northwest Agriculture 
and Forestry University uses AI to generate 
calculus images, Huaqiao University, 
capitalizing on the technology, builds 
basic coding frameworks for creating 
digital videos in traditional Chinese style 
and improving teaching and research, 
and Xi'an Jiaotong-Liverpool University 
has even experimented with cultivating 
AI-empowered translators. 

What is striking is not the technology 
itself, but how it is being embraced. 
Teachers are not treating generative AI as 
a shortcut. Instead, they are wielding it as 

a tool for exploration. For instance, AI can 
draw up a plan for a low-carbon campus, 
complete with green walkways and 
energy-saving dormitories, within seconds. 
This is precisely where real education 
begins. Class time is saved for 
students to dig deeper by 
asking questions such as data 
sources, funding allocation 
and project execution strategies. 

This transformation in China, 
where the vast higher education 
landscape encompasses both 
research universities focused 
on cutting-edge fields and vocational 
colleges serving local industries, is particularly 
relevant to universities overseas. In 2025, 
China explicitly called for integrating AI 
into teaching methods, textbooks and 
curricula, emphasizing the cultivation of 

independent thinking, problem-solving, 
communication and cooperation skills. 
This is not just about "initiating some 
AI-related courses" for students but rather 
about a fundamental question: What type 

of talent should universities develop? 
Universities still need to impart 

knowledge, but not cramming. Instead, 
it's knowing what to trust. AI can 
quickly generate seemingly perfect 
explanations, but AI can hallucinate 
and present false information with 
convincing confidence. Without solid 
foundational knowledge in their 

majors, students may conveniently trust 
the false conclusions generated by AI. 
Therefore, education should focus on 
helping students understand concepts, 
trace sources, compare evidence and 
identify logical gaps. 

This makes critical thinking more 
important than ever. For instance, AI 
can quickly design a comprehensive 
river management plan, but students 
must ask harder questions. How are 
upstream agricultural needs balanced 
with downstream urban demand, and 
how is harmony achieved between 
ecological protection and employment? 
While AI excels at optimization, education 
can help students develop skills to 
understand complex situations, gather 
evidence, draw sound conclusions, and 
identify flaws in arguments. 

Notably, value judgments cannot be 
outsourced to machines. When resources 
are limited and interests conflict, the 
central issue is not speed but fairness. 
Who should bear the responsibility? 

Wars have always tested military strength. 
Increasingly, however, they are testing something 
less visible but equally decisive: industrial 
endurance. The latest phase of the US-Iran conflict 

has demonstrated that the real measure of military power is no 
longer how many sophisticated weapons a nation possesses 
today, but how quickly it can replace those it uses.

For decades, the United States enjoyed an overwhelming 
technological advantage, investing heavily in precision-guided 
missiles, advanced air-defence systems and long-range strike 
capabilities. These weapons transformed warfare by allowing 
Washington to project power with remarkable accuracy while 
limiting risks to its own forces. Yet they also created a new 
strategic dependency. Such systems are extraordinarily 
complex, expensive and time-consuming to manufacture. Once 
consumed in large numbers, they cannot simply be replenished 
by signing bigger cheques. 

The pause in hostilities with Iran has therefore highlighted a 
reality that extends far beyond West Asia. Even if America’s 
military remains stronger than any rival’s, prolonged operations 
have exposed the limits of its defence-industrial base. 
Production lines for advanced missiles operate on timelines 
measured in years rather than months. Skilled labour, 
specialised components, rocket motors and electronics cannot 
be scaled up overnight. The challenge is no longer financial 
alone; it is fundamentally industrial. 

This matters because the United States does not prepare for 
one conflict at a time. Its global commitments stretch from 
Europe to the Indo-Pacific, where the possibility of a 
confrontation over Taiwan continues to shape strategic 
planning. Every interceptor launched in the Gulf, every cruise 
missile fired at hardened targets and every air-defence system 
transferred to an ally reduces the margin available for future 
contingencies. Military planners have long relied on sizable 
reserves precisely because crises rarely occur in isolation. 

The implications extend well beyond Washington. Ukraine’s 
continuing demand for advanced air-defence systems, NATO’s 
efforts to strengthen deterrence and the growing military 
competition with China all depend on the same manufacturing 
ecosystem. Allies may increasingly discover that political 
willingness to provide support is constrained not by diplomacy 
but by production capacity. In modern warfare, factories have 
become as strategically important as aircraft carriers. 

The answer is not to retreat from global responsibilities but to 
rethink preparedness. Defence policy can no longer revolve 
solely around acquiring cutting-edge platforms while assuming 
industrial capacity will expand when required. Governments 
must treat resilient supply chains, diversified manufacturing 
and sustained investment in production infrastructure as 
essential components of national security rather than 
afterthoughts. 

The Iran conflict may ultimately be remembered less for the 
missiles that struck their targets than for the questions it raised 
about the ability to replace them. Strategic superiority is no 
longer determined only by technological sophistication or 
battlefield success. It increasingly depends on whether a nation 
can sustain that success over time. In the years ahead, the 
balance of power may be shaped as much by factory floors as 
by frontlines.  

Beyond  Relief 

Arsenal  Gap

No Education Minister sets a 
question paper. No Education 
Minister can personally 
superintend the integrity of 
every academic on a 
confidential panel, any more 
than a Home Minister can 
personally vouch for every 
constable. To demand a 
resignation for the breach itself 
is to demand a ritual, and 
rituals are what you perform 
when you have given up on 
remedies. But this is not an 
argument that the minister bore 
no responsibility. It is an 
argument that he was held to 
account for the wrong thing
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Revamp needed 
Sir, The CJP stir has exposed the  

glaring irregularities in the way the National 
Testing Agency (NTA) conducts national-level 
examinations. That it took a nationwide 
student protest to force the resignation of 
the Union education minister underscores 
how politically combustible education has 
become ~ because it directly shapes the 
futures of lakhs of young aspirants. 

But the malaise runs deeper than NEET 
or JEE. Across India, state-level competitive 
exams suffer from similar flaws: opaque 
processes, questionable accountability, and 
outdated modes of conduct.  

The recent agitation against the NEET 
paper leak should serve as a wake-up call 
for states to urgently overhaul their own 
examination systems. 

Even state Boards at the Class X and XII 
level remain far from transparent, often 
abandoning students when grievances arise. 

The absence of credible redressal mechanisms 
erodes trust and leaves young minds 
disillusioned. What is needed is not piecemeal 
tinkering but a systemic shake-up ~ an 
overhaul from KG to PG, as the cliché goes. 
Only then can India’s education system 
regain credibility and ensure that merit, 
not malpractice, determines opportunity. 

Yours, etc., Avinash Godboley,  
Dewas, 28 July. 

 

Lesson learnt? 
Sir, Apropos “The Next Test” published 

today, the resignation of a minister is a 
significant victory for student protestors, 
but it would be a mistake to treat it as the 
end of the story. The movement succeeded 
because it was not about religion, caste or 
ideology; it was about competent governance 
and institutional integrity. That is what 
made it dangerous for the establishment 
and also what makes it fragile. History 

shows that such movements often fade 
once their immediate demand is met, leaving 
the underlying rot untouched. The government 
must now move beyond symbolic gestures 
and strengthen bodies like the Central 
Information Commission, Lokpal, and CAG, 
which act as genuine checks on power. 

The protesters showed remarkable discipline 
by ending their agitation after securing their 
principal demand, a rare maturity in Indian 
politics. But the real test lies ahead: will the 
government treat this as a warning to reform 
examination systems, ensure swift prosecutions, 
and rebuild public trust, or will it simply 
wait for the anger to subside?  

Yours, etc., K. Chidanand Kumar, 
Bengaluru, 28 July. 

 

Immortal Rafi 
Sir, July 31 marks the death anniversary 

of legendary playback singer Mohammad 
Rafi, one of the greatest voices in Indian 

cinema. More than 
four decades after his 
passing, his songs 
continue to enchant 
generations of music 
lovers. Whether it was 
romance, devotional, 
ghazals, qawwalis, 
patriotic songs, or classical melodies, Rafi 
brought unmatched emotion and perfection 
to every composition.  

Evergreen classics such as Kya Hua Tera 
Wada,  Baharon Phool Barsao, and Chaudhvin 
Ka Chand Ho remain timeless treasures. 
Many singers have attempted to emulate 
him, but none has matched his extraordinary 
versatility, purity of voice, and emotional 
depth. Truly, Mohammed Rafi remains the 
“Uncrowned King of Melody.”  

On his death anniversary, we pay our 
heartfelt tribute to this immortal legend. 

Yours, etc. Prof. Vijay Koshti,  
Sangli, 29 July.



SUDAN IRRIGATION 
PROBLEM 

ABYSSINIA’S TIMELY 
APPEAL 
(BRITISH OFFICIAL WIRELESS.)  
RUGBY, JULY 

THE Abyssinian Government’s appeal to the 
League of Nations on the subject of the recent 
Anglo-Italian exchange of Notes gives promise of 
a thorough examination by the League of the whole 
matter, and it is on that account welcomed here. 

The need for more water for irrigation purposes 
in the Sudan and Egypt is urgent. The steady increase 
of population makes it necessary to provide, as 
soon as possible, for bringing a larger area of the 
Sudan under cultivation, and it is the view of experts 
that a large part of the water for the irrigation of the 
Sudan should derive from the Blue Nile owing to the 
lie of the land between it and the White Nile. 

Without injury to Abyssinian interests, this could 
be achieved by constructing a dam at Lake Tsana, 
in Abyssinia, for regulating the waters of the Blue 
Nile. Other projects are in hand for conserving the 
waters in the Upper Basin of the Niles and by 
supplementing this supply with that which would 
be available from Tsana. The situation in Western 
Egypt would thus be considerably relieved. 

In addition to the construction of the dam, the 
British Government proposes to build a motor 
road to the Sudanese frontier. In the agreement 
reached last year between the British and Italian 
Governments, and recently published, the two 
countries undertook to support each other in 
their respective economic enterprises in Abyssinia, 
and both countries re-affirmed their adherence 
to the Anglo-Franco-Italian Agreement of 1906 
in which the integrity, and independence of 
Abyssinia were explicitly recognised. 

 

B. B. C TRANSFER 

OVER TWO MILLION 
LICENSEES 
(SPECIAL CABLE.) 
LONDON, JULY 

THE British Broadcasting Company in a 
statement anticipating the termination of its 
licence at the end of the year, says after repaying 
its shareholders at par it will hand over the entire 
organization, with considerable capital assets, in 
a high state of efficiency to its successor, the 
British Broadcasting Commission. 

There are 1,700 members of the Company, 
twenty stations 250 engineers and over 2,000,000 
licensees. Letters from listeners-in number 730,000 
a year.— Copyright 

 

LORD CURZON 

WESTMINSTER 
ABBEY MEMORIAL 
LONDON, JULY 

AN influential body of friends and ex-colleagues 
of the Marquess Curzon of Kedleston, headed by 
Mr. Baldwin, have signed an appeal for subscriptions 
not exceeding five guineas to erect a memorial 
plaque in Westminster Abbey. — Reuter’s Special 
Service.

NARAIN BATRA  
 

For more than a decade, 
foreign policy circles in 
Washington and West 
European capitals have 

wrestled with a singular, defining 
question of 21st century statecraft. 
Is China an unstoppable economic 
colossus destined to remake the 
international order, or is it a fragile 
state  b urdene d by mounting 
structural contradictions? The 
prevailing narrative often attempts 
to split the difference, casting Beijing 
as  “ge op ol i t ical ly  strong b ut 
economically weak.” Yet this common 
dichotomy simplifies a far more 
complex, interdependent reality. 

China’s international leverage 
and its domestic vulnerabilities are 
deeply intertwined. Beijing’s global 
power is not merely exerted despite 
its domestic financial troubles; in 
many respects, it is driven by the 
very mechanisms that create those 
internal strains. To understand the 
true picture of contemporary China, 
one must comprehend two competing 
dynamics: the formidable reach of 
its state-directed industrial engine 
and the severe balance-sheet decay 
eroding its domestic foundation. 

Describing China’s $18 trillion 
economy as entirely “weak” misses 
the extraordinary power of its 
manufacturing and export apparatus. 
China is an unrivaled industrial 
powerhouse. As documented by 
research from the Center for Strategic 
and International Studies (CSIS), 
China commands over 80 per cent 
of the world’s solar manufacturing 
capacity, leads global production 
in electric vehicles (EVs) and 
lithium-ion batteries, and holds a 
near-monopoly on critical rare earth 
processing. In high-tech green 
energy and advanced manufacturing, 

what Beijing terms “new quality 
productive forces”, China’s competitive 
edge is formidable and growing. 

However, running parallel to this 
high-octane export machine is a 
domestic economy in deep distress. 
The structural collapse of China's 
property market, a sector that 
historically accounted for nearly 
30 per cent of gross domestic product, 
has wiped out trillions in household 
wealth. Youth unemployment, 
persistent consumer deflation, and 
rapid demographic decline have 
collectively crushed domestic 
consumer confidence. Beijing's 
reluctance to provide direct stimulus 
to households, choosing instead to 
channel state capital into state-owned 
enterprises and advanced 
manufacturing, has left domestic 
demand permanently suppressed. 

This structural divergence lies 
at the heart of Logan Wright’s 
incisive analysis in Foreign Affairs, 
“China’s Moment of Weakness: 
Economic Decay and America’s 
Strategic Opening.” Wright, an 
economist and director of China 
market research at the Rhodium 
Group, argues that Western observers 
routinely miscalculate Chinese 
power by evaluating state policy 
objectives rather than underlying 
balance sheets. 

According to Wright, China’s 
economic malaise is not a temporary, 
cyclical slump, but a systemic debt 
crisis decades in the making. For 
years, local government financing 
vehicles poured trillions in borrowed 
state credit into unproductive 
infrastructure and overbuilt real 
estate. Today, local authorities lack 
the revenue to service these debts, 
forcing state banks to perpetually 
roll over non-performing loans to 
avert widespread defaults. This 
practice locks capital into “zombie” 

assets, starving private entrepreneurs 
and service sectors of vital funding. 

Wright argues that this internal 
financial decay directly constrains 
Beijing’s outward geopolitical leverage. 
As domestic capital efficiency 
degrades and local government 
balance sheets deteriorate, Beijing’s 
capacity to deploy vast state funds 
abroad, such as new tranches of 
infrastructure financing under the 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) or 
emergency bailouts for indebted 
nations, is severely curtailed. 

Yet, where Wright sees domestic 
fragility, a paradox emerges: China’s 
refusal to empower its domestic 
consumers forces it to export its 
industrial overcapacity to global 
markets. Because Chinese households 
cannot absorb the massive output 
of state-subsidized factories, Chinese 
solar  panels,  EVs,  legacy 
semiconductors, and industrial 
goods flood international markets 
at prices undercut by state support. 

This dynamic creates immediate 
geopolitical clout. Over 120 nations, 
including India, count China as 
their  top trading par tner.  By 
embedding itself as the primary 
supplier of critical industrial inputs 
and green technology, Beijing creates 
structural dependencies across both 
the Global South and Western 
economies. Weaponizing these 
supply chains, whether through 
export restrictions on critical minerals 
or targeted trade sanctions, gives 
Beijing potent immediate leverage 
in international disputes. However, 
this strategy carries severe long-term 
costs. As Wright points out, flooding 
global markets with subsidized 
manufacturing triggers an inevitable 
political backlash. Nations across 
Europe, North America, and Latin 
America are increasingly erecting 
tariffs, anti-dumping duties, and 

supply-chain restrictions, eroding 
China's diplomatic standing and 
accelerating economic de-risking. 

What are the implications for 
global stability and U.S. foreign 
policy? Recognizing China’s dual 
nature - a state possessing formidable 
coercive manufacturing power 
alongside deep domestic financial 
vulnerability - demands a calibrated 
strategy. We must avoid both strategic 
panic and complacency. Beijing is 
neither a ten-foot-tall economic giant 
immune to market forces nor a 
collapsing state on the brink of 
implosion. As Wright suggests, 
America's “strategic opening” lies in 
understanding that Beijing is 
constrained by its own internal 
balance-sheet arithmetic. United 
States strategy need not rely on 
blanket containment or alarmism. 
Instead, Washington should target 
strategic chokepoints in advanced 
technology, strengthen regional 

alliances such as the Quad, of which 
India is a member, and AUKUS, and 
offer viable infrastructure and 
investment alternatives to developing 
nations. 

Is China geopolitically strong but 
economically weak? The answer is 
nuance d.  China is  a  p o tent , 
state-directed industrial superpower 
built upon a fragile, debt-laden 
domestic economy. Its real-economy 
dominance in critical industries 
ensures that it will remain a formidable 
rival for decades to come, even as 
its internal credit model faces severe 
headwinds. For policymakers in 
the USA and India navigating this 
complex landscape, seeing China 
clearly means measuring both its 
undeniable industrial strength and 
the quiet, persistent decay of its 
financial foundations. 

 
The writer is a contributor for The Institute of 
Arts and Ideas, a philosophical think-tank based 
in London, and author of India In A New Key: 
Nehru To Modi.
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ACROSS 
 
1    Stop one in some 

French street (6) 

4    3 16 22 leader 

ultimately out to 

break bones (8) 

9    Now centrist 22 

repelled masses in 

vote (6) 

10  Utterly uncivil in 

speech where 2 

and 4 in clash (8) 

11  Third 22 giver 

coming in to seize 

creature? (5,4) 

13  Backed wisdom 

gathered about 

northern register 

(5) 

14  Philosophical 

about England�s 

case given 

improvement? (10) 

15  Disagreement 

blows over? (4) 

17  Subpoena in which 

great many 

mentioned (4) 

19  Tortuous epic! 

Blowing top, 2 

aired grievances 

(10) 

22  See 3 Down 

23  Process 10 

witnesses at island 

satellite circles? (9) 

25  Two points with 

previous example 

is explanation (8) 

26  Thane disrupted 

mass for 16 song 

(6) 

27  Accepted cash 

that brings paid 

attention (4,4) 

28  Ruler snares 

French in rigged 

deal (6) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    Start replacing 

tons with grams in 

correct code (5) 

2    Large 3 fellow in 

upset, one hostile 

to 4 (7) 

3/16/22  Oh! Nasty 

tartan politics, 

erupting now 

herein? (8,8,5) 

5    Where problems

universal in lively 

lobster brought to 

pan (7,4) 

6    Sheena to stop 

Welshman 

revealing Burns� 
concerns?  

(6) 

7    2 on this (so 4 

suggested) 

disposed to gripe 

(3,4) 

8    Greet news boss 

protecting usual 

extremists?  

That�s knotty  

(9) 

12  3 16 22 being this 

slippery soil and 

granite (11) 

14  Person getting 

irrational after one 

comes in late? (9) 

16  See 3 

18  Ray and Henry 

leaving village 22 

(7) 

20  Three in to be 

taken apart: not 2 

nor 4? (7) 

21  Announced reason 

for which author 

Jules sees dragon 

(6) 

24  Wanderer takes no 

notice crossing 

motorway (5)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

9 10

11 12 13

14 15

16

17 18 19 20

21

22 23 24

25 26

27 28

B U L L F I G H T V I A N D
A O E R I I R A
C O R E L L I P A L F R E Y
K C L E A L O
P I A N O F A N D A N G O S
A W D G A O
C A F E T H I R T E E N T H
K E E A U R C E
I N T E N T I O N S Z E A L
N I O R P P
G A S T R O P U B E P S O M

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

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

YesterdayÊs Solution

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

Front page of The Statesman  
dated 31 July 1926

News Items

OCCASIONAL NOTE 
MR. Amery’s speech regarding Empire problems 

is of interest to India largely because of its reference 
to the negotiations between India and South Africa. 
The Colonial Secretary claims that the atmosphere 
is better because Great Britain has stood outside 
the controversy, and has left South Africa and 
India to come to the best arrangement they can. 
We may share his hope that the conversations will 
be successful. Mr. Amery turns down the suggestion 
that in the Imperial Conference there should be 
representatives of the Oppositions as well as of the 
Governments. Obviously such an arrangement is 
open to many practical objections, but it would 
surmount the very real difficulty that as things 
stand Oppositions when they come to power refuse 
to endorse and sometimes insist on reversing the 
policy of their predecessors. As things are a party 
that is not represented in the deliberations of the 
Conference may well refuse to be bound by the 
undertakings given by the Government of the day. 
That has happened in the controversies about Free 
Trade and Protection at Home, and has led to 
dissatisfaction in the Colonies. Under the present 
arrangement it can only be assumed that decisions 
taken at the Imperial Conference do not run beyond 
the term of office of the Governments that endorse 
those decisions.

ABHIK ROY 
 

Aging is universal. The art 
of growing old, however, 
is profoundly shaped by 
culture. 

Having been born and raised in 
India, lived in the United States for 
more than four decades, and spent 
months at a time living in both 
Italy and China, I have had the 
unusual privilege of observing older 
adults in four remarkably different 
societies. These are not casual 
impressions gathered during hurried 
vacations. They are observations 
accumulated over years of living 
among local communities, watching 
everyday life unfold in neighborhoods, 
parks, cafés, markets, and homes. 

The differences reveal not merely 
how older adults spend their leisure 
time but also what each culture 
values most - family, friendship, 
independence, community, health, 
and the joy of living. These reflections 
came to me while undergoing 
treatment at a hospital in Chengdu, 
where every morning I passed parks 
alive with older people dancing, 
practicing tai chi, doing freehand 
exercises, walking briskly, singing, 
and playing badminton and table 
tennis. 

India remains a society where 
old age is closely intertwined with 
family life. Retirement often means 
devoting more time to children, 
grandchildren, relatives, and friends. 
Newspapers, television, religious 
observances, and neighborhood 
gatherings remain central to everyday 
life. At the same time, many urban 

retirees now attend literary festivals, 
lectures, concerts, yoga classes, 
senior clubs, and cultural events, 
ref le ct ing a  desire  to  remain 
intellectually engaged. 

Grandparents frequently play an 
indispensable role in raising the 
next generation. They help with 
homework, escort children to and 
from school, babysit while parents 
are at work, and often care for them 
late into the evening, putting them 
to bed when parents return home 
after  so cial  or  professional 
commitments. In many households 
they are not merely cherished elders 
but an integral part of the daily 
rhythm of family life. India reminds 
us that no one should grow old 
without the warmth and emotional 
security of family. 

Italy revealed another equally 
important truth: the art of living 
well together. Older Italians stroll 
through historic streets, linger over 
espresso in neighborhood cafés, 
and gather  in  piazzas  where 
conversation flows effortlessly 
across generations. The Italian idea 
of la dolce far niente - ‘the sweetness 
of doing nothing’ - celebrates the 
ability to savour the present moment. 
This spirit comes alive during the 
evening passeggiata, when families 
and retirees walk together not 
s imply for  exercise  b ut  for 
companionship. Italy reminds us 
that friendship, conversation, and 
slowing down are essential ingredients 
of a meaningful old age. 

China celebrates the vitality of 
collective activity. From dawn until 
evening, parks and public squares 

become vibrant community centers 
where retirees practice tai chi, 
perform synchronized dances, do 
freehand exercises, walk briskly, 
sing, and play badminton and table 
tennis. The discipline and consistency 
with which they participate are 
remarkable. 

Many retired Chinese grandparents 
also care for grandchildren while 
their adult children work long hours. 
They cook, shop, and help manage 
the household. Many attend traditional 
Chinese  theatre  and music 
performances. Others gather in 
homes,  parks,  and even on 
neighborhood sidewalks to play 
mahjong, the centuries-old tile 
game that combines strategy, 
memory, skill, and a measure of 
luck. Played by four people, it is as 
much a social ritual as a game. 
China reminds us that retirement 
can be a period of renewed vitality, 
l i felong learning ,  and shared 
community. 

My years in the United States 
introduced me to yet another 
philosophy of aging. American culture 
places enormous value on independence 
and self-reliance. Retirement is often 
viewed as the beginning of a new 
chapter. Many older adults travel, 
volunteer in schools, hospitals, 
museums, libraries, churches, and 
charitable organizations, or pursue 
hobbies they never had time to enjoy 
during their working lives. 

Many retirement communities 
organize lectures, concerts, book 
discussions, fitness classes, excursions, 
and volunteer projects. Universities 
across  the  countr y  offer 

l ifelong-learning programmes 
designed specifically for older adults, 
reflecting the belief that intellectual 
growth need not end with retirement. 
Yet while independence preserves 
dignity and personal choice, it can 
also bring loneliness after the loss 
of a spouse or declining health. 
America reminds us that growing 
older need not mean surrendering 
independence or curiosity. 

No single culture has discovered 
the perfect way to grow old. India 
teaches the importance of belonging 
through family. Italy celebrates 
companionship and the simple 
pleasures of everyday life. China 
demonstrates the power of community 
and active living. The United States 
reminds us  of  the  value of 
independence and lifelong learning. 

The world's population is aging 
rapidly. Governments rightly focus 
on pensions, healthcare, and long-term 
care, yet successful aging depends 
on more than medicine or money. 
It requires purpose, meaningful 
relationships, physical activity, 
intellectual engagement, and a deep 
sense of belonging. 

Growing old is the one journey 
we all hope to complete. The true 
measure of a society is not simply 
how long its people live, but how 
fully they continue to live in their 
later years. If my travels have taught 
me anything, it is that every culture 
holds part of the answer. The 
challenge - and the opportunity - 
is to learn from one another. 

 
The writer is Professor Emeritus at Loyola 
Marymount University, Los Angeles.

Four ways of growing old

Paradox of Chinese power
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T
HE Iran war has
entered its sixth
month. It started on
February 28 with US-
Israeli airstrikes that

killed the Iranian Supreme
Leader Ali Khamenei and senior
generals of the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guard Corps (IRGC),
besides destroying several Iran-
ian military facilities. Reported-
ly, the plan that Israel sold the
US assumed that following the
strikes, a popular uprising would
depose the Islamic regime in
Iran. That did not happen.

Having gained experience
from similar attacks in June
2025, Iran had moved its drones
and missiles into safe enclaves
in mountain ranges. Conse-
quently, the Iranians retained
the ability to hit US military
facilities in the GCC (Gulf Coop-
eration Council) countries and
Israel, besides threatening US
naval assets. Most significantly,
Iran disrupted maritime traffic
through the Strait of Hormuz,
causing global oil prices to spike.
Brent crude touched a maxi-
mum of $126 per barrel, impact-
ing energy costs even in the US.

With Pakistani mediation, a
ceasefire was eventually reached
on June 17. The Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU), however,
had some general stipulations
which caused fresh misunder-
standing. By mid-June, the US
had whittled down its demands to
basically two issues: the Iranian
nuclear programme and freedom
of navigation in the Strait. While
the nuclear issue had to be nego-
tiated in a subsequent dialogue,
the reopening of the Strait was for
immediate implementation.

The US quickly began to roll
back its naval blockade. Iran, on
the other hand, while allowing

traffic through the Strait, began
charging fees from all transiting
vessels. Although Iran had been
demanding it during and before
the negotiations, no details had
been finalised. The US expected
them to be decided after the initial
implementation of the MoU. Iran
even targeted vessels moving
through Omani waters and not
the route designated by it.

Consequently, the US reverted to
the use of military force with air
attacks on July 8, barely three
weeks after the initial ceasefire.
Iran retaliated by attacking US mil-
itary facilities in Jordan. The fresh
hostilities lasted till July 24, when
the US unilaterally announced
another ceasefire, which also
proved to be short-lived.

The US has experimented with
different ideas for a stable Gulf
security order since the 1979
Iranian Revolution. The Ameri-
cans and their GCC allies backed
Iraq, then under Saddam Hus-
sein, in its war against Iran (1980-
88). Then came the US interven-
tion in Kuwait in 1991 to liberate
it from Iraqi occupation. But the
American confrontation with
radical Islam in the form of al-
Qaeda resulted from its own indi-
rect intervention in Afghanistan
to eject Soviet troops, present
there since December 1979.

But the US military interven-

tion in Iraq to eject the Saddam
regime in 2003 created a fresh
regional power contest. It
allowed Iran access to the Shia
populations of Iraq, Syria and
Lebanon. This formed the Shia
Crescent, with Iranian influence
running from its western border
to the Mediterranean. The Arab
Spring, a populist anti-regime
uprising which started in Tunisia
in 2010, spread to Libya and
Egypt, eventually causing the
civil war in Syria and leading to
the ouster of the Assad regime.

During his first term, US Presi-
dent Donald Trump conceived
the Abraham Accords in 2020.
They envisioned the GCC coun-
tries normalising relations with
Israel and creating a new security
order, with Israel at its core, to con-
tain Iranian influence. But the
cardinal mistake was to assume

that the Palestinian issue was
ignorable. Bahrain and the UAE,
and later Morocco, signed on.
Saudi Arabia resisted, demand-
ing that Israel must first declare
the pathway to a Palestinian state. 

The October 7, 2023, attacks on
Israel by Hamas unleashed Israeli
military violence on the Palestin-
ian group as well as Gaza’s civil-
ians. That undermined Trump’s
plan. Meanwhile, Trump, having
withdrawn the US from the
nuclear deal between Iran and
P5+1, called the Joint Compre-
hensive Plan of Action (JCPOA),
allowed Iran to resume uranium
enrichment without oversight.

The Indian government aligned
with the Trumpian vision by pro-
posing the India-Middle East-
Europe Corridor, to run overland
via the UAE, Saudi Arabia and
Israel. The Gaza crisis stalled it. 

The Iran war has created divi-
sions among the GCC countries,
with Qatar, Oman and Saudi Ara-
bia, along with Turkey and
Egypt, distrustful of the Abra-
ham Accords members.

The two crucial issues between
the US and Iran now are: the
Iranian nuclear programme and
the freedom of navigation in the
Strait of Hormuz. The US, having
abandoned the JCPOA, wants to
deny Iran any uranium enrich-
ment, even under the Additional

Protocol of the International
Atomic Energy Agency.

On July 22, the US signed a
nuclear deal with the Saudis, allow-
ing uranium enrichment for gener-
ating fuel for their planned nuclear
reactors. The US nuclear deal
(2009) with the UAE denied enrich-
ment rights. Iran now would not
settle for anything less than the
Saudi deal. But the US stumped
the Saudis by announcing a day
later that they must normalise ties
with Israel first. This was the Abra-
ham Accords by the back door.

Why did the US loosen the
nuclear norms? It was always
assumed that the Saudis had
financed Pakistan’s nuclear pro-
gramme and thus had access to
it. A formal enrichment deal per-
haps would allow easier transfer
of weapons technology. Is this an
attempt to forestall the Iranian
nuclear weapon programme by
turning Saudi Arabia too into a
nuclear weapon threshold state?

Iran understands that the US
has electoral priorities that create
time constraints. It also knows
that the US threat of massive anni-
hilation of Iranian civilian infra-
structure is a bluff as Iran has
threatened similar action against
GCC nations. The US would not
want mass disruption of econom-
ic and social life in the Gulf.

The US has a couple of options.
It can militarily escalate the con-
flict with air and ground attacks.
This risks protracting the combat
and causing heavy casualties.
Alternatively, it may compromise
on both the nuclear and Hormuz
issues. Perhaps the more permis-
sive nuclear deal with the Saudis
opens space for a JCPOA-like deal.

Regarding the Strait, Omani
diplomats were in Iran on July 25-
26. Oman-Iran management of
the Strait may be acceptable to the
GCC and thus also to the US.

Finally, if the US seeks total
Iranian submission to its terms,
then a naval blockade is neces-
sary. But how long economic dis-
tress would take to make Iran
bend is unpredictable. Logically,
the US would prefer an early off-
ramp and subtle compromise.
Hopefully, Iran will not overplay
its hand, considering the
IRGC’s inordinate influence.

Iran must avoid overplaying its hand

If the US seeks total
Iranian submission to
its terms, then a naval
blockade is necessary.

KC SINGH 
FORMER SECRETARY, MEA, AND 

EX-AMBASSADOR TO UAE AND IRAN

America’s permissive nuclear deal with Saudis opens space for a compromise with Tehran
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India’s abstention 
Gig workers deserve a fair deal

I
NDIA’s decision to abstain from voting on the
International Labour Organisation’s (ILO) Con-
vention No. 193 on “Decent Work in the Platform
Economy” is a letdown for lakhs of workers who
keep the country’s digital economy running.

While over 400 delegates supported the treaty, including
representatives from China, Brazil, Germany, France,
Japan and South Africa, the Indian government chose
not to endorse the world’s first binding international
framework for gig workers’ rights. 

The convention seeks to guarantee basic protections
regardless of whether workers are labelled “employees” or
“independent partners.” It promises fair wages, timely pay-
ment, occupational safety, social security and greater trans-
parency in algorithmic management. More importantly, it
requires governments to classify workers according to the
nature of their work rather than contractual labels. India’s
abstention is difficult to justify, given the rapid growth of
its gig workforce. According to NITI Aayog, there are
around 80 lakh gig workers in the country (the number is
expected to reach 2.35 crore by 2030). About 39% of them
earn just Rs 10,000-25,000 a month, while 34% get Rs 25,000-
40,000. Many continue to work long hours, bear operational
costs themselves and lack accident insurance, paid leave,
pension or effective grievance mechanisms.

Labour and Employment Minister Mansukh Man-
daviya told Parliament on Thursday that the government
would ensure social security for gig workers by implement-
ing provisions in the labour codes. The government has
claimed that measures such as the Code on Social Security,
2020, and the e-Shram portal demonstrate its commitment
to workers’ welfare. While these initiatives have improved
worker identification and laid the foundation for future ben-
efits, implementation has left a lot to be desired. Several
states, including Rajasthan, Karnataka and Telangana,
have already begun framing welfare measures for platform
workers. Against this backdrop, India’s ILO no-show sends
an uncertain signal about the Centre’s willingness to match
recognition with meaningful protection. Viksit Bharat will
remain a distant dream unless economic growth goes hand
in hand with the dignity of labour.

Saving Shimla
Construction ban offers some hope

T
HE late Mark Tully was spot-on when he wrote
that Shimla’s architecture makes no conces-
sions to the fact that it is a hill station; the drab
high-rise buildings could be anywhere in the
plains of India. Shimla’s transformation from

a hill town known for its forests and natural beauty to a
concrete jungle has been relentless. Governments, both of
the Congress and the BJP, cannot escape blame for their
role in this mindless expansion. The template has been fol-
lowed in many other towns in the state. It’s a recipe for eco-
logical disaster that continues to find ready takers. Though
quite late in the day, the Sukhvinder Singh Sukhu
regime’s decision to ban construction in several core areas
provides a lifeline for Shimla. It’s practically impossible
to undo the damage inflicted on the hill slopes, but declar-
ing no-construction zones is a step forward in preserving
whatever is left of the natural environs.

Most of the areas where construction could now be
banned were originally part of the 17 green belts. These were
opened to need-based constructions by way of the Shimla
Development Plan-2041, which was approved by the
Supreme Court in 2024. Eight new green belts were notified
in 2024, and Tara Devi last year. Public objections and sugges-
tions are likely to be sought by the Town and Country Plan-
ning Department on the proposed bar on building new struc-
tures. It’s a moment of reckoning for the state capital.
Collective good must override individual needs. There is just
too much at stake. One erroneous short-sighted step now
and any hope of saving Shimla will get severely dented.

Environmentalists have been crying hoarse for
decades on the urgent need to preserve the green cov-
er. Himachal has chosen to be careless and reckless.
The time to change all that is here.

on this day...100 years ago

Lord Irwin’s opportunity-III
WE have stated the problem with which India finds herself con-
fronted at the commencement of Lord Irwin’s Viceroyalty, and
have said that the existence of that problem constitutes an almost
unique opportunity for His Excellency both to serve his country
by restoring its moral position in India and in the East, and to
earn India’s undying gratitude not only by conceding to her peo-
ple their cherished birthright of full and unfettered liberty but by
rescuing her from a state of internecine warfare, paralysing all
her activities and threatening to destroy the very basis of her
nationhood, at a time when she finds it so extraordinarily diffi-
cult to help herself. On this last point, we will permit ourselves a
frank remark or two. It is no agreeable thing to anyone to confess
that at a particular point of time he and his people are unable to
help themselves as they are naturally anxious to. The confession
is particularly disagreeable to those in whose mouth no words
were commoner yesterday than self-help and self-reliance, and
some of whom actually preached and practised non-cooperation
with all outside agencies. But where this situation is forced upon
a country by a combination of circumstances more or less beyond
its immediate control, and the authority to which it looks for help
is exactly that which is largely responsible for that situation and
to which history or accident has confined its governmental pow-
er, what other choice is there before it? In the present case, no
honest man, who is not wholly blind, can deny that this is the
exact position to which we have drifted. 

lahore, saturday, july 31, 1926 

thought for the day

Make cyber security a priority 
With reference to ‘Digital arrest’; cyber scams
represent one of the most dangerous forms of
modern crime as they exploit fear and trust.
India is moving towards a digital economy, so
strengthening cyber security must become a
national priority. Defining digital arrest as a
separate criminal offence, imposing stringent
penalties, improving technological capabilities
and promoting digital awareness can signifi-
cantly reduce this faceless crime. A coordinat-
ed effort by the government, law enforcement
agencies, financial institutions and above all,
citizens, is essential to build a secure digital
ecosystem where technology empowers citi-
zens instead of becoming a tool for exploitation.

GAURAV BADHWAR, ROHTAK

Bad construction or nature’s fury? 
Refer to ‘Infra woes’; the road damage incident in
Dehradun raises serious questions about the qual-
ity of construction material, project supervision
and accountability. Such incidents undermine
public confidence in infrastructure projects fund-
ed by taxpayers’ money. Roads and bridges must
be designed to withstand heavy monsoon condi-
tions. If proper engineering standards, drainage
systems and soil stabilisation techniques had been
followed, such an infra failure could have been
avoided. The government should conduct an inde-
pendent inquiry to determine whether the col-
lapse occurred due to poor construction practices
or natural causes. If found guilty, the contractors
and officials responsible must be punished.

BAL GOVIND, NOIDA

Global SOPs for human rights
Refer to ‘It is time to end the pellet gun era’;
people often come together to oppose policies
or apathy of the government over issues direct-
ly impacting their lives. When their appeals
remain unheard, the resentment escalates into
mob violence. But when the ruling govern-
ment decides to use excessive force, the strate-
gy becomes counterproductive. In the era of
social media, each such confrontation leads to
international ramifications. International insti-
tutions like the United Nations should develop
Standard Operating Procedures in sync with
global human rights laws.

MADHURI SHARMA, PENNSYLVANIA (US)

Academia can play a bigger role 
Apropos of ‘After the slogans, real work of
education reform awaits’; the fundamental
questions about the evaluation of entrance
exams and faulty selection procedure have not
been addressed yet. Overemphasis on objec-
tive-type evaluation ignores creativity and crit-
ical thinking. Academia must play an advisory
role for the government and also keep the pub-
lic informed. Their work cannot be limited to
a particular discipline and political ideology.
Evaluation and selection based on rote-learn-
ing may harm the organic progress of both aca-
demic and social progress.

JASKARAN SINGH GILL, PHAGWARA

Disregard for students’ intellect 
With reference to ‘After the slogans, real
work of education reform awaits’; the stu-
dent protests reveal the extent to which the
state seeks to defend its apparatus despite
sustained criticism from the students it
serves. This highlights disregard for stu-
dents’ intellectual development or psycho-
logical well-being. The state’s response
marked by intimidation, coercion and the use
of force against protesting students indicates
that whatever the agitation uncovered was
not merely a crisis of educational governance
but deep authoritarian control operating
beneath the formal language of democracy.

ASHIMA GUPTA, PATIALA

Honesty vindicated belatedly
The Supreme Court’s decision to posthu-
mously exonerate former Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh in the coal block allocation
case is a reminder that justice delayed can
often amount to justice denied. Summoned in
2015 despite two CBI closure reports finding
no evidence against him, Dr Singh had to car-
ry the burden of criminal proceedings until
his death in 2024. The Court has now acknowl-
edged that there was no cogent reason to pros-
ecute him. While the judgment restores his
legal and moral reputation, it also exposes the
painful cost of prolonged judicial delays. A
verdict delivered 19 months after his demise
offers little solace to the person whose integri-
ty remained under a cloud for years.

VANDANA, CHANDIGARH
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letters to the editor

Maj Gen GG Dwivedi (retd)

THE just-concluded FIFA World Cup revived fond memo-
ries of the tournament’s edition hosted by Mexico in 1986.
At the time, our unit was deployed along the Punjab border.

Our Commanding Officer (CO), a die-hard football enthusi-
ast, followed every match with great passion on the battalion’s
only TV set, installed at the headquarters. He was also the star
striker of the battalion’s football team and proudly wore jersey
No. 10, earning him the affectionate nickname “Maradona.”

Football was an inevitable topic of discussion during confer-
ences. The CO would enthusiastically analyse each match,
offering detailed reviews and tactical insights. He was over-
joyed when Argentina beat England in the quarterfinal,
thanks to two unforgettable goals by Diego Maradona. 

Days before the final, a hailstorm swept away the mess tent
where the television had been installed, leaving the set badly
damaged. Procuring a replacement at short notice was not pos-
sible. Fortunately, an affluent family in a neighbouring village,
where my company was deployed, had recently purchased a
Weston colour television. The crisis was resolved.

After an early dinner on D-Day — June 29, 1986 — a few of us,
accompanied by the CO, made our way to the family’s home to
watch the final between Argentina and West Germany. As a
token of gratitude, we presented our hosts with a bottle of
whisky. The TV was placed on a pedestal in a spacious hall
packed with local football enthusiasts. A few chairs had been
arranged for us alongside the host. Since the CO was passion-
ately backing Argentina, the room erupted in celebration when
Maradona’s team took the lead in the first half.

An early goal in the second half made it 2-0 in Argentina’s
favour. Our hosts had arranged sweets and glasses of milk to
mark the occasion. But football is a game of surprises. West Ger-
many struck twice in quick succession to level the score, and
the atmosphere instantly turned tense.

The attendants, who had downed a few pegs, stood waiting
with heavily laden trays. Then came the decisive moment.
Jorge Burruchaga capitalised on a superb pass from
Maradona to score Argentina’s third goal. Overcome with
excitement, the CO sprang from his chair and accidentally
collided with an attendant. He was drenched from head to
toe in milk, while several steel tumblers clattered to the floor.

Displaying true sporting spirit, the CO burst into laughter
and declared the unexpected shower a good omen. He was
proven right when his favourite team emerged champions.

Of course, the ultimate winner was football, which united
soldiers and civilians alike — transcending rank and back-
ground. For a couple of magical hours, our hearts had beat-
en to the rhythm of the same ball.

The writer served as Defence Attaché to China and North Korea

The unifying 
power of football

COUNTDOWN : Iran understands that the US has electoral priorities that create time constraints. REUTERS

The United States is not opposed to civil (non-enriched) nuclear facilities. — Donald Trump
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A litmus test for BJP after student protests 

S
ELDOM has a
byelection, assembly
or parliamentary,
evoked such exces-
sive media attention,

coverage and analyses as the
Bankipur bypoll in Bihar and
to a lesser degree, Datia in
Madhya Pradesh. 

The interest is nearly on a par
with that generated by the Aza-
mgarh Lok Sabha byelection,
post Emergency, in 1978 when
Mohsina Kidwai's victory
marked the Congress's resur-
rection, and in 1988, when VP
Singh had resigned from the
Congress and sought a fresh ref-
erendum in Allahabad, a seat
vacated by Amitabh Bachchan.
Singh's win triggered the
regrouping of a national coali-
tion of the Opposition against
the Rajiv Gandhi regime.
Bankipur, Datia and Manjalpur
in Gujarat voted on July 30,
results for which will be
declared on August 3.

Being an urban seat in west
Patna inhabited by a conglom-
eration of the city's elite, the
middle class, traders and a
sprinkling of the working
class, the focus on Bankipur is
understandable. The bypoll
comes immediately after the
historic protests staged by the

Cockroach Janta Party (CJP),
which extracted the first
major resignation from a
Union cabinet minister in the
BJP-led government. 

After Delhi, Patna saw the
most rambunctious demos in
which young women and men
bested the security forces at
every step, showing their uni-
formed adversaries in a pathetic
light. Such incidents fuelled
interest in Bankipur but there
are other compelling reasons too.

At stake is the future of two
protagonists: Nitin Nabin, the
newly appointed BJP president
who was the Bankipur legislator
before he was nominated to the
Rajya Sabha and Prashant
Kishor aka PK, who heads the
nascent Jan Suraaj Party (JSP).
The Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD)
is also in the fray but has not
actively figured in the discus-
sions among morning walkers
in parks and "chai addas", gener-
ous with the assessments they
share with roving YouTubers.

Retaining Bankipur, which
was held by Nabin's father
Kishore Prasad Sinha who
bequeathed it to his son, should
have been a breeze for the BJP.
It's a family borough for the
Sinhas who were favoured by
the predominance of their com-
munity of upper-caste
Kayasthas. But PK is trying
hard to upset the social algo-
rithm not because he, a Brah-
min, represents a major caste
here but because he is attempt-
ing to transcend Bihar's preoc-
cupation with caste equations
locked in an electoral grid.

Kishor is no stranger to the
BJP. He was a principal architect

of Modi's 2014 march to victory.
Buoyed by the success, he was
sought after as a strategist by
several leaders including
Mamata Banerjee and Nitish
Kumar. Kishor's campaign piv-
oted around three points: the
byelection is the best chance to
register protests against Modi; it
is the best chance for the ouster
of the CM, Samrat Choudhary;
and puncture the BJP's "arro-
gance" which, he said, peaked in
Bankipur where its leaders
claimed even if the party had
fielded a dog or cat, it would have
swept the poll.

However, the BJP readied its
counters, indicating that it was
not a goner. Its winning code,
revolving around the "saam,
daam, dand, bhed" (persuasion,
inducement, punishment, divi-
sion) doctrine, was in opera-
tion. But the word from insid-
ers was there was no marked
enthusiasm for Nabin, per-
ceived as a person foisted on
the party from the top and not

someone who organically
made his way up the ladder.
Indeed, it is doubtful how
many in the BJP, outside Bihar,
were familiar with Nabin
before his ascendancy.

Just as the steady erosion of
the political autonomy of states
happened in the Congress
under Indira Gandhi and
imploded into a crisis later,
over-centralisation might be
the BJP's bane to such an
extent that the outcome of
every election, including one to
a municipal corporation or a
panchayat, would lead to the
doorsteps of Modi and Amit
Shah. The latter is believed to
remote control every such
organisational exercise.

So far no questions were
asked and no answers given
for the mishaps that occurred
along the way but credit for
every success was appropriat-
ed and savoured by the leader-
ship. The ground has been pre-
pared in Bankipur: a win is

Modi's, a defeat will be
ascribed to the candidate,
Neeraj Sinha, who was not
Nabin's first choice. Might that
erode whatever authority
Nabin is allowed to exercise?

However, in the end, Bankipur
could be a blip, a footnote or a
chapter in the BJP's annals, but
high on Modi's preoccupation
is fashioning adequate respons-
es to the epic show of strength
at Jantar Mantar, which reflect-
ed on the failure of the central
intelligence apparatuses to
anticipate the chokehold on
Delhi for a week.

The initial responses to the
mass gathering were straight
out of the State's manual:
whisk away Sonam
Wangchuk, the mascot, under
the cover of white sheets, hop-
ing that would disperse the
roaches. When that failed,
shower lathis, tear gas and pel-
lets from air guns on the girls
and boys without calculating
the collateral damage.

Modi paid a big price
because, going against the
grain, he asked the CJP's main
target, the education minister
Dharmendra Pradhan, to
resign. By the time Pradhan
quit, the roaches had chosen
their next victim and that was
the PM himself. Everything
the CJP questioned about the
government's policies and gov-
ernance (or its absence) was
amplified in the tools they cre-
ated and disseminated on
Instagram. Memes, videos
with unprintable captions, car-
toons and riffs on Hindi film
songs. The CJP virtually put
the government and its minis-

ters on notice as nobody knows
who is next in the roaches' line.

However, there is no challenge
to Modi, within or without. In
any other party, such a virulent
spectacle might have spurred a
whisper campaign against the
apex leadership. Not in the
present day BJP. The allies
have not uttered a word on the
developments. The only
expression of dissent, quelled
almost as soon as it erupted,
came from the daughters of an
Odisha MP Aparajita Sarangi,
an Assam minister from the
Asom Gana Parishad Keshab
Mahanta and a former Uttar
Pradesh MLA Vikram Singh. 

The BJP is still poised to win
the next slew of elections,
including UP and Uttarak-
hand. The major victories will
be used to vindicate the rights
of the establishment and the
wrongs of the protests in an
attempt to recover political
capital. But as a political com-
mentator perceptively noted,
"The lesson of July is, there-
fore, not that the government
lost a minister. It is that dom-
inance can be manufactured
at the ballot box, but authori-
ty has to be earned between
elections, through institu-
tions people trust and contests
they can believe in." 

How else can one explain the
surge in protests on the streets
of Patna and Kolkata just
months after their voters gave
the BJP massive mandates?
Have anger and frustration
with the elected dispensations
set in record time? Or did vot-
ers not fully trust the mandate
given by the EVMs?

RADHIKA RAMASESHAN
SENIOR JOURNALIST

The ground has been
prepared in the Bihar
bypoll: a win is Modi's ,

a defeat will be
ascribed to the

candidate.

BANKIPUR BYPOLL : BJP president Nitin Nabin (left) with party candidate Neeraj Sinha.ANI 

S
PARTA stood as the
dominant military
power of the Greek
world in 431 BC. Its
supremacy was root-

ed in a formidable army.
Athens, however, was rising
with a powerful navy. “The
growth of Athens and the fear it
inspired in Sparta made war
inevitable,” observed Thucy-
dides, best known for his mas-
terpiece History of the Pelopon-
nesian War. Centuries later,
Harvard scholar Graham Alli-
son analysed 16 such conflicts
since the 16th century and
found that 12 ended in war. He
termed this dynamic the
Thucydidean Trap.

Chinese President Xi Jinping
has repeatedly invoked the
metaphor of the Thucydidean
Trap. In 2015, he told the Wall
Street Journal that strategic
miscalculations could push
major powers into such a trap.
In 2023, during a meeting with
the US Senate Majority Leader,
he insisted that the trap was
“not inevitable.” 

And most recently, on May
14, 2026, Xi asked the visiting
US President Donald Trump:
“Can China and the US tran-

scend the Thucydidean Trap?”
For Xi, avoiding a direct mili-
tary conflict with Washington is
central to China’s path to glob-
al leadership. After all, Sun
Tzu’s maxim still resonates:
the highest form of strategy is
to “win without fighting”.

Since 1949, emerging from
what it calls the “Century of
Humiliation,” China’s leader-
ship has pursued a singular
goal: restoring the nation to its
“Middle Kingdom” status at
the centre of world affairs.
Deng Xiaoping’s dictum, “hide
your strength, bide your time,”
guided Beijing’s posture for
much of the late 20th century.
Under Xi, however, China has
shed much of its caution. Its
pronouncements are more
forceful, its actions increasing-
ly assertive. The time for “hid-
ing intentions” appears to be
over. Yet even as Beijing grows
bolder, it remains keen to avoid
a military conflict with the US.
Instead, it seeks to reshape the
global order from within.

The West, the so-called Glob-
al North, is visibly apprehen-
sive of China’s ambitions. So,
Beijing has turned to the Glob-
al South as the foundation of its
leadership strategy. 

Its June 2026 White Paper,
“More Just and Equitable
Global Governance: China’s
Principles, Proposals and
Actions,” lays out a vision for
managing world affairs under
Chinese stewardship. This doc-
ument — alongside the Belt
and Road Initiative, BRICS,
the Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation and the Global

Governance Initiative of 2025
— forms the roadmap for Chi-
na’s bid for world leadership.

The White Paper is its most
candid articulation of global
leadership ambitions. After
outlining the “severe and com-
plex challenges facing the
world,” it highlights Beijing’s
“Global Governance Initiative”
and its contribution to promot-
ing global governance. 

On paper, it strikes all the
right notes — democracy, mul-
tilateralism, peace, and rule of
law. Yet coming from an
authoritarian regime, the
motives warrant closer scruti-
ny. Is this a principled stand, or
a calculated attempt to win the
trust of the Global South while
concealing deeper ambitions?
The gulf between what China
says and what China does is
indeed wide. Several contradic-
tions stand out:

■ Democracy in international
affairs: The White Paper calls

for greater democracy in global
governance. Yet China denies
democratic rights to its own cit-
izens. How credible is its prom-
ise to uphold democratic norms
internationally once it assumes
a leadership role?

■ Respect for multilateral
institutions: Beijing professes
support for the United Nations
and other multilateral bodies.
But in practice, it has rejected
rulings that go against its inter-
ests — most notably the 2016
Permanent Court of Arbitra-
tion award under UNCLOS,
which invalidated its sweeping
claims in the South China Sea.

■ Opposition to hegemony:
The document criticises hege-
monic behaviour by world pow-
ers. Yet China’s own “nine-
dash line” claims in the Pacific,
its insistence on absorbing Tai-
wan, and its cartographic
claims over Arunachal Pradesh
reflect precisely the hegemonic
posture it condemns.

■ Peace and non-proliferation:
The White Paper laments
armed conflicts and nuclear
proliferation, presenting Chi-
na as a balanced actor. But Bei-
jing’s support for Russia, Iran
and Pakistan in recent con-
flicts, including during Op
Sindoor, undermines this
claim. Its past role in nuclear
proliferation to North Korea
and Pakistan further exposes
its double standards.

■ Rule of law: The paper
pledges rigorous enforcement
of international law. Yet China
refuses to honour the UN Con-
vention on the Law of Non-
Navigational Uses of Interna-
tional Watercourses, denying
lower riparian states such as
India, Myanmar and Vietnam
their rights over rivers originat-
ing in Chinese territory.

In short, the White Paper,
seemingly a roadmap for equi-
table governance, is in actuali-
ty a carefully crafted narrative,
designed to reassure the Glob-
al South while masking Chi-
na’s pursuit of dominance.
Beijing’s model of global gov-
ernance will never be accept-
able to liberal democracies in
the West. The Global North, led
by the US, may ultimately
choose confrontation, spring-
ing the Thucydidean Trap that
China is so desperate to avoid.
But is war the only way to
block Beijing’s “Middle King-
dom” dream of world leader-
ship? Perhaps not. 

The Global South holds the
key. It must remain wary of
China’s machinations. , recog-
nise the gulf between lofty

rhetoric and actual conduct,
and anticipate the authoritari-
an, hegemonic posture Bei-
jing would adopt if it were to
lead the world order. The Glob-
al South should deny China
the mantle of leadership and
be wise not to repeat the mis-
take of the Global North in
trusting the sweet cadence of
Mandarin promises.

For India, the stakes are even
higher. First, it is a legitimate
challenger to China’s leader-
ship of the Global South. In the
late 1950s, India spearheaded
the Non-Aligned Movement,
much to Mao’s dismay. 

Second, China’s vision of
“national rejuvenation,” insep-
arable from its world power
dream, is not confined to Tai-
wan; it extends to territorial
claims over Arunachal
Pradesh, making India’s sov-
ereignty directly vulnerable. 

Third, if the Thucydidean
Trap proves inevitable, the
resulting military conflict could
be catastrophic, perhaps even a
third World War, fought in
India’s neighbourhood.

India’s challenge, therefore,
is not only to safeguard its own
national interests but also to
shape the choices of the Glob-
al South. If China’s rise is to
be met without war, then
India’s voice, credibility and
leadership will be indispensa-
ble in charting a more bal-
anced path forward. 

Perhaps it is time for India to
rethink its strategy, both in
engaging the Global South
and in dealing with China’s
ambitions head-on.

India’s challenge is to
safeguard its own

interests and to shape
the choices of the

Global South.

Ambitious China wary of the Thucydidean Trap 

LT GEN MK KATIYAR (RETD) 
FORMER GOC-IN-C, 

WESTERN COMMAND

POWER DYNAMIC : The West is visibly apprehensive of China’s ambitions. REUTERS 

ACROSS
1 Open area around 

a city (5,4)
8 Arrive at (5)
9 Precise moment (7)
10 Communicate (6)
11 In improved health (6)
12 Spread beyond normal

limits (8)
15 All-embracing (8)
18 Piquant sauce, pickle 

etc. (6)
20 Diffident (6)
21 City of southwest 

Canada (7)
22 Stir up (5)
23 In the act of crime (3-6)

DOWN
2 Large cooking stove (5)
3 Thing with distinct

existence (6)
4 Provide funds for (8)
5 A quivering (6)
6 Story with moral lesson (7)
7 Attempt to gloss over

errors (9)
11 Record of a

misdemeanour (5,4)
13 Intrude on (8)
14 Large sports venue (7)
16 Edible bivalve mollusc (6)
17 Watchword (6)
19 Be member of armed

forces (5)

Yesterday’s Solution
Across: 1 Baptism, 4 Leg-up, 7 Oust, 8 One or two, 10 Motion-
less, 12 Revise, 13 Thwart, 15 Shortrange, 18 Opponent, 19
Fair, 20 Terse, 21 Enhance.

Down: 1 Bloom, 2 Positive, 3 Mingle, 4 Lion’s share, 5 Gate, 6
Project, 9 Dog’s chance, 11 Maintain, 12 Rule out, 14 Bronze,
16 Eerie, 17 Spur.

JULY 31, 2026, FRIDAY 
■ Shaka Samvat 1948

■ Shravan Shaka 9

■ Shravan Parvishte 16

■ Hijari 1448

■ Krishna Paksha Tithi 2, up to 10:32 pm

■ Saubhagya Yoga up to 11:55 pm

■ Dhanishtha Nakshatra up to 7:27 pm

■ Moon enters Aquarius sign 6:38 am

■ Panchak start 6:38 am  
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YESTERDAY’S SOLUTION

forecastsu do ku quick crossword

V. HARD

8 3 2
6 4 7 3

5 7
6 7 8 4

3 5 9 1
4 8

2 6 7 1
1 9 4

5 3 1 8 4 7 2 6 9

2 4 7 1 6 9 5 3 8

6 8 9 3 2 5 7 4 1

1 9 6 4 8 2 3 7 5

8 2 4 5 7 3 1 9 6

7 5 3 9 1 6 4 8 2

9 7 5 2 3 8 6 1 4

4 6 2 7 9 1 8 5 3

3 1 8 6 5 4 9 2 7

CITY MAX MIN
Chandigarh 35 25
New Delhi 34 26
Amritsar 35 27
Bathinda 37 25
Jalandhar 35 26
Ludhiana 32 25
Bhiwani 35 25
Hisar 36 28
Sirsa 38 29
Dharamsala 28 21
Manali 24 17
Shimla 22 17
Srinagar 30 21
Jammu 31 26

Kargil 28 16
Leh 27 13

Dehradun 31 22
Mussoorie 24 17

SUNSET: FRIDAY 19:18 HRS
SUNRISE: SATURDAY 05:40 HRS

TEMPERATURE IN OC
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  ‘P
eople pleaser!” That’s the insult 
Andy Burnham’s enemies sneer at 
him.  And yes, he will need all his 
mightiest people-pleasing talents to 
win over voters to contribute to a new 
national care service. Choosing this 
forever failed policy  ( 22  major reviews 
 over three decades)  as his i rst great 

challenge is a remarkable act of bravery. No mere 
people pleaser would dare try it.

It will use up  vast amounts of political capital to 
get a national care service of  the ground .                             This is no 
grasp at low-hanging fruit, no search  for a quick  win. 
It’s a cause of deep conviction. In his speech from 
a  north London care home, the  prime minister told 
of his father with dementia, and of the struggle  for 
families  to get any help,  the poor quality of much of it, 
the astronomical costs for some  and the proi teering 
of private equity i rms buying up care homes. That 
will have resonated with  many, but his challenge now 
is to win the attention , hearts and minds of those who 
know nothing of social care.  

 A  survey last year  found   33%  of people in England 
 believed care  was generally free at the point of need, 
like the NHS, and another  18%   didn’t know whether 

it was . Many get  a nasty shock  when they need it 
for their family and i nd  they must pay  if they have 
savings above  £23,250 . Only  4%  listed social care as a 
top priority for the country; its political salience is  low 
because at any one time, few people  are using it  – and 
they put it out their minds afterwards.  In England, this 
unseen service  uses up a phenomenal    78%    of local 
council funds : no wonder people think they get bad 
value for their council tax, as visible services keep 
shrinking to pay for it. Everything about it is broken.

People need to wake up to what confronts us. 
They need to know that the roulette wheel of fate 
decides which families are stricken by dementia:   one 
in three    people alive today will get this most dreaded 
of diseases .  Some may live for years in a nursing home: 
  one in seven       will pay over £100,000  and some will have 
to sell the family home.

But still, this  nation of gamblers shrugs. People 
bet that it will never happen to them ; that when their 
time comes, they will just drop dead. Burnham rightly 
described  the UK’s social care system as  equally unfair 
as the US health system: it bankrupts some . Would 
people rather pay a dei ned amount  or risk 
losing everything? It’s an insurance of er 
to protect against catastrophic loss.

Forty-fi ve climate policies ditched while the world burns  Bill McGuire, page 3

If my kids do opt for the hard-hat life, is that OK? Emma Brockes, page 4

Mike Salisbury, TV producer known for the Life wildlife series Obituaries, page 6
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  Research  by  the  Health  Foundation   has 
found public support for funding reform, 
but –  here’s the catch  – only “ once people 

understand the current system ”.  As Louise Casey 
embarks on her  Big Conversation  on care, educating 
people about the  system will be her primary task .

 This is about better care, too . For-proi t care is 
lower quality than voluntary, non-proi t or local 
authority -run care services,     the Blavatni     k School of 
Government  has found. This chaotic system includes 
  16,500 care homes  : 85% for proi t, many small family -
run businesses and  some private equity big chains that 
will not be part of the new care service.

Why do we endure this barely regulated, barely 
inspected patchwork of confusion? This was another 
disastrous Margaret Thatcher privatisation, of the 
kind Burnham intents to repair.     After a  1988 report  
by the supermarket executive   Roy Grii  ths , Thatcher 
ef ectively ordered councils to close their own homes 
and services, outsourcing them to the private sector, 
and closed NHS geriatric care wards. Crafting a new 
national care service out of all this would be the 
hardest of all in-sourcing tasks.

This week, the  prime minister warned the NHS 
could collapse unless social care is repaired.  Last 
month, about  13,600 beds   were  occupied by people 
who  were there only for lack of social care elsewhere , 
and delayed discharges  cost      the NHS    £2.7bn    last year . 
Burnham talks of integrating NHS and social care, with 
a workforce eventually on the same pay and with the 
same career progression.        

W
ill people agree to pay 
up ? There are signs they 
will: when Boris Johnson 
 proposed a care levy , it was 
surprisingly popular. But 
it was  abolished by       Kwasi 
Kwarteng   before it could be 
implemented. Which was 

just as well, because  the plan added  1.25  percentage 
points  to employee and employer national insurance. 
That meant  workers, not pensioners, would pay.  No 
extra tax would fall on dividends or other unearned 
income that doesn’t  attract NI contributions.  

Whatever system emerges , one principle must be 
that not a penny more  is paid by the young for the old. 
 Pensioners in the UK are the  least likely group to be in 
poverty     (though, of course, some are). They generally 
have the most wealth and property, alongside i nal 
salary and triple-locked pensions. They are the 
overwhelming benei ciaries of the NHS. It’s no cliche 
to say the young are the future, so they must come 
i rst, in better early -years education, holiday childcare  
and schools with a wider technical, arts, drama, sports 
and design curriculum, while further education gets 
the funding and status it needs. The old must pay for 
the old, in one way or another.

This  is a minei eld. The politics of social care are 
fraught beyond all the other great problems Burnham 
could have chosen at the start. But  the tone of his 
speech  suggests the new  prime minister really m ay lift 
this as a national priority. The wreckers in the Tory and 
Reform parties m ay i nd themselves wrong-footed  
 and, yet again, out of tune with the public mood.

When Burnham says  we need “a dif erent kind 
of politics: problem-solving, not point-scoring”, 
some old hands sigh and say:  “Good luck with that!” 
But Burnham may strike a chord. A public grown 
hostile to politics may see through Kemi Badenoch ’s 
deliberately impossible conditions for consensus 
agreement, as  she cynically and childishly demands  
no borrowing, no taxes and no taking from “those 
who have made provisions and saved up over the 
course of their lives”. They know someone must 
pay, and that includes those lucky enough to have 
“made provisions”.

It has never been the right time to brave social 
care reform. But it m ay be now, with a leader driven 
by personal belief, in his early stages, when he still 
has substantial amounts of political capital. He has 
grasped the nettle: will society,  politics  and the 
media? If not now, when? 

Andy Burnham is well qualii ed to speak on the 
subject of what can go wrong with social care 
policy. As health secretary in 2010, he proposed 
reforms to be funded by a 10% inheritance levy. This 
was called a “ death tax ” by the opposition. It was 
never introduced.

Where Mr Burnham failed, none have 
subsequently succeeded. David Cameron accepted 
the recommendations of the 2011  Dilnot commission , 
which proposed a cap on the amount any individual 
would pay for care, but the cost to the exchequer 
thwarted implementation. Theresa May  suggested 
plugging the money gap with a revised means  test and 
no individual cap. This was branded a “ dementia tax ” 
by opponents and never saw the light of day.

Boris Johnson planned a “health and social care 
levy” alongside a means test. That fell foul of  the 
Tories’  ideological allergy to tax rises. Labour’s 2024 
election manifesto promised a “national care service”. 
Sir Keir Starmer then commissioned a review, led by 
 Louise Casey, to explore reform options and report 
back in 2028, a timetable that made change before the 
next general election  unlikely .

Mr Burnham has retrieved the Casey review from 
the long grass. It will now report next year. The prime 
minister has also called for a “national conversation” 
with a view to i nding cross-party consensus on social 
care in England. He has invited the leaders of the Liberal 
Democrats and Conservatives (but notably not Reform 
UK or the Greens) for talks.  Dame Louise will oversee a 

 Like a sporting Dr Pangloss, Fifa’s president, 
Gianni Infantino, would like to persuade football 
followers that they are living in the best of all possible 
worlds. Maddeningly for him, many disagree. On 
Monday, Mr Infantino  published  a 15-page Instagram 
rant in which he bemoaned the “hate and false 
rumours” in circulation during the recent men’s World 
Cup. White House  interference  over a crucial refereeing 
decision, prohibitive ticket  prices , unnecessary but 
lucrative  hydration breaks ; it was all, as his best friend in 
politics, Donald Trump, would say, “fake news”.

But where the president of world football’s governing 
body sees haters, others see lovers of the game rightly 
concerned over where  he is taking it.  On Tuesday, Fifa 
 coni rmed  that it hopes to sell stakes in the World Cup 
and other tournaments to private investors  who may 
include Joshua Kushner, the brother of Mr Trump’s son-
in-law Jared. The investors would buy into a new  $20bn 
company ,  Fifa Forward Enterprise,  which would sell all 
of Fifa’s commercial rights, including ticketing, and take 
charge of “operational delivery” of World Cups.

Members of the extended Trump family do not 
generally contemplate business ventures out of a 
desire to spread “joy and happiness” in the world 
(which the egregious Mr Infantino presents as his  
 mission ). If the plans go ahead – sweetened by 
of ers of a $30m windfall for national associations 
– investors’ desires to maximise revenues would 
undoubtedly accelerate the hyper-monetisation of the 
World Cup  that is already taking place.

wider consultation exercise, taking views from the 
public. Lessons can also be learned from  Scotland 
and Wales, with their devolved care models. This 
process is intended, in the prime minister’s words, to 
enable “more problem solving, less point-scoring”  in 
the politics of social care .

The idea is laudable. In  his speech   yesterday  , 
Mr Burnham was eloquent on the subject of what 
has to change in Westminster culture: the need to 
foster a climate where hard issues might be debated 
in good faith, without long-term national interests 
being sabotaged for short-term partisan advantage.

The prime minister was also refreshingly 
generous in his praise for care workers, recognising 
the technical and emotional challenges they meet 
for  inadequate reward . He is right to  say that they 
deserve higher wages and to  make explicit the debt 
that all of Britain owes to a section of the labour 
force that is substantially staf ed  by immigrants.

Generosity of spirit is easier to dispense than 
money. Mr Burnham is new enough to Downing 
Street that he can af ord to set out broad principles 
without being pinned down to specii cs. That 
privilege will not last long. He admits that a 
commitment to grapple with an issue that is 
notoriously destructive of political capital is 
a gamble. Cross-party consensus will remain 
elusive if any revenue-raising mechanism is liable 
to be denounced as an unconscionable tax raid. 
The  Conservatives  and  Reform UK ,  for going the 
opportunity to appear broad-minded , have already 
indicated that this is their position.

 Mr Burnham has enough Labour MPs to enact 
change without opposition support. Reforms, and 
the contributions that pay for them within the i scal 
rules, will form the basis for a future consensus if 
enough voters are persuaded they are necessary 
and fair. There is a long road to travel before that 
campaign begins, but the prime minister’s i rst 
steps are the right ones.

Almost certainly there would be pressure for more 
frequent and bigger tournaments at both club and 
national level, distorting the international game’s 
calendar to the detriment of domestic leagues. 
Mr Infantino has already indicated that he would 
look favourably on such an expansion, despite 
 objections  from bodies such as Uefa, European 
football’s governing body. Innovations such as the 
widely loathed hydration breaks – which by breaking 
games up into four quarters, US-style, allowed extra 
advertising slots – would no doubt proliferate.

The prospect revives fears generated by the 
failed European Super League  proposals , which 
were furiously opposed by football supporters in 
2021. During this summer’s World Cup in the  US, 
Mr Kushner and others will have  seen  at i rst-hand 
the vast commercial possibilities of an event that 
unites a global audience in an age of fragmented 
media. As the highest-level steward of the game, 
Fifa’s primary job is to protect football from forces 
 that might be interested in  exploiting its appeal 
by selling its soul; instead, under Mr Infantino, it 
appears happy to do their job for them.

Angry opposition to the plans from Uefa and 
Concacaf (the equivalent body for North and Central 
America) suggests that the governance of the game 
may be at a crossroads. Mr Infantino’s tireless self-
promotion, and shameless ef orts to curry  favour  
with the Trump administration, have long grated. 
But placing the planet’s most-watched sporting 
competition at risk from predation by private capital 
is of a somewhat dif erent order of magnitude.

The visionary creator of the World Cup, 
Jules Rimet,  hoped  that it would help foster unity 
and solidarity between nations. Mr Infantino 
routinely pays lip service to such ideals, and did so 
again in his Instagram screed. In reality, though, 
he is dragging the world’s favourite sport further 
and further away from its roots, as he relentlessly 
follows the money wherever it leads.

�
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  S
uch is the astonishing scale of the 
 wildi res burning at the gates of 
  Bordeaux   and  Madrid , that if they had 
happened 20, or – even 10 – years ago, 
they  might well have shocked the world 
into taking action on the climate crisis. 
But like the proverbial frog in a pot of 
slowly heating water, we have become 

inured; not only to the ever more devastating impacts 
of climate breakdown, but also, increasingly, to the 
actions needed to bring global heating to heel.

Even as more than   35,000    wildi res  rage across the 
surface of our world, and as we continue to rewind our 
planet’s climate so it  resembles hotter episodes from 
its distant past , governments and trading blocs  are very 
deliberately turning away from climate action.

The latest evidence that we are not only doing too 
little  but actually doing less as time goes by  is  provided 
by the climate action media platform ,  We Don’t Have 
Time .  It reported  last week  that the  12 months to 
July this year saw the reversal across the world of  45  
climate policies. The retreat on climate action is global, 
but Europe – previously seen as a leader in emissions 
reductions – is in the vanguard, weakening measures 
across the board, including in the areas of carbon 
pricing, methane emissions and the phasing out of 
petrol and diesel vehicles.

This isn’t yet an apocalyptic reversal of the majority 
of climate commitments, as the continuity of countless 
other climate policies testii es. We are, however, at an 
especially critical period: if we don’t want backsliding 
on climate action to continue, we have to act now.

We Don’t Have Time  lays the blame squarely at the 
foot of lobbying by the fossil fuel sector and other 
industries antagonistic to climate action, making the 
point that as long as the usual suspects continue to 
make the most noise in the meetings where decisions 
are made, they will get what they want. What we have 
to do, then, is to make even more noise – on the streets, 
via the ballot box  and in the media – putting pressure 
on politicians and governments so that they don’t cave 
in to vested business interests .

 We must force those in power to join the dots 
between the i res raging across Europe and the   El Niño    
building in the Pacii c , and the activities of the fossil 

A wild� re 
near the town 
of Mirabel-
et-Blacons in 
southeastern 
France on 28 
July (above); 
evacuees 
from Spanish 
wild� res shelter 
in a Madrid 
sports centre
PHOTOGRAPHS: 
MOHAMAD 
SALAHELDIN/
ANADOLU/GETTY 
IMAGES; JUAN 
CARLOS LUCAS/
ZUMA PRESSWIRE/
SHUTTERSTOCK

fuel corporations and others who choose not to do so. 
But we need our own lobbyists too – those qualii ed 
and in positions to speak truth to power about the 
dire straits we are already in, who can add credence to 
the noisy debate. Cue the world’s climate scientists. 
At this critical moment, the science has a duty to 
out-shout and out-shine corporate weasel words and 
government irresponsibility. The problem is that even 
now, at a time when the rate of global heating has 
doubled, this is just not happening.

Sure, there are climate scientists out there  
telling it like it is, making a lot of noise  and often 
putting their livelihoods and career prospects on 
the line, but they remain the exception rather than 
 the rule. Far too many individuals, for one reason or 
another, still keep silent, heads below the parapet, 
fears and frets internalised.

In 2021, I  wrote an open letter  to all climate 
scientists, reminding them that they had a duty to 
speak out, to come down o�  the fence  and to force 
those who need to know to listen to the truth. Sadly, 
i ve years on, little has changed. For far too many 
people, fears about funding, academic advancement, 
prestige, and the contempt or ridicule of colleagues, 
still trump speaking out.

W
ith the heat continuing to 
ratchet up, it is clear this 
cannot go on. If we want 
to have any possibility 
of drowning out the 
bogus claptrap of those 
determined to prevent 
serious climate action, then 

climate scientists – all scientists for that matter – need 
to wake up now and make themselves heard.

Climate science is a vast tent that incorporates 
aspects of geology, chemistry, physics, oceanography, 
meteorology, economics, social science  and many 
other i elds, so that one  source putting the number 
of climate scientists at  18,000 worldwide  is almost 
certainly an underestimate. When it comes to 
scientists of every ilk, the global i gure  comes out at 
not far short of 10 million . Just imagine how much 
racket the scientii c community could make if it spoke 
with the same voice – demanding the reinstatement 
of climate-friendly policies, arguing for more rapid 
emissions cuts, and at the same time overwhelming 
the peri dious calls for inertia from those lobbying 
for business as usual.

This  may well be our last chance to turn things 
around; to help politicians grow the backbone  
they need to stand up to vested interests . At this 
crucial time every scientist needs to examine 
their conscience, take on board the reality that 
there will be no research grants on a dead planet – 
and act accordingly.       

Forty-fi ve more 
climate policies 
ditched while 
the world burns
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If my kids opt 
for the hard-hat 
life, is that OK?

of all young people  is perfectly timed and sensibly 
presented and shouldn’t sound as radical as it does. 
It is, of course, a correction to existing norms that 
university-for-all is a proper national goal and the 
only personal determinant of ambition and success. 
By contrast, Burnham said on Tuesday, this country 
should  “value the hard hat every bit as much as the 
graduation cap”   as he spoke about tailoring technical 
and vocational training to meet local job needs and 
tackle youth unemployment.

 Evidence  suggests that a culture shift is already 
under way and that Burnham is simply validating an 
existing trend. I’m in the US at the moment, where the 
cost-reward ratio of going to college  is so out of whack 
that student numbers have been  dropping for years .  
Smart people on podcasts direct young people towards 
their in-state universities, which charge a fraction 
of the cost of the prestigious private ones (not the 
Ivy Leagues, so much, which can af ord to subsidise 
any family making less than $400,000 a year, but the 
smaller, boutique liberal arts colleges  that charge  as 
much as $80,000  in annual tuition ).

In the UK, too, for the last two years,  university 
numbers have  dipped  slightly . This is partly a result 
of changing demographics – smaller families mean a 
smaller supply of school-leaving 18-year-olds – and 
partly to do with the cost .

The question is what this is doing to perceptions 
about the usefulness or otherwise of going to college, 
which, as we know, isn’t just about earning potential. 
 In both the  US  and the  UK  , being a graduate still 
delivers average median earnings that are higher than 
the earnings of non-graduates. But while middle-class 
people make jokes about how their plumbers probably 
earn more than they do, the fact remains that it is the 
other stuf  – the cultural and social capital of going to 
college – that underscores this particular bias.

So it is that, while “low-value” degrees have been 
the target of derision ever since media studies  became 
a thing in the 90s , when you dig down into why people 
want their kids to go to university,  it is as much to do 
with social  benei ts as academic attainment .  When 
will they meet the friends who will stay with them and 
godparent their children if not while sitting around 
watching mid-morning telly for three years  as they 
slowly matur e into adults? Are those friendships 
worth 10 grand a year? How, exactly, do you put a 
value on the non-academic stuf ? I always think of a 
thing  Don DeLillo said once about honouring a need 
to “drink cof ee and look at the world”   for a space of 
years, something that in the current economic climate 
sounds like a preposterous indulgence. And yet, for 
lots of 18-year-olds, it remains a valuable exercise.

But not all of them. Surely the  main takeaway from 
Burnham’s speech is a reminder that there is more 
than one way of doing things. You can go to college, 
or not go to college, or go at 35 not 18, and all those 
things should be regarded as equal. Meanwhile, the 
whole conversation around college is just part of a 
larger one about changing work patterns in which, 
on the evidence so far, gen Z are proving reluctant to 
  repeat the experience   of their parents’ generation by  
taking up oi  ce jobs – with  pushback from gen X, who 
feel they came of age in oi  ce structures that taught 
them all sorts of useful things, such as how to work 
alongside people they found basically unbearable.

We all bring  biases to the  question  of how to live life. 
I went to university and want my kids to do the same. 
My mum would’ve loved to have gone to university 
but had to leave school at 16 and I’m sure that’s in the 
mix, too. But when the question of college education 
came up in our house, I tried hard to take myself of  
generational autopilot, stop being so hidebound by 
precedent, and properly consider the alternative.

 L
ately I’ve been having a conversation 
with friends  that a few years ago 
would’ve been  unthinkable. Partly, 
this is because of how sheltered  we 
all tend to be when trying to imagine 
our kids’ lives running on dif erent 
tracks to our own. But it’s also about 
the world changing. A brilliant young 

person I know left school, took up an internship, 
turned it into a job and now she’s in her early 20s with 
no debt and a great position at a big fashion house. 
“Maybe I won’t go to university, either,” said one of 
my kids, eyeing me for a reaction, while I nodded 
thoughtfully and tried to ride out the panic.

 Andy Burnham’s  announcement  this week that 
university shouldn’t be the single, aspirational goal 
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The Choice
To Connect
A Little More Social
By Nicholas Epley
Knopf, 320 pages, $32

BOOKSHELF | By Meghan Cox Gurdon

Dear Diary, I Hope They Don’t FOIA You

T he embarrassing revela-
tions from Anthony
Fauci’s diary make me

wonder if anyone ever gave
him the warning I received
when I served in George W.
Bush’s administration: Be care-
ful what you write down. As
Dr. Fauci is learning, anything
written down while working
for government can become a
government record.

Diaries have been part of
the landscape since the earli-
est days of our republic.
George Washington kept one,
filling it during his early morn-
ing “quiet time,” when he also
wrote letters and handled pa-
perwork. From John Quincy
Adams’s diary we know that he
regularly woke early and swam
naked in the Potomac, occa-
sionally with his sons or his
valet.

In the modern era, Harry S.

Truman, Dwight Eisenhower,
Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan,
both Bushes and Barack
Obama all kept diaries, though
various in form and regularity.
Some would add Donald
Trump, although we know his
diary by other names: his
Twitter feed and Truth Social

posts. In 2017, journalist Mi-
chael Kruse characterized Mr.
Trump’s Twitter feed as “the
latest adaptation of a long-
standing portion of the records
of the activities of the execu-
tive branch.”

Presidential diaries often
reveal a frustration with the
press. Truman wrote: “To hell
with them. When history is

written they will be the sons
of bitches—not I.” Carter
called the press corps “com-
pletely irresponsible and un-
necessarily abusive.” Reagan
recorded during the Iran-Con-
tra scandal that “the media
looks like it’s trying to create
another Watergate.” Such
grumbles are nothing like Dr.
Fauci’s basking in the glowing
coverage he received.

As a historian, I find that
diaries provide interestingly
mundane details that lend
color to a story. Carter’s diary
mentions the books he read
and movies he watched. Occa-
sionally you learn about the in-
ner workings of the White
House. George H.W. Bush re-
corded why Donald Rumsfeld
was shut out of jobs in his ad-
ministration: Rumsfeld was
“unacceptable, because
[James] Baker doesn’t like
him, and I worry about his
game playing, and I think

Brent [Scowcroft] does, too.”
Some diary revelations can

only be appreciated with time.
At the end of 1972, after a
landslide re-election victory,
Richard Nixon wrote that
“1973 will be a better year.”
One year later, with the Water-
gate scandal building, Nixon
jotted down in one of his note-
pads, “Last Christmas here?”

As much as I benefit from
presidential diaries, I continue
to feel that for staffers like Dr.
Fauci and me, the risks out-
weigh the benefit. I’m glad I
chose not to keep a diary when
I served in government. I’m
betting that Dr. Fauci now
wishes he had also resisted the
urge.

Mr. Troy is a senior fellow
at the Ronald Reagan Institute,
a senior scholar at Yeshiva
University’s Straus Center, and
author of five books on the
presidency.

By Tevi Troy

Did anyone warn
Fauci to be careful
what he wrote down?

OPINION

K urt Vonnegut once gave a charming defense of
running errands the old-fashioned way. In a 2005
interview, he recalled needing an envelope. His

wife suggested that he go online, order a lot of envelopes
and keep the surplus for next time.

“So I pretend not to hear her,” Vonnegut said. “And go
out to get an envelope because I’m going to have a hell
of a good time in the process of buying one envelope. I
meet a lot of people. And, see some great looking babes.
And a fire engine goes by. And I give them the thumbs
up. And, and ask a woman what kind of dog that is. And,
and I don’t know.”

Vonnegut’s openness to serendipitous in-person encoun-
ters is exactly the spirit that Nicholas Epley hopes to
summon with “A Little More Social,” a cheerful, data-sup-
ported apologia for conversation and conviviality. The
author urges us to engage with others more often, more

deeply and more honestly,
even if we have to push
through momentary feelings
of awkwardness (which
most of us will).

A professor of behavioral
science at the University of
Chicago Booth School of
Business and the author of
“Mindwise: How We Under-
stand What Others Think,
Believe, Feel, and Want”
(2014), Mr. Epley reminds us
that we are, as Aristotle
said, social animals. Sociabil-
ity feels good to us, even as
the advent of handheld tech-
nologies and other cultural

changes have caused us to spend more time remote from
one another. As things have evolved, the author writes,
we are “reluctant to reach out and actually be social in
the ways that connect us positively with other people.
We avoid talking with strangers. Once talking, we stick to
small talk rather than connecting more deeply. Or more
often we avoid talking altogether and keep our social dis-
tance by typing to each other.”

It’s not good. Loneliness was on the rise before the
Covid-19 pandemic, and it’s worse now. Young people are
particularly afflicted. A 2021 survey cited by Mr. Epley
found that 79% of Americans between the ages of 18 and
24 reported feelings of loneliness. Another measure of
disaffection suggests that young adults have felt steadily
more social isolation with each passing decade.

The cure for what ails us, in Mr. Epley’s prognosis, is
making what he calls “the choice.” Train commuters may
be tempted to retreat to their phones, but they can make
the choice instead to chat with a seatmate. A person who
needs assistance can wallow in frustration or make the
choice to ask for help. Acquaintances can drift through
conversational banalities or choose to engage in meatier,
more satisfying subjects.

According to Mr. Epley, making the choice to act in a
sincere and neighborly manner has many more positive
than negative outcomes. In “A Little More Social” he pro-
vides documentation for his assertions by way of charts,
graphs and extensive citations, though his material is so
sensible that proof seems hardly necessary. The message
is sufficiently simple that it could have been a magazine
piece or a series of posts on social media.

Yet the fact that a dictum such as “choose kindness”
works as a standalone thought does not make it unwor-
thy of development. It is in explication of his pleasant
ideas that Mr. Epley really shines. He supplies the reader
with nonbanal conversational gambits, such as: “What is
something that you want to accomplish?” He peppers the
book with colorful anecdotes. Some derive from history,
as when he relates the lengthy process by which Charles
Darwin decided whether or not to propose marriage to
Emma Wedgwood. Over the course of months, the great
naturalist drew up lists of pros and cons (“in London like
a prisoner” if he married; “spending one’s whole life, like
a neuter bee, working, working” if he didn’t). In the end,
Darwin chose to pop the question, Emma chose to accept,
and great happiness, plus 10 children, ensued.

Some of the author’s real-life cases come from col-
leagues and professional fellow travelers such as Jia
Jiang, the author of “Rejection Proof” (2015), who over-
came a morbid fear of repudiation by making cockama-
mie requests of others for 100 days in a row. Mr. Jiang
asked a security guard for $100. He asked to take a nap
in a mattress store. He invited strangers to compliment
him. Mr. Jiang was met mostly with friendliness, even
from those who turned him down. No one yelled at him
for his impertinence. “We reject ourselves way more than
we’re rejected by others,” he told Mr. Epley. “I see the
world as a much kinder place than I thought it was.”

The author also draws on realizations from his own
life, such as the time he found himself perversely stifling
another man’s generous impulse. He was standing in line
at Chick-fil-A with his wife and five children when the
chap behind them offered to pick up their tab. Mr. Epley
demurred. The stranger insisted. Mr. Epley declined.
At last, the man broke through with an extraordinary
question: “Can you not accept a blessing when it’s
offered to you?”

It’s a good question. Can we not? In Vonnegut’s little
story about buying an envelope, he went on to describe
himself and the rest of us as “dancing animals” who love
to move around. It’s possible to dance alone, of course,
but dancing usually involves others. Making the choice to
dance with others, to talk candidly, to express gratitude
and admiration, to rekindle old friendships, to give a
thumbs-up to the fire engine and ask a woman what kind
of dog that is—all these little decisions offer chances to
extract more zest from life.

Happiness is not stable, Mr. Epley tells us; it’s like a
leaky tire that needs continual pumping up with positive
experiences. “If you want to live a consistently more con-
nected life,” he writes, “take the easy opportunities you
have to connect repeatedly.”

Mrs. Gurdon is a Free Expression columnist at WSJ Opin-
ion and the author of “The Enchanted Hour.”

Loneliness is on the rise. Those who habitually
retreat to their phones might consider striking
up a conversation with a stranger instead.

Columbia, S.C.
Lindsey Gra-
ham’s irre-
placeabi l i ty
has dawned
on America’s
political class,
or that part of
it that cares
about Amer-
ica’s hard
power around

the globe. Graham’s refusal to
take himself too seriously and
his penchant for humor en-
abled him to establish a genu-
ine rather than an expedient
friendship with Donald
Trump. Nobody could better
make the case to the presi-
dent that coercion, in the
Middle East or Ukraine,
achieves peace when diplo-
macy can’t.

None of Graham’s aspiring
successors will fill that role,
but some may come closer to
it than others. Two weeks ago,
when I last reported on the
situation in South Carolina,
Graham’s sister, Darline, had
agreed to serve out her
brother’s term—without any
notion, I’m reliably told, of
running for the seat. When
she came to Washington for
the swearing-in ceremony, Mr.
Trump met her, assessed her
favorably, urged her to file as
a candidate and, before she
could make a decision, posted
his “Complete and Total En-
dorsement.” One doesn’t eas-
ily turn down a plea by the
president of the United States.
Ms. Graham agreed to run.

Quite a risk, even for Mr.
Trump. The one-page biogra-
phy handed out at the state-

The Quiet Sen. Graham
house when Gov. Henry Mc-
Master announced his choice
of Ms. Graham mentions the
honorable work she has done
at various state agencies but
nothing about policy or poli-
tics or elections. Has she ever
given a public address? Can
she make the case for the pol-
icies her brother championed?
Does she have anything in her
past that her campaign man-
ager might like to know?

Might she get in front of a
news camera, or on a debate
stage, and bungle so badly
that an adversary features her
in an ad? Most important:
Does this quiet civil servant
want the job enough to tangle
with ambitious pols ready to
rip each other apart for Lind-
sey’s seat?

She may give the Republi-
can electorate hopeful an-
swers to these questions, but
an endorsement by Mr. Trump
won’t exempt her from the
brutalities of a primary and
general election.

One entrant to the race oc-
casioned headlines: Mark San-
ford, former congressman
(1995-2001, 2013-19) and gov-
ernor (2003-11). Mr. Sanford’s
policy fixation hasn’t changed
since he entered public life
three decades ago: the deadly
effects of deficit spending and
attendant debt. Most Republi-
cans agree that an almost $40
trillion debt menaces the re-
public, and most of those
would applaud proposals to
rein in entitlement spending,
as we used to call it.

But the last time the sub-
ject of debt mobilized millions
of Republican voters—in 2009,

when Barack Obama’s bailouts
and “stimulus” spending in-
spired the tea-party move-
ment—Mr. Sanford, then his
state’s governor, wrecked his
own career. He did this by
causing one of the weirdest
and funniest political scandals
of the modern era.

Your humble columnist
worked for Mr. Sanford at the
time, as some readers will
know. I mention this only to
note that the former con-
gressman and governor has

never shown the slightest in-
terest in foreign policy. Lind-
sey Graham and Mark Sanford
were once close; so much so
that Mr. and Mrs. Sanford, as
they then were, named Gra-
ham godfather to their youn-
gest son. Still I strongly sus-
pect Mr. Sanford, a quasi-
libertarian at heart, would
view the hawkish policies ad-
vocated by Graham in nar-
rowly fiscal terms and deem
them too expensive.

In a past column I sug-
gested that Mr. Trump’s pri-
mary endorsements work best
when he has a candidate to
sink as well as one to elevate.
Mr. Sanford, who mounted a
brief presidential campaign in
2020 on anti-Trump motifs,
will supply the president with
a man to sink. Expect Truth

Social fulminations, from
which Ms. Graham will bene-
fit. Even so, Mr. Sanford has
wide name recognition, much
of it positive, and years of ex-
perience as a campaigner and
officeholder. Until 2018, when
he came up short in a House
primary for the excellent rea-
son that he neglected to
mount a campaign—too ex-
pensive!—he had never lost an
election.

Will Ms. Graham carry on
her brother’s “legacy,” as her
campaign literature claims?
The task of replacing the
ubiquitous Lindsey Graham
seems undoable, but his sister
signals the right attitude.
She’s a lead sponsor, with Sen.
Richard Blumenthal (D.,
Conn.), of legislation imposing
sanctions on purchasers of
Russian oil. Her brother had
labored to secure White House
approval for the bill. On Tues-
day it cleared a procedural
hurdle with loads of votes
from both parties. I doubt
Vice President JD Vance, who
in 2022 said “I don’t really
care what happens to Ukraine
one way or another,” would
lift a finger to support it.

At Graham’s funeral at First
Baptist Church, I spotted most
of the candidates seeking to
succeed him, among them Mr.
Sanford, Rep. Ralph Norman
of the Fifth District, Rep. Rus-
sell Fry of the Seventh, and of
course Sen. Darline Graham.
Despite my hopes as a chroni-
cler, she didn’t speak, as she
hadn’t the day before at ser-
vices in Washington. Presum-
ably she will soon. Aug. 11 is
election day.

A Senate primary
features several savvy
politicians and one
grieving incumbent.

UNRULY
REPUBLIC
By Barton
Swaim

T he Democratic Party’s
leadership could easily
be overrun by the Demo-

cratic Socialists of America.
Normal Democrats had better
keep that from happening.

Democrats are obviously
afraid. On “Meet the Press”
Sunday, Arizona Sen. Mark
Kelly was asked if he agreed
with New York Mayor Zohran
Mamdani that Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu is “a war
criminal” who should “be ar-
rested” while attending the
United Nations General As-
sembly. Mr. Kelly sidestepped
the issue. He said he was “not
happy” with Mr. Netanyahu’s
decisions and hoped he loses
Israel’s October elections.
That was timid, but at least
he didn’t endorse Mr. Mam-
dani’s arrest threat.

Virginia Sen. Tim Kaine
took a different approach dur-
ing an interview on “Fox News
Sunday.” Hillary Clinton’s 2016
running mate welcomed the
democratic socialists and even
tried to make their extreme
positions more palatable.

Fox News anchor Shannon
Bream asked Mr. Kaine about
an article in the Atlantic that
called the DSA “a parasite”
and warned “the left-wing fac-
tion is hijacking the Demo-
cratic Party.” In response, Mr.
Kaine praised his party for
having “always been known—

Who’s Afraid of the DSA?

and mostly this is good, some-
times it’s not—as a big tent.”
He then rejected “litmus tests”
for DSA members.

Neutral wasn’t enough for
the Old Dominion’s junior sen-
ator. He then said that many
DSA members he knows don’t
want to abolish the Senate,
presidency or U.S. Immigration
and Customs Enforcement—
they merely “want reforms”
and “effective border policies.”

In fact, the organization’s
platform calls for defunding
what it calls the Department of
War and abolishing the Senate,
ICE, national borders and the
“police and prison system” as
well as having a unicameral
Congress choose the president
and all federal judges.

Mr. Kaine surely knows all
this. But he doesn’t want to of-
fend the DSA or alienate vot-
ers who find their views re-
pugnant, so he pretends not to
see their radicalism. That will
embolden them.

Some wise Democrats ac-
knowledge the danger the DSA
represents. Recently two sons
of Chicago, Bill Daley and
Rahm Emanuel, wrote in these
pages about the DSA threat to
their party’s viability.

Another politician who ap-

pears willing to take on this
fight is Pennsylvania Gov.
Josh Shapiro. When asked
about Darializa Avila Cheva-
lier, who defeated the incum-
bent in a New York congres-
sional primary, he was blunt.
He didn’t think she was some-
one he “would agree with on
many things” or “share simi-
lar values.”

“She ran,” he observed,
“as a socialist.” It wasn’t a
compliment.

Mr. Shapiro saw Ms. Cheva-
lier’s victory and the DSA’s
other primary wins as a call to
action. He said the Democrats
haven’t had “a battle over
what we believe in” since 1992.

In that year, Democrats had
been trounced in three
straight presidential elections.
After running for the nomina-
tion in 1984 and 1988, the Rev.
Jesse Jackson sought to be a
kingmaker in ’92.

At a June conference of
Jackson’s Rainbow Coalition in
Washington, Arkansas Gov. Bill
Clinton made his move. The
Washington Post had recently
run an interview with the rap
artist Sister Souljah who said:
“If black people kill black peo-
ple every day, why not have a
week and kill white people?”

The day before Mr. Clinton was
to appear at the Rainbow Co-
alition, he learned that Sister
Souljah had done so as well.

With Jackson sitting imme-
diately to his left, Mr. Clinton
said the rapper’s remarks were
“filled with a kind of hatred
that you do not honor,” adding
“if you took the words ‘white’
and ‘black’ and reversed them,
you might think that David
Duke was giving that speech.”
Afterward, a visibly upset
Jackson defended the rapper
as “misunderstood” and criti-
cized Mr. Clinton for “very bad
judgment” in raising the issue.

The Clinton campaign cred-
ited the controversy with help-
ing him win the general elec-
tion. It signaled to voters he
was mainstream, sane, strong
and unafraid of a fight.

Democrats would benefit
from a “Sister Souljah mo-
ment” in which a party leader
unequivocally opposes the
DSA. He would be assailed by
the DSA as an establishment
sellout, but pusillanimous si-
lence or equivocation is worse.
There’s real energy among the
socialists. Their candidates are
winning primaries. They have
a take-no-prisoner approach,
and they want control.

In a narrowly polarized
America, a DSA takeover
would drag Democrats to de-
feat in battleground districts
and states. If Democrats like
Messrs. Kaine and Kelly can’t
find the courage to stand up to
the DSA, a debacle awaits their
party.

Mr. Rove was senior adviser
and deputy chief of staff for
President George W. Bush and
is author of “The Triumph of
William McKinley” (Simon &
Schuster, 2015).

Mark Kelly and Tim
Kaine can’t find the
courage to oppose
their party’s radicals.

By Karl Rove

Gov. Bill Clinton and the Rev. Jesse Jackson in June 1992.
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There Is a Real Measure for Your Happiness
Andy Kessler’s “The Happiness In-

dustrial Complex” (Inside View, July
27) argues that happiness surveys
are too unstable to be trustworthy or
useful. He is right that how research-
ers phrase or sequence questions—or
even the answerer’s mood on a par-
ticular day—can nudge results. But
psychologists have known this for
decades.

In a 1983 study, people contacted
on sunny days rated their lives more
favorably than people contacted
while it was raining. Ask college stu-
dents about dating, then ask about
life satisfaction, and the two sud-
denly show a strong relation. Reverse
the order and the association disap-
pears. Yet these findings aren’t a
burial notice for happiness research.
They’ve instead helped the field build
better assessments.

A bathroom scale that’s 3 pounds
off still tells you when you sucked
down one too many smoky-bacon-fla-
vored Pringles cans. A small inexact-
ness doesn’t mask the clear trajec-
tory as you get heavier. Likewise, the
serious question isn’t whether happi-
ness measures can be skewed, but if
they predict anything meaningful.
Even if a measure is flawed, if it can

predict anything outside itself and if
the noise shrinks when you average
results across people, then it’s a use-
ful measure. That’s the case with
happiness studies.

Across long-term studies, higher
happiness scores predict lower mor-
tality even after accounting for base-
line health and income. Low levels of
happiness show up years ahead of a
suicide and predict other hard out-
comes. This is why clinicians treat
low scores as an early warning signal
that something might be wrong, and
high scores as an indicator of posi-
tive mental health. Happiness scores
predict health, careers and relation-
ships across decades of data. A
meaningless measure wouldn’t be so
consistently predictive.

Yes, rain really does bend happi-
ness results by a point or two. Psy-
chologists learned that in 1983, wrote
it down and built sturdier instru-
ments. Imperfect and useless aren’t
synonyms. Treating them as such in
any field only serves to reinforce
critics’ pre-existing assumptions.

PROF. TODD B. KASHDAN
The Well-Being Laboratory
George Mason University

Centreville, Va.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

“Our youngest is in a gap year and
our oldest is in micro retirement.”

THEWALL STREET JOURNAL

Letters intended for publication should
be emailed to wsj.ltrs@wsj.com. Please
include your city, state and telephone
number. All letters are subject to
editing, and unpublished letters cannot
be acknowledged.

Dr. Fauci Takes the Fifth, Alas

A nthony Fauci’s decision to invoke his
Fifth Amendment right not to incrimi-
nate himself before the Senate on

Wednesday is a shame. The
public could have benefited
from his exchanges with Sena-
tors, even if they would have
been contentious.

Sen. Rand Paul has been in-
vestigating the government’s
response to Covid, and Dr. Fauci was at the cen-
ter of the decisions to close schools and lock
down the economy formonths. President Biden
granted Dr. Fauci a pre-emptive pardon, butMr.
Paul said that wouldn’t protect him if he lies to
Congress.

Dr. Fauci blamed the Senator for an “un-
hinged obsession” with him and decided on si-
lence as a strategy. Mr. Paul is too set on crimi-
nalizing policy differences in our view, and Dr.
Fauci doesn’t belong in jail on any evidence
we’ve seen.

But Sen. Paul deserves credit for digging into
the truth about the government’s destructive
Covid response—especially the effort by Dr.
Fauci and others to stifle dissenting views and
hide the record. “It is a crime to destroy federal
records,” Mr. Paul told Dr. Fauci onWednesday.
“Yet our investigation reveals your assistant
diligently reported that she [sic] deleted tons
of emails. In 2024 you testified that you did not
delete federal records. Who’s telling the truth?
You or your assistant?”

“The committee has obtained repeated in-
structions, fromyou, telling federal officials tode-
lete communications,”Mr. Paul added. “OnFebru-
ary 2nd, 2020, one day after [a conference call on
COVID-19 origins], you told [then-National Insti-
tutes of Health director] Francis Collins, ‘Please
delete this email after you read it.’”

It would be good to hear Dr. Fauci respond.
We know from previous disclosures that Drs.
Fauci and Collins tried to demean the authors
of the 2020 Great Barrington Declaration that
favored “focused protection” on the old and
sick rather than wholesale lockdowns. The duo
favored media censorship of those and other
dissenting views.

Dr. Faucimight not be facing this tough scru-
tiny now if he and the press hadn’t worked so
hard to stifle Covid debate at the time. The doc-

tor’s recently released diaries reveal howmuch
themedia abandoned its skepticism and curios-
ity to elevate Dr. Fauci as the oraclewho couldn’t

be doubted on Covid.
On July 28, 2020, George

Stephanopoulos interviewed
Dr. Fauci on ABC’s “Good
Morning America,” and the
host offered an easy opening
for Dr. Fauci to rebuff criti-

cism by President Trump. After the appearance,
Dr. Fauci’s diary records a text message from
Mr. Stephanopoulos saying, “Thank you, Tony.
So impressive.”

The diary records a June 10, 2021, “really
nice conversation” with Chuck Todd, then host
of NBC’s “Meet the Press,” about how to re-
spond to criticism from conservativemedia fig-
ures. “Chuck is really an excellent journalist,”
Dr. Fauci wrote, “and although he must main-
tain his objectivity and reporting it is very clear
that he is really being a friend in understanding
the difficult position that I am in.”

Speaking of a friend, there’s CNN’s Jake Tap-
per. In Dr. Fauci’s telling, Mr. Tapper was an en-
thusiastic participant in his image-building. On
April 12, 2020, Dr. Fauci created a stir when he
toldMr. Tapper in an interview that more lives
would have been saved if the country had
locked down sooner.

This brought criticism fromMr. Trump and
others, and Dr. Fauci was worried. On April 13,
his diary records a “Phone call with Jake Tap-
per. Jake wanted tomake sure the interview did
not cause me any problems.”

On April 16, 2020, Dr. Fauci records a text
message fromMr. Tapper following the doctor’s
appearance on Laura Ingraham’s show on Fox
News: “Hard to beliee [sic] Paura [sic] Ingra-
ham went to Dartmouth, isn’t it. All of us
alumni are very proud.” On May 14, 2020, Dr.
Fauci records Mr. Tapper and fellow CNN per-
sonality Chris Cuomo running interference for
him in another feud with Mr. Trump.

Journalists need sources, and friendships
aren’t uncommon. But the conformist media
idolatry of Dr. Fauci was a way of shutting off
debate over Covid policy. It also became a way
for the press to attack President Trump in an
election year. Locking down debate over Covid
was as damaging as the lockdowns.

The pandemic oracle is
getting the scrutiny he
dodged during Covid.

Mamdani’s Class Enemies List

N ew York Mayor Zohran Mamdani’s
warmth of collectivism is givingway to,
well, somethingwith a different temper-

ature. TheMayor rolled out his
new pied-a-terre tax by pub-
lishing the names and ad-
dresses of some 960,000 peo-
ple who could have to pay.
Nothing like publicly stigma-
tizing your class enemies,
comrade.

Gov. Kathy Hochul this spring indulged Mr.
Mamdani’s socialist cadres by signing a tax on
second homes in New York City. “The measure
targets ultrawealthy out-of-city residents and
global elites who use New York City real estate
as a vehicle for wealth storage rather than as
homes,” he said in April.

The mayor named and shamed hedge fund
manager Ken Griffin for owning a $238million
penthouse. Thatwas a nasty personal attack but
a misdirection. The tax applies to town houses
worth more than $5 million, as well as condos
and co-ops valued at more than $1 million, ac-
cording to the city government’s abstrusemeth-
odology—and rates are steep.

Condoand co-opownerswill have topay a4%
annual tax on property valued from $1 million
to$3million, and6.25%on those over $5million.
That’s a $100,000annual bill (not including ordi-
naryproperty tax levies) on a$2.5million condo.
Nonresidentswith second homes generally still
have to pay New York state income tax if they
work for employers ormanage a business based
in the city.

While the tax putatively applies only to non-
primary residences not occupied or leased,
there’s no simple way for the city to determine

this basedon its records on file.Wealthynonres-
idents often have to go to great lengths to dem-
onstrate to tax collectors that they aren’t domi-

ciled in the city. Now New
Yorkers will have to do like-
wise to prove they live in the
city.

Late last week the city
posted a searchable database
of some 960,000 properties—

accounting for 87% of non-rental properties—
and sent letters to owners warning they could
be hitwith the tax. The citywebsite says people
who receive letters must “submit information
showing that the property is not subject to the
surcharge.” They have amonth to do so. DidMr.
Mamdani time the letters forwhenNewYorkers
might be on vacation?

Don’t be surprised ifMr.Mamdani soon calls
for extending the pied-a-terre tax to primary
homes of “wealthy” New Yorkers. During his
campaign, he called for “de-commodifying”
housing—aeuphemism for ending private prop-
erty ownership—and confiscatory taxes are one
way to do it.

In related news,Mr.Mamdani’s legal adviser
Ali Najmi, who also serves as a special counsel
at the personal injury firm Liakas Law, said this
week he plans to file a lawsuit against the city
for the tragic death of a teenage tourist in a
horse-carriage accident in Central Park.Mr. Na-
jmi leads theMayor’s committee that appoints
judges to city courts. Conflict of interest?

Several insurers have filed racketeering law-
suits against Liakas for allegedly conspiringwith
doctors to fabricate and exaggerate injuries. The
firmdenies the claims. Thewarmth of collectiv-
ism in action.

He publishes the names
and addresses of his new
property-tax targets.

Warsh, the Fed and Market Signals

K evin Warsh is settling into his chair-
manship of the Federal Reserve, and
his message after this week’s Federal

OpenMarket Committeemeeting is that he sees
early signs his method is working. He has an in-
teresting point about market signals.

The FOMC kept its Fed funds rate target
range in place again, at 3.5-3.75%, althoughwith
three dissenting votes in favor of an increase.
It’s hard to second-guess that decision given a
confusing environment that includes recent
signs of slowing inflation but also the prospect
ofmore energy-price shocks, the artificial-intel-
ligence revolution and shifting tariff policies.
The dissenting votes signal healthy debate
about these matters.

His post-meeting press conference also was
enlightening, even without “forward guidance”
about Fed intentions. One important message
is that the Fed’s inflation target is 2%, and not
a little over 2% or any percentage rate that
starts with a 2. It’s an importantmarker forMr.
Warsh to lay down, since the Fed periodically
faces the temptation of outside economists ar-
guing it should fudge the target.

Mr. Warsh also suggested his no-forward-
guidance policy is working. Since his first meet-
ing as Chairman in June, investors have had to
relearn how to price risk themselves without

being steered by the Fed. One result has been
that bond yields are rising across the duration
curve. Another is that the dollar has appreci-
ated modestly.

Mr. Warsh flagged that these and other de-
velopments are indicators the FOMC was able
to feed into its discussion of economic condi-
tions this week. Yes, even the dollar, which he
mentioned twice in his press conference—con-
trary to his predecessor’s habit of passing the
buck (pun intended) to Treasury concerning ex-
change rates. The point, as he put it, is that
“market participants are learning to play the
ball and not the referee.”

How to interpret those signals is another
question. Mr. Warsh says he sees signs inves-
tors are confident the Fedwill achieve its price-
stabilitymandate. Rising yieldsmay in part sig-
nal enthusiasm about more robust future
economic growth, though they could express
unease about rising potential inflation. If the
latter, investors havemodestly tightened finan-
cial conditions on their own—while delivering
amore reliable warning than surveys about in-
flation expectations.

TheWarsh Fed is a policy work in progress.
A notable early feature is some humility about
the central bank’s relationship with markets,
and that’s a refreshing change.

REVIEW & OUTLOOK

OPINION

Why Is Netanyahu a New York City Priority?
Your editorial “Mamdani Can’t

Arrest Netanyahu” (July 22) is cor-
rect but I believe overall misses the
salient point. Zohran Mamdani and
his team had to know full well that
they lacked the authority to arrest
the Israeli prime minister. They had
to be similarly aware that the U.S.
and Israel aren’t under the Interna-
tional Criminal Court’s jurisdiction.
But by indulging in this provocative
bit of political theatre, Mr. Mam-
dani, a savvy myth-spinner, has been
able to enjoy an endless supply of
media attention.

Using his vastly expanded bully
pulpit, the mayor gets to endlessly
repeat his character assassination of
Benjamin Netanyahu as war criminal,
his lies of a Gaza genocide, and his
efforts to prop up the scandal-ridden
ICC with every news cycle. To effec-
tively turn off this propaganda
spigot, we need to stop attempting
to teach him the law and instead call
out his cynical and abusive strategy
of manipulating the media.

STUART V. RUBINFELD
New York

Are there not more important is-
sues for the average immigrant in
Queens struggling to meet obliga-
tions on his home and small business
than the mayor’s oversize worries
about international justice? Or for
those New Yorkers who worry about
insufficient police protection in their
neighborhoods? Or for salaried work-
ers struggling to put food on the
family table in the Big Apple?

New York’s mayor has a responsi-
bility to all the cultural groups in
our supercomplicated, magnificent
city. Mr. Mamdani shouldn’t be act-
ing as the special representative of a
foreign political entity to which
we’ve given no jurisdiction.

ROBERT S. APRIL
New York

So Mr. Mamdani doesn’t think Mr.
Netanyahu belongs at the United Na-
tions’ headquarters in Turtle Bay?
This is a perfect reason for Presi-
dent Trump to force the U.N. to relo-
cate, preferably out of the U.S.

DUNCAN S. ROWLAND
Rowayton, Conn.

Burnham Can’t Bet on a Trump Bullying Boost
In his letter “Britain’s Burnham

May Be Populism’s Natural Neme-
sis” (July 25), Justin Liu misunder-
stands Andy Burnham’s and Mark
Carney’s trajectories to become left-
wing premiers in Britain and Can-
ada respectively.

Mr. Carney didn’t win the 2025
Canadian election—Donald Trump
lost it. Following President Trump’s
historic second-term win, conserva-
tives across the West looked to the
U.S. with hope that the fight against
toxic liberal establishments was fi-
nally starting, only for Mr. Trump to
carelessly dismiss their enthusiasm
with obnoxious and patronizing in-
sults. His crude, unnecessary boast-
ing about how he would annex Can-
ada as the 51st state tainted all of
Canada’s pro-Trump conservatives
by association and helped crater
right-wing polling. It gifted Mr. Car-
ney’s liberals, who normally despise
flag-waving, the image of a patriotic
resistance to foreign aggression. The
pattern has played out in other
places across the West. Mr. Trump’s
blundering bullying smothered a
conservative revival in the crib.

But Mr. Burnham won’t benefit
from this in the same way. While
right-wing challengers in the Reform

UK have also suffered some level of
drag to their momentum due to Ni-
gel Farage’s support for Mr. Trump,
the next British general election isn’t
due until 2029. By then Mr. Trump
will be out of office and conserva-
tism abroad will no longer be en-
cumbered by having to constantly
make excuses for the man.

ROBERT FRAZER
Salford, England

Pepper ...
And Salt

A Big Win for AI: It Isn’t
Replacing Your Coworkers

Many employers are learning that
artificial intelligence creates the most
value when it strengthens talent
rather than replaces it (“Hiring Defies
Forecast of AI Wipeout,” Page One,
July 27). Rather than disproving AI’s
potential, this hiring rebound suggests
many employers misunderstood where
AI creates value. Organizations that
viewed AI primarily as a substitute for
talent are now playing catch-up. That
means investing in people, not just
technology. It is almost always
cheaper to retain and reskill employ-
ees than to fire and later rehire them.
Employers should ask how AI can help
individuals take on higher-value work.
Companies that use AI only to cut
costs will capture just a fraction of its
value. Companies that treat AI as an
investment in human potential rather
than a substitute for it will be best po-
sitioned to compete.

RYAN STOWERS
Stand Together
Arlington, Va.

CORRECTION

The Journal op-ed “Mamdani’s
Foiled Plot to Kidnap Netanyahu”
(July 23) was written by Paul Mauro.
A July 28 letter to the editor mis-
stated Mr. Mauro’s first name.
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T he Education Department
will no longer count racial
disparities in K-12 school
suspension rates as proof
of discrimination, it an-

nounced on July 23. This is a wel-
come change, but it won’t automati-
cally restore order in the thousands
of schools pressured by the Obama
and Biden administrations into
adopting “alternative discipline”
methods whose chief objective is
race equity. Many such programs
have come at the cost of student
safety and education.

These methods go by many
names, like “restorative practices,”
“social-emotional learning” and,
most telling, “restorative justice.” In
lieu of suspensions, administrators
invite offenders to reflect in a
soothing place on the feelings and
trauma that led them, say, to hit an-
other student or disobey a teacher.
Students may also be invited into a
“restorative circle” with school staff
and other students, where they can
share their feelings, and others in
the circle can talk with them about
how peace in the community might
be restored.

Reality often falls short of this vi-
sion. Concerns about restorative jus-
tice emerged soon after the Obama
administration began pushing it.
Public schools in Philadelphia that
implemented it experienced “sky-
rocketing truancy, serious misbehav-
ior, and declining achievement,”
Manhattan Institute researchers ob-
served in 2017. Other cities experi-
enced similar results.

‘Restorative Justice’ Brings Violent Schools
If any school district needed help

diverting struggling children from a
path that begins with school suspen-
sions and ends in prison, it was the
Little Rock School District in Arkan-
sas. Its schools serve a student com-
munity that is 57% black, in a
county whose 2024 black out-of-
wedlock birthrate was 80%, where
nearly three-quarters of students
come from low-income households
and roughly the same percentage
fall below grade level in reading and
math, according to 2024-25 data.
During the 2021-22 school year, be-
fore its wide-scale adoption of re-
storative justice, this district of
roughly 20,000 students had almost
2,500 instances of violence, bullying
and weapons infractions.

Who could blame LRSD for form-
ing a partnership with the Tendaji
Community Development Corp.,
which claims its alternative disci-
pline methods “promote cohesion
among students and administrators
while fostering a growth mindset
and positive relationships”? LRSD
engaged Tendaji in 2022, paying it
almost $1.5 million between 2023
and 2025 alone to provide digital
social-emotional learning tutorials,
on-site peer mediation and “restor-
ative circles,” among other services.

What followed was a catastrophe.
Since the 2021-22 school year, dis-
trictwide assaults by students on
other students have jumped 118%.
Assaults by students on teachers
and staff have climbed 151%.

In a January 2026 meeting, LRSD
board members learned that despite
their heavy investments in restor-
ative justice, black male students,

who make up 29% of LRSD students,
commit 54% of disciplinary infrac-
tions. Two board members implied
teacher racism must have caused
the disparity. Another said teachers
needed to try harder at restorative
justice. None questioned whether
their discipline philosophy is flawed.

LRSD’s experience isn’t unique.
The East Stroudsburg Area School
Board in Pennsylvania received a
glowing 2025 restorative practices
report from its director of second-
ary education, a “certified Restor-
ative Practices trainer.” A contempo-
raneous internal survey, however,

indicated that less than half the dis-
trict’s teachers said students treated
each other with respect. Forty per-
cent of middle-schoolers didn’t feel
safe in their schools. More than half
of elementary-school children were
afraid to go to the bathroom. The
survey also revealed that only 30%
of teachers said their schools con-
sistently held students accountable.

There’s no mystery here: What
teachers and parents weren’t told
about restorative justice is that ab-
sence of discipline is a feature, not
a bug.

Alternative-discipline proponents
stress that restorative justice means
school officials must no longer de-

liver consequences to misbehaving
students; instead, they must explore
restoration with them. Restoration
in this context means considering
the emotions and trauma that led to
the offender’s behavior, giving him
the opportunity to express his feel-
ings, asking him to reflect—often in
a “calming” room or corner—and
only then, at least in some cases, in-
viting him to make peace with his
victims.

This may help some students reg-
ulate their emotions and actions.
Unfortunately, it offers too many
others a free pass to disrupt class-
rooms and hurt students and teach-
ers. Indeed, in the aforementioned
LRSD board meeting, a school offi-
cial revealed that only six students
in the district were currently ex-
pelled and enrolled in distance
learning. These measures were
taken when the students faced fel-
ony charges.

Julia Carlson, an educator who
studied restorative justice, wrote in
2019 about her sixth-grade son be-
ing relentlessly bullied while admin-
istrators first hid the facts, then de-
clared the remedy was for him to sit
in a restorative-justice session with
his three antagonists. The beatings
didn’t stop. “I am a career educator
and strong believer in public educa-
tion,” she wrote. “But I am a mom
first.” She pulled her child from the
school.

Little Rock parents appear to be
doing the same; enrollment declined
from 20,786 at the outset of wide-
scale restorative-justice implemen-
tation to 18,964 this past school
year. The state of Arkansas provides

thousands of dollars a year in com-
pensation for schools facing declin-
ing enrollment. LRSD uses these
funds to pay its restorative-justice
consultants.

Our team at Federalism in Action
has conducted extensive research
and uncovered hundreds of docu-
ments revealing chaotic schools and
even outright race and “gender” in-
doctrination in districts whose offi-
cials present a rosy picture to board
members and parents. What we’ve
uncovered is just the tip of the ice-
berg. Our continuing nationwide
scan of school system practices has
uncovered more than 600 school
districts, comprising more than
9,200 schools in 41 states, that
openly practice alternative disci-
pline methods.

My hope as a father is that
these schools selectively and ap-
propriately apply these methods to
help make children safer. But the
willful ignorance so many school
administrators exhibit when con-
fronted with evidence of harm
leaves me skeptical. That’s why
we’re calling on school board mem-
bers, state lawmakers, governors
and state attorneys general to in-
vestigate these practices in their
jurisdictions and verify that chil-
dren and their teachers are being
helped, not endangered.

If the opposite turns out to be
true, parents and voters know how
to hold state and community offi-
cials accountable. November is
coming.

Mr. Woodlief is president of Fed-
eralism in Action.

By Tony Woodlief

Whywould anyone think
you could discipline bullies
by inviting them to talk
about their feelings?
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The ‘Downward Mobility’ of Struggling Young Baby Boomers

Y ou’ve probably heard that
Generation Z—whose mem-
bers are now between 14 and

29—is having a hard time.
By all accounts, these self-ab-

sorbed and overcredentialed but un-
dereducated youths are struggling.
They have a hard time finding good
jobs, and when they do, many are
remote. They fear the uncertainties
of artificial intelligence and suffer
the ills of inflation. Housing prices
are out of reach. They are reluctant

to marry and start families.
“It’s a huge phenomenon—the de-

clining well-being of young working
people,” says David Blanchflower, a
Dartmouth economics professor.
“There’s been a dramatic rise in
their likelihood of despair and of ill
mental health. The viability of their
American Dream is at stake.”

The windfall that might save
them is inheritance from the baby
boomers, who started turning 80
this year. “Often called the Great
Wealth Transfer, the inheritances
are expected to be the largest pas-

sage of generational wealth in his-
tory, given the massive size of the
baby boomer population and their
wealth,” Rachel Lerman wrote in the
Washington Post.

But there’s some doubt about the
magnitude of the coming transfer—
one report puts it at more than $100
trillion; another pegs it at only $36
trillion. The sum may be less than
expected because baby boomers are
living longer and spending more on
themselves.

So what can Generation Z do?
Take all this lamentation with a
grain of salt. Maybe a tablespoon
of it. We older folks have seen this
before.

In 1982, Fran Schumer wrote
“Downward Mobility,” a classic New
York magazine cover story. She in-
terviewed 20- and 30-somethings
about their financial woes, classify-
ing them as the nouveau pauvre, or,
as a well-known economist put it,
“well-dressed paupers.”

Ms. Schumer spoke to a married
couple in New York whose $70,000
joint income (about $240,000 today)
placed them “squarely in the com-
fortable middle class” but didn’t “al-
low them even to own their own
home.” The husband complained
that “so many of the amenities that
seemed almost a birthright when he
was growing up now appear to be
out of reach.”

“The economic realities of adult
life have come as a rude surprise to
Mark and Alison Kramer”—not their
real names—“and many others
whose childhoods coincided with the
great boom time of the fifties,” Ms.
Schumer wrote. “A house, a car, sta-
ples of middle-class life, now seem

like luxuries. The mention of a large
suburban backyard is likely to evoke
the same nostalgia from people in
Manhattan as madeleines did for
Proust in Remembrance of Things
Past.”

The country was emerging from
the Carter era of “malaise” and a
decade of inflation, culminating in
20% interest rates in 1980 as Fed-
eral Reserve Chairman Paul Volcker
tried to quash it. The stock market
was in the doldrums. Accounting
for inflation, Ms. Schumer specu-
lated, workers would have to earn
three times what their parents did
to have the same purchasing
power: “The economic frontier is
closing fast on those who are least

prepared to deal with it.”
Another New York couple were

“swimming in degrees but are not
convinced that they’ll end up living
as comfortably as their parents did.”
A young lawyer bemoaned his
strained finances: “It’s not that I
came from wealth; it’s just that I
thought by the time I was 36 I’d eas-
ily be buying a second home, having
a car.” He lived in a studio apart-
ment on the East Side.

Because Ms. Schumer protected
her interviewees’ identities with
pseudonyms, we can’t know how
these baby boomers did over the
years. But in all likelihood they
thrived and their wealth will con-
tribute to the “Great Wealth Trans-
fer.” The nouveau pauvre became
the nouveau riche.

We know, more or less, how it
happened. Volcker succeeded in re-
ducing inflation, Ronald Reagan’s
tax cuts kick-started the economy,
the stock market surged, and the
personal computer, internet and
smartphone changed everyone’s
lives.

It’s impossible to predict the fu-
ture. Let’s not become prisoners of
our ignorance. Prediction is a great
game, but it’s only a game.

Ms. Stroup is board chairman of
the James G. Martin Center for Aca-
demic Renewal in Raleigh, N.C.

By Jane Shaw Stroup

‘Staples of middle-class
life now seem like luxuries,’
New York magazine
reports from 1982.
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‘Cockroaches’ Threaten to Overrun Narendra Modi’s Kitchen
Narendra Modi has
loomed large over
Indian politics for
more than 12 years.
The prime minister
has vanquished op-
position parties, ex-
panded his own
Bharatiya Janata
Party into an elec-
tion-winning jugger-
naut, and intimi-

dated many critics. But Mr. Modi
may have finally met his match in a
Generation Z movement that began
less than three months ago with a
satirical social-media post.

The protest movement is led by
the Cockroach Janta Party, named
after a disparaging remark India’s
chief justice made about unemployed
Indian youths. Last week the cock-
roach movement achieved a major
victory: It forced Mr. Modi’s educa-
tion minister, Dharmendra Pradhan,

to resign. Mr. Pradhan had emerged
as a focal point for nationwide pro-
testers upset by India’s ramshackle
education system and meager job
opportunities for young people.

The education minister’s resigna-
tion followed a dramatic week. On
July 18, police in Delhi forcibly hos-
pitalized a prominent environmental
and educational activist who had un-
dertaken a nearly three-week hunger
strike in solidarity with protesters.
On July 20, thousands of protesters
surged toward the Indian Parlia-

ment. Policemen and para-
military forces armed with
batons, tear gas and pellet
guns clashed with the pro-
testers. At least 60 protest-
ers and more than 100 po-
lice officers were injured in
the clashes, according to
Delhi police. Videos showing
police using excessive force
quickly spread across social
media.

The melee in Delhi
marked the climax of sev-
eral weeks of protests.
Their trigger was a govern-
ment decision in May to
void a national medical-
school entrance exam after
evidence emerged that its
questions had circulated in
advance on messaging
apps. Police arrested more
than a dozen people who
were allegedly part of a
network that leaked the
exam questions. The leak—
part of a recurring pattern
in recent years—sparked wide-
spread outrage among both stu-
dents and their parents.

Young people were further an-
gered when India’s chief justice on
May 15 referred to unemployed
youths as “parasites” and “cock-
roaches.” In a cheeky response
posted the next day on X, Abhijeet
Dipke, a 30-year-old Indian in Boston
who graduated last year from Boston
University with a master’s degree in
public relations, asked a simple
question: “What if all cockroaches
come together?”

With help from friends and AI,
Mr. Dipke set up a website for the
Cockroach Janta Party, which calls
itself “a political party for the peo-
ple the system forgot to count.”
(Janta or janata is Hindi for “the

people.”) Within weeks, the move-
ment’s following on Instagram had
skyrocketed to 22 million followers,
more than twice as many as Mr.
Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party. (It’s
nearly three times as many now.) In
June Mr. Dipke returned to India to
lead the protest movement he had
sparked.

Many observers have likened In-
dia’s cockroach movement to the
Arab Spring, which swept away
Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak and several
other rulers in the 2010s, as well as
to more recent protests in Sri Lanka,
Bangladesh and Nepal that ousted
established politicians from office.

These parallels are overblown.
Unlike Egypt or Nepal, India is an es-
tablished democracy with a long tra-
dition of power changing hands

through the ballot box. The govern-
ment has firm control over police
and paramilitaries, and the Indian
army, unlike many of its peers in the
developing world, has a record of re-
maining apolitical. India is also too
big and decentralized for any group
to oust the government simply by
paralyzing the national capital. The
country’s politics, finance, entertain-
ment and technology aren’t concen-
trated in a single city.

Nonetheless, Mr. Modi has reason
to worry. On paper he may appear
close to the apex of his power, hav-
ing quickly recovered politically af-
ter losing seats in the 2024 general
elections. Over the past two years
he has led the BJP to electoral victo-
ries in important states, and large-
scale defections to the BJP have hol-

lowed out several
opposition parties.

On closer inspection,
however, Mr. Modi’s vulner-
abilities become apparent.
Twelve years ago, he won
power by promoting himself
as a reformist who would
end public corruption and
solve India’s unemployment
problem. He hasn’t come
close to achieving either
goal. While traditional In-
dian media may back him,
this is becoming much less
important in the age of so-
cial media.

At 75, the prime minister
presides over a young coun-
try (median age 29) roiling
with both ambition and dis-
illusionment. About a quar-
ter of India’s 1.5 billion peo-
ple are between 15 and 29.
According to a recent study
by economists at Azim
Premji University, 40% of
Indian graduates under 25

are unemployed.
External circumstances don’t

look propitious. AI threatens to
flatten India’s information-technol-
ogy industry, one of the few reli-
able creators of middle-class jobs.
The war in Iran drags on India’s en-
ergy import-dependent economy.
And the Trump administration has
cracked down on immigration from
India, effectively closing an escape
valve for ambitious young people.

The Indian journalist Varghese
George describes the BJP’s confron-
tation with the cockroach protesters
as a face-off between India’s older
“WhatsApp generation” and the “In-
stagram generation.” As these pro-
tests have shown, the Instagram
generation has both numbers and
energy on its side.

He looks vulnerable as
India’s unemployed youths
transform an insult into
a political rallying cry.
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Protesters celebrate after the resignation of India’s education minister, July 26.
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OPINION

India’s youth protests 
puncture Modi’s aura 
of invincibility
AISHWARYA KUMAR

Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s carefully 
built image of invincibility is facing its toughest 
test yet, analysts say, after his government backed 
down in the face of youth-led protests over exam 
irregularities and jobs prospects.

The government’s retreat marks a rare reversal 
for a leader whose brand has for more than a 
decade projected strength and an unwillingness to 
back down.

Demonstrations led by the online Cockroach 
Janta Party (CJP) movement last week spread 
from New Delhi to cities nationwide, forcing the 
resignation of education minister Dharmendra 
Pradhan.

The government also agreed not to prosecute 
protesters detained during the unrest, among other 
concessions.

Analysts say the climbdown, ahead of key state 
elections next year, is one of the few occasions 
public pressure has compelled Modi, 75, to 
backtrack since he took power in 2014.

“The resignation is definitely a surprise, because 
it is not in Mr. Modi’s temperament to take a back 
step,” analyst Nilanjan Mukhopadhyay, who has 
written Modi’s biography, said.

Mukhopadhyay called the reversal the “biggest 
possible hit” to “brand Modi” since he rose to 
prominence as Gujarat’s chief minister in 2001.

“Twenty-five years of brand building, a lot of it 
has been very heavily damaged,” he said.

“I am not very sure whether he will be able to 
recover (from) it immediately.”

The government initially appeared confident it 
could contain the protests.

But a police crackdown on crowds marching 
towards parliament on July 20 backfired, 
galvanising support for the movement and 
transforming anger over exam leaks into a broader 
expression of youth frustration.

Opposition parties and sections of civil society 
rallied behind the protesters, while images of police 
action circulated widely online.

As momentum grew, the political cost of holding 
firm appeared to outweigh the risks.

“These young people have shown that if you 
stand up, you are likely to succeed,” he said. 
“They’ve broken through that barrier of fear.” 
The protests have also dented the perception that 
Modi and his ruling right-wing Bharatiya Janata 
Party (BJP) were invincible, Bose said. Despite the 
setbacks, Modi dominates national politics, and his 
government has sought to get ahead of the crisis, 
pledging legal reforms and swift punishment for 
those involved in exam paper leaks. — Reuters

Iran and its scorpions

THE 
PHONE in my hand was drawing 
about 1 watt when I read that Nvidia 
is reportedly in talks with OpenAI 
over a proposed data centre project 
in southern Ohio. Its planned power 

capacity was a number in the billions of watts, 
so large that I understood the words without 
understanding their scale.

In my hand was my phone, a 1-watt device; 
on its screen was a project with larger capacity 
than Oman’s entire reported system peak. 
To make sense of it, I began counting watts. 
The phone was 1, an LED bulb 8, my laptop 
30 and a kettle 2,000. One turbine at Dhofar 
Wind Farm can produce 3.8 million watts at 
full capacity, while Manah I and II together 
can produce 1 billion. The reported 2025 peaks 
across Oman’s transmission networks added 
up to roughly 9 billion watts or 9 gigawatts, 
although they did not necessarily occur at the 
same moment. The Ohio project plans for 10 
billion.

Somewhere between the phone and the 
final number, artificial intelligence stopped 
feeling weightless. Everything we call the 
cloud eventually comes back to earth, where 
it asks for electricity, transmission lines, land 
and, depending on how it is cooled, water.

Last month, a colleague from the German 
embassy mentioned that he had never 

experienced a blackout in Oman. I found 
myself reaching for my own memories of 
childhood outages, brief interruptions that 
were unremarkable at the time and have 
become rare enough to feel distant. Between 
his observation and my memory sit 20 years 
of work by people who studied demand, built 
ahead of it and made reliability feel ordinary. 
Peak load on the main transmission network 
rose by 225 per cent, while the network 
expanded way beyond 10,000 kilometres and 
reached 99.9999 per cent reliability.

Its invisibility is part of the achievement. 
Electricity became something most of us could 
use without having to wonder where it came 
from, how far it had travelled or what had 
been built to ensure it arrived.

Artificial intelligence changes that 
relationship because its appetite cannot 
remain invisible. Oman is already preparing 
for it through the Oman Digital Triangle, 
which imagines 3 interconnected hubs with 
gigawatt-scale capacity for AI data centres. 
In Shanghai this month, Oman also joined 28 
other countries as a founding member of the 
new World Artificial Intelligence Cooperation 
Organization, participating in both the 
physical and governing dimensions of AI. 
Oman enters that room with land, renewable 
resources, reliable electricity and global cable 

What should every Omani watt build in return?
connections.

The opportunity is significant, although its 
value will depend on what remains in Oman 
after the electrons are consumed. A data 
centre can bring investment while leaving 
behind little more than an electricity bill if its 
equipment, expertise, ownership and research 
all sit elsewhere. Its national value should 
be measured by how effectively it converts 
Omani power into Omani capability.

Measured by capability, every project 
should pay for the generation and grid it 
requires, use cooling suited to a water-scarce 
country and match its electricity consumption 
with credible renewable supply, hour by 
hour. Its value should extend past the data 
centre through local procurement, specialist 
careers, research partnerships and computing 
access for Omani universities, start-ups and 
institutions. Energy, water, climate, digital 
and education policy meet at the same socket, 
while the benefits and trade-offs travel far 
beyond it.

The article soon disappeared beneath the 
next item on the 1-watt screen in my hand, but 
its 10-billion-watt number remained. Oman 
has spent 20 years making electricity feel 
effortless. Oman’s next achievement will be to 
decide, before the machines arrive, what every 
Omani watt should build in return.

SOME 
OF history’s greatest 
tragedies are not 
caused by a lack of 
allies, but by the 
inability to keep 

them. An old West Asian fable tells 
of a scorpion trapped on the bank 
of a river. Desperate to survive, it 
persuades a frog to carry it across, 
promising not to sting. “Why would 
I?” the scorpion asks. “If I sting 
you, we both perish.” Halfway 
across, however, the scorpion does 
exactly that. As both fall towards 
their deaths, the frog asks why not 
use logic. The answer is chillingly 
simple: “It is my nature; this has 
nothing to do with logic.”

Whether folklore or allegory, the 
story survives because it captures a 
recurring pattern in international 
relations. Powerful players within 
states sometimes pursue policies that 
damage not only their adversaries 
but also those trying to maintain 
constructive neighbourly relations 
with them. Iran’s powerful players’ 
regional strategy increasingly risks 
becoming such a story.

During the recent US-Zionist 
military aggression against Iran, 
the countries that worked hardest 
to prevent a wider regional war 
were not Tehran’s military partners 
but its Arab neighbours who have 
for decades pursued a peaceful, 
non-confrontation policy with their 
neighbour. Yet Tehran fell into the 
trap perfectly set by its enemies to 
divide, conquer and sink our region 
into violent chaos, for the illogical 
intent of continuing to build a 
fanatical greater colonial genocidal 
entity. The Sultanate of Oman 
continued its long-standing role as 
a trusted intermediary, preserving 
channels of communication between 
Washington and Tehran. Qatar 
remained engaged in mediation 
efforts across multiple regional 
crises. Other members of the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
consistently called for de-escalation 
and a diplomatic resolution rather 
than military escalation.

These efforts were not acts of 
alignment with one side against 

another. They reflected a recognition 
that another regional war would 
produce no winners. Yet while 
facing unprecedented external 
military pressure, Tehran’s political 
discourse and the actions of many 
groups aligned with the Iranian 
Revolutionary Guard Corps 
(IRGC) continued to fuel regional 
mistrust. Decades of proxy conflicts, 
particularly in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon 
and Yemen, alongside recurring 
sectarian rhetoric, have left hundreds 
of thousands of deaths and millions 
of bitter refugees holding decades 
of grudges. Many Gulf societies that 
stand by freedom fighters for justice 
have been questioning Iran’s long-
term regional intentions, just as our 
region’s adversaries and enemies of 
humanity intended.

From a strategic perspective, 
this is difficult to understand. 
Iran’s neighbours are permanent. 
Geography cannot be sanctioned or 
relocated. 

The Arabian Gulf is one of the 
world’s most economically vital 
regions, with approximately one-
fifth of global oil consumption 
transiting the Strait of Hormuz each 
day. Any instability immediately 
affects global energy markets, 
shipping costs, inflation and food 
security far beyond the Middle 
East. In such an environment, trust 
becomes a strategic asset.

One lesson I learned from my late 
brother, Colonel Anwar al Huraibi, 
one of the region’s foremost scholars 
of psychological warfare, is that 
successful psychological operations 
(PsyOps) depend on three conditions: 
a credible threat, an isolated target 
and a message that resonates with 
the target’s own population. Against 
the GCC, none of these conditions is 
fully present.

The Gulf states are not isolated. 
They are among the world’s most 
connected diplomatic actors. Oman 
has served as a trusted intermediary 
for decades, facilitating the secret 
negotiations that contributed to the 
2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of 
Action (JCPOA) and continuing to host 
indirect US-Iran discussions. Qatar 

has mediated between rivals ranging 
from the US and the Taliban to Israel 
and Hamas. The UAE has facilitated 
thousands of prisoner exchanges 
between Russia and Ukraine. Saudi 
Arabia hosted the first direct US-
Russia talks since the war in Ukraine 
began. Kuwait continues to rank 
among the world’s most generous 
humanitarian donors relative to its 
size. Collectively, these countries 
have invested decades in becoming 
indispensable diplomatic bridges.

Threatening or alienating 
such actors is strategically 
counterproductive. It is the 
equivalent of setting fire to the 
bridge you still need to cross. History 
consistently shows that coercion has 
limits. 

Military power can destroy 
infrastructure. Economic sanctions 
can constrain economies. 
Psychological pressure can influence 
decision-making. But none of these 
instruments can easily replace trust 
once it has been lost.

That is why successful middle 
powers increasingly compete 
through credibility rather than 
coercion. The GCC’s growing 
international relevance is rooted not 
only in its energy resources but also 
in its ability to maintain dialogue 
with rivals who refuse to speak 
directly to one another.

Iran possesses extraordinary 
strategic advantages of its own. It is 
the heir to one of the world’s oldest 
civilisations, home to one of the 
most generous, skillful and highly 
intellectual people I have ever met. 
That opportunity remains available 
and it requires replacing the logic 
of perpetual confrontation with 
the logic of strategic partnership. 
Nations are not prisoners of instinct. 
Unlike the scorpion of folklore, states 
possess the ability to learn, adapt and 
redefine their behaviour.

Our region has accumulated 
enough rubble. Its future will be 
built by those who preserve bridges, 
not by those who burn them. For in 
geopolitics, as in the old fable, you 
have only one job; sting your enemy 
not your friends.

Measured by 
capability, every 
project should pay 
for the generation 
and grid it requires, 
use cooling suited 
to a water-scarce 
country and match 
its electricity 
consumption with 
credible renewable 
supply, hour by 
hour.

Our region has 
accumulated 

enough rubble. 
Its future will be 

built by those who 
preserve bridges, 
not by those who 

burn them.
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OPINION

Venezuela’s refineries 
are relics that will 
be hard to revive
MIRCELY GUANIPA AND DEISY BUITRAGO

The Paraguana Refining Center in Western 
Venezuela once symbolised the country’s oil wealth 
and its ambition to turn vast crude reserves into 
fuels and  export revenue.

Today, the 955,000-barrel-per-day complex in 
Falcon state runs at a fraction of capacity, a  decline 
decades in the making and unrelated to the strong 
earthquakes that struck Venezuela last month.

In the months before the quakes, Reuters visited 
the area surrounding the Amuay and Cardon 
refineries that make up the Paraguana complex, 
along with one of Venezuela’s other two active 
refineries, and interviewed four dozen workers, 
contractors, residents and experts.

One worker at the 645,000-barrel-per-day (bpd) 
Amuay refinery said everything looks “ugly and 
rusty.” Open-air waste pits are nearly full. Residue 
seeps across pipelines and valve stations. Workers 
say years of underinvestment, equipment failures 
and shortages have left Paraguana struggling to 
produce the fuel Venezuelans need.

The reporting revealed festering decay and 
little ongoing maintenance at all three facilities, 
underscoring the monumental challenges 
Venezuela faces in restoring its oil infrastructure to 
the benefit of its citizens, even as President Donald 
Trump promises $100 billion in investments by 
foreign oil companies. 

Venezuela’s refineries are at once among its 
most dilapidated assets and the most critical to 
Venezuelan consumers. Yet these refineries are 
among the least likely to see foreign investment any 
time  soon, industry executives and analysts said.

Recovery from the two earthquakes, which 
killed more than 5,000 people and caused 
widespread destruction, has further complicated 
the refineries’ outlook, said Oswaldo Felizzola, a 
Venezuelan energy analyst.

“Right now, the priority clearly seems to be 
 rebuilding and dealing with all the devastation the 
earthquakes caused across the country,” he said.

He said any major investments in refining 
would now likely be pushed into 2027 and beyond 
as the government focuses on oil production. Fully 
restoring refining capacity would require at least 
$20 billion, Felizzola said, an estimate echoed by 
other industry experts Reuters interviewed.

Some US and multinational oil companies have 
expressed interest in Venezuela this year after the 
US ousted socialist President Nicolas Maduro in 
a January 3 raid. But they have little incentive 
to rehabilitate local refineries when the US has 
its own refineries able to process Venezuela’s 
challenging heavy sour crude grades.

That leaves the government of interim President 
Delcy Rodriguez with little hope of raising money 
to restore refineries from foreign oil companies or 
the  refineries themselves, which provide fuel for the 
domestic market. — Reuters

The middle-income 
health trap

AS 
WE commemorate the 170th 
anniversary of George Bernard Shaw’s 
birth on July 26, it is worth asking 
why an Irish playwright should still 
command the attention of those 

concerned with governance, public policy and 
international affairs.

The answer lies beyond literature itself.
Literature is humanity’s longest-running 

laboratory of human behaviour. Across 
centuries and civilisations, it has explored 
ambition and sacrifice, justice and prejudice, 
courage and fear, loyalty and betrayal. The 
greatest works endure not because they 
preserve beautiful language, but because 
they preserve human experience. They 
reveal the recurring patterns of thought 
and behaviour that neither technology nor 
modernity has erased.

This is precisely why literature belongs 
alongside history, economics and political 
science in the education of statesmen. For 
states do not govern constitutions. Nor do 
they govern markets. They govern people.

Because states govern people rather than 
abstractions, statecraft is never an end in 
itself. Its purpose is neither the preservation 
of power nor the administration of 
bureaucracy. It is the organisation of society 
in ways that enable people to flourish.

Yet this is where political analysis often 
becomes surprisingly shallow.

Public debate tends to revolve around 
systems, institutions, laws and economic 
indicators, all of which matter enormously. 
But beneath every policy lies an assumption 

about human behaviour. Will citizens comply 
voluntarily? Will markets respond rationally? 
Will groups cooperate or compete? Will 
people sacrifice immediate interests for long-
term prosperity?

Among modern writers, few explored this 
landscape more relentlessly than George 
Bernard Shaw. His plays are less concerned 
with events than with the contradictions, 
motivations and self-deceptions of the people 
who bring those events about.

Shaw is worth reading not because he 
offers ready-made solutions, but because 
he relentlessly confronts readers with the 
inconvenient realities that every statesman 
eventually encounters. He reminds us that 
people rarely behave exactly as political 
theory expects them to. They are generous 
one moment and self-interested the 
next; principled until principles become 
personally costly; supportive of ideals until 
those ideals appear to conflict with their 
immediate interests.

People readily embrace justice, equality 
and freedom, but often only while these 
ideals coincide with their own interests, 
identities or circumstances. Once they 
become personally costly, principles 
are frequently renegotiated. This is not 
necessarily hypocrisy. It is human nature. 
This is not negativity. It is a reality check. 
And successful statecraft begins by 
acknowledging that reality rather than 
wishing it away.

For Shaw, the challenge of governance was 
never simply designing better policies. It was 

George Bernard Shaw and the study of human nature
designing institutions capable of working 
with imperfect human beings rather than 
imaginary ones. It is remarkable that Shaw 
arrives at a conclusion long recognised in 
Islamic political thought. The well-known 
maxim of Muslim political culture — “Allah 
restrains through political authority what 
He does not restrain through revelation 
alone” — does not diminish the moral 
authority of religion. Rather, it recognises 
a profound truth about civilisation. Moral 
guidance shapes conscience, but conscience 
alone cannot organise a complex society. 
Human beings aspire to virtue, yet remain 
susceptible to fear, anger, greed and tribal 
loyalty. Legitimate institutions therefore exist 
not because morality has failed, but because 
morality alone cannot regulate every aspect 
of collective life.

Shaw, though writing from a secular 
perspective, arrives at much the same 
practical conclusion. The endurance of a 
society depends not upon assuming perfect 
citizens, but upon building institutions 
resilient enough to accommodate ordinary 
human imperfection.

This insight is particularly relevant at 
a moment when the international order 
appears increasingly fragile. The world is not 
suffering from a shortage of ideals. Every 
major power invokes justice, sovereignty, 
security or human rights. International 
agreements remain extensive. Diplomatic 
declarations continue to multiply. What is 
eroding is confidence that institutions can 
apply these principles consistently.

IN 
THE lexicon of development, 
few words sound as reassuring 
as “graduation,” which 
suggests progress past critical 
milestones and an escape 

from dependency. In global health, 
however, graduation increasingly 
creates a trap. When a country 
crosses the World Bank’s threshold 
from low- to middle-income status, it 
is deemed too rich to qualify for aid, 
even though it is not yet rich enough 
to cover its health costs.

The implications of reaching 
this milestone (which is based on 
gross national income per capita) 
are therefore profound. Achieving 
middle-income status means that 
concessional loans will increasingly 
have to be replaced by market-rate 
borrowing, and that grants will 
shrink or disappear as global health 
programmes wind down.

But pathogens do not recognise 
income thresholds, and the resources 
available to health systems do not 
necessarily grow smoothly with 
GDP. In many countries, disease 
burdens remain stubbornly high 
long after aid eligibility has expired. 
If there is any lag in the growth of 
the government’s fiscal capacity, 
the result will be a widening gap 
between health needs and health 
financing. Neither markets nor 
donors are well equipped to fill it.

This is a massive problem. Middle-
income countries now account for 
over 70 per cent of the world’s poor, 
for most deaths from tuberculosis, 
and for a still-high share of deaths 
from HIV and non-communicable 
diseases. Yet they receive a shrinking 
share of global health assistance, 
which is increasingly concentrated 
in a small number of fragile, low-
income states.

If graduation to middle-income 
status reliably coincided with robust 
tax systems, deep capital markets, 
and comprehensive insurance 
schemes, it would make sense for 
recent grads to fend for themselves. 
But many middle-income countries 
face rising debt-service costs and 
collect less than 15 per cent of GDP in 
taxes, owing to their large informal 

sectors. They may be richer on paper, 
but their health ministries are often 
poorer in practice.

When donor-funded programmes 
supported by institutions such as 
Gavi or the Global Fund taper off, 
governments are expected to assume 
full financial responsibility for 
vaccines, antiretrovirals, and malaria 
control, often within the space of a 
few budget cycles. But such costs are 
often large, recurrent, and have low 
visibility, which weakens political 
incentives to prioritise them over 
other spending.

Consider Romania. Following its 
entry into the European Union in 
2007, its economy started to grow, 
creating a key condition for the 
withdrawal of Global Fund support 
for HIV preventative services in June 
2010. When the government failed to 
cover this new funding gap, harm-
reduction services collapsed, and the 
country experienced a resurgence 
of infections among vulnerable 
populations. Debt compounds the 
problem. When countries graduate, 
external financing shifts from 
concessional to commercial terms 
just as aid flows recede. Yet the 
private lenders that capitalise on the 
situation by charging high interest 
rates (usually citing the economic 

volatility that characterises most 
newly graduated countries) have no 
appetite to renegotiate terms when 
economic headwinds emerge. In the 
end, the fiscal space that departing 
donors assumed would materialise is 
consumed by interest payments.

These are not temporary 
adjustments. Many middle-income 
countries find themselves stuck 
indefinitely in the position of being 
too rich for aid, too poor for markets, 
and too indebted to expand public 
spending. When that happens, the 
only available adjustment is to cut 
back on health and other services.

Many are then told that the private 
sector will offer the solutions they 
need. Newly graduated countries 
are expected to attract investment, 
expand insurance markets, and 
leverage blended finance. But even 
when private capital is available, 
it tends to flow to profitable areas 
such as urban hospitals, diagnostics, 
and specialist care. High-impact 
preventive services, primary care, 
and other public-health functions 
that generate lower financial returns 
are left to the state. The result is 
often a two-tier system that widens 
inequality and stalls progress towards 
improving population health.
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