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T
he Union government’s enthusiastic mis-
use of its spurious powers to censor law-
ful speech online is an alarming and ex-

ponentially growing threat to India’s democracy.
With amendments to the IT Rules, 2021 — which
are themselves on shaky constitutional ground —
the government has successfully pressured Meta
and X to take down content within three-hour ti-
melines that leave little time to push back, lest
they lose “safe harbour” protections and be
dragged into court or, worse, have their em-
ployees face personal criminal liability. Under
the cover of �ghting AI-generated content, all
speech is being subjected to a despotic regime
where the state can silence speech at will, des-
troying the promise of the Internet, which has
emerged as an important alternative voice to ex-
press everyday concerns. Visceral, hard-hitting
expressions of independent voices are an integral
part of a society led by free ideals and representa-
tive democracy. Weaponising Sections 69A and
79(3)(b) of the IT Act, 2000 to take down such
content, and accounts wholesale, distorts the pu-
blic conversation in a way that bene�ts the ruling
party, with scant regard for the freedoms of au-
diences and the livelihoods of creators. Often, en-
tire accounts of the Opposition are deleted. Since
this infrastructure of censorship has been built
brick by brick without any moral compunctions
on the path down which they lead, takedowns of
independent media outlets and critical commen-
tators have grown. Some have been reversed, at
the cost of revealing their identity. The govern-
ment continues to enjoy these powers under a
veil of secrecy, publishing no meaningful data on
how its hold on online discourse has tightened.

By opening up the so-called Sahyog portal to
police o�cials around the country, requests un-
der Section 79(3)(b) have been supercharged as a
censorial rubber stamp that the IT Act simply
does not give them. The clear Supreme Court
precedent outlining what “actual knowledge” of
illegality online constitutes for takedown orders
has been reduced to a mockery. The Karnataka
High Court has even brushed aside binding Court
precedent under Shreya Singhal vs Union of India,
even as the government has not dared to formal-
ise the powers that it is exercising by passing a
law in Parliament. Social media platforms have
failed miserably in acting as a check in this ongo-
ing rampage for power over online speech and
have instead chosen the peace of mind that
comes with automatically processing takedown
notices. X continues to resist the Sahyog portal,
but faces pressure from proceedings in the Kar-
nataka and Delhi High Courts. The political elite
must ponder the consequences of its campaign
against online speech. Opposition-ruled States
have quickly leapt to leverage the Sahyog portal’s
powers. A future government run by today’s Op-
position will likely play by the same sordid rules.

Tackling takedowns
Online censorship is a threat to the

fundamental right to free expression

W
ith freedom comes great responsibili-
ty; decisions made as a consequence
of any freedom must be informed by

reasonable awareness of the fall out. In seeming-
ly vesting reproductive autonomy with the wo-
man, the Supreme Court might have edged out
the essential role of a clinical review of the situa-
tion. The Court asked the Union government to
amend the abortion law to remove the time limit
on medical termination of unwanted pregnan-
cies in the case of minor rape victims. The Bench
of the Chief Justice of India, Surya Kant, and Jus-
tice Joymalya Bagchi made the observation while
refusing to entertain a petition against an earlier
Court decision allowing a 15-year-old survivor of
rape to terminate the pregnancy during the 30th
week. In the original judgment on the case,
which was on curative appeal, the judges re-
marked that the right of the minor child to conti-
nue a pregnancy that is illegitimate must be con-
sidered, to safeguard a woman’s right to
reproductive autonomy. The Bench of Justices
B.V. Nagarathna and Ujjal Bhuyan had noted that
the minor had shown a clear and consistent un-
willingness to continue the pregnancy. The Court
cannot compel any woman, much less a minor,
to complete her pregnancy if she otherwise did
not intend to do so, they said. They also indicated
that if the legal routes were closed, women might
take the dangerous path to quacks, risking life.
However, counsel for the All India Institute of
Medical Sciences stoutly opposed the termina-
tion, and the curative petition; leveraging the
same safety consideration. Terminating the preg-
nancy at an advanced stage — 30 weeks — would
be inimical to the health of the teenage mother.
Currently, Indian law allows for the termination
of pregnancy up to 24 weeks of gestation.

The entire argument hinges on gestational
age, which, as an indicator of how far along the
pregnancy is, is crucial to deciding whether an
abortion would be safe. Most countries that have
legalised abortion restrict the period of safe abor-
tion to 24 weeks of gestation, primarily because
of the negative implications for the life and health
of the mother, after that. But, central to legal
abortion is a medical assessment of risks. Will a
child or her parents alone, with lay knowledge,
be able to make a studied assessment of such
risk? While the minor expresses her desire to be
rid of a forced pregnancy, it is the role of her pa-
rents and the system to provide her with safe op-
tions, within the permissible period. Making an
uninformed decision at this stage could be coun-
terproductive, if it compromises on her health or
life, while allowing the right to bodily autonomy.

Doctors decide
Decisions to go for abortion must be

guided by sound medical advice

O
n April 19, the American tech-giant
Palantir tweeted a 22-point summary
of its CEO Alexander C. Karp’s book,
The Technological Republic

(co-authored with Nicholas Zamiska). In it, the
company decries corporate inclusivity, the
equality of cultures, and, more worryingly, the
limits of soft power. “The ability of free and
democratic societies to prevail requires
something more than moral appeal,” it says. “It
requires hard power, and hard power in this
century will be built on software.” Palantir then
proceeds to point out that the question is no long
whether Arti�cial Intelligence (AI) will be used to
build weapons, but who it will build them for and
for what purpose.

It is di�cult to read Palantir’s programme and
not feel a foreboding sense of anxiety about
where AI is taking us. It has after all crept into
every stream of life, often with devastating
consequences. With every passing day, it is
evident that these companies will shape how
people interact with each other, how the
economies of the world develop, and even how
nations wage wars.

Indeed, Palantir’s tweet is no corporate
dogma. Among the more striking in�uences of AI
in recent times is the news of its use in the United
States’ attacks in Iran. Reports have shown us that
the company’s AI-powered defence platform, the
Maven Smart System, had a substantial role to
play in selecting the targets, including the
primary school in Minab, Iran, where American
forces killed between 175 and 180 people, most of
them girls between the ages of seven and 12.

What is eerily disquieting
The speculative dystopias from a few years ago
are now with us in the present. No doubt, we
have reached this moment due to an accretion of
choices that we have made over many years. But
so eerily disquieting is the lack of regulation over
its use and growth that AI’s potential appears to
concern even the savants of today’s technological
world, Sam Altman of OpenAI among them, more
than it does the state.

In a 13-page document released on its website,
titled “Industrial Policy for the Intelligence Age:
Ideas to Keep People First”, OpenAI claims that
the technology it is building is coming at a pace
far faster than society is prepared to handle. The
paper argues that in normal times, markets can
work on their own and competition can lead to
better living standards and expanded
opportunity.

“But the magnitude of the changes we expect
and the potential risks we foresee demand even
more,” it says. “We are entering a new phase of
economic and social organization that will
fundamentally reshape work, knowledge, and
production. It requires not just incremental
policy responses but ambitious policy ideas for
tomorrow.”

To that end, governments, according to Open
AI, should implement common sense regulation,
which, far from entrenching incumbents, would
“help protect children, mitigate national security
risks, and encourage innovation”.

But the absence of regulation could not be
more glaring. Open AI’s rival, Anthropic, which
operates Claude, has a resident philosopher and
ethicist, Amanda Askell, supposedly doing the job
for it. Ms. Askell has written up what is now
described as “Claude’s Constitution” — known to
the corporation’s employees as the “soul doc”. It
purports to provide the large language model
(LLM) a set of moral precepts. 

In this case, it seeks to ensure that Claude is
“broadly safe”, “broadly ethical”, “compliant
with Anthropic’s guidelines”, and “genuinely
helpful”.

For example, the safety standards it prescribes
demands that Claude should never, among other
things, provide uplift to those seeking to create
biological, chemical, nuclear, or radiological
weapons with the potential for mass casualties;
provide uplift to attacks on critical infrastructure;
engage in an attempt to kill the vast majority of
humanity as whole; and generate child sexual
abuse material.

But, ultimately, these e�orts must be viewed
with the greatest scepticism. They are the LLMs’
way of telling us to thank them for keeping the
world a safe place. Even if we treat them at face
value, consider what happens when Claude
chooses to override its constitution? Or if one of
Anthropic’s competitors, say, Palantir, feels no
urge to control how its LLMs grow?.

From warfare to surveillance
Consider Anthropic’s latest model, Claude
Mythos, which has already raised a raft of ethical
concerns over its hacking skills, outperforming
humans. Thus far, the company has not released
the new version to the public, because of the
serious threats it poses to cybersecurity. In
Palantir’s case, not only has its manifesto and its
use in recent warfare been alarming, but so too
has its role in America’s surveillance e�orts. The
corporation has reportedly built software that the
U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE)
uses to pro�le and track individuals. While some
may argue that the software’s surveillance e�orts
have been used to enhance public good in the
past — notably in contact tracing e�orts in some
countries during the COVID-19 pandemic — it has
increasingly become a tool for brazen
surveillance in breach of civil liberties.

Palantir’s software is also in use across States
in the U.S. where predictive policing has become
the norm. Multiple investigations have shown the
problems inherent in the technology’s use — its
pro�ling is racially charged and biased and based
on information that is collated with unabashed
disregard for privacy.

Beyond issues of surveillance, privacy and

warfare, there are other concerns too. These
include the impact that AI has had and will
continue to have on jobs, on our climate, and on
our creativity, will, and endeavour, ultimately,
impinging on what it means to be a human being.
There are also worries over how LLMs are trained
on man-made writing, by using novels, poems
and essays as data points. Whether this
constitutes fair use of copyright remains a point
of contention.

But the idea that these corporations are to be
trusted to do the right thing shifts the burden of
public accountability otherwise fundamental to
constitutional democracies onto private entities.
By any account, this portends dangerous
consequences.

Across the world there appears to be a sense
not too distinct from how we have reacted to the
various arrangements of a�airs in the neo-liberal
world order, that “there is no alternative”, a
maxim once made famous by Margaret Thatcher.
This allowed Thatcher, as the writer Cory
Doctorow has argued, to “paint her ideological
choices as historical inevitabilities”.

The rest of the world must react
But there are alternatives. That the U.S. and the
West are unwilling to regulate AI must not mean
that the rest of the world should stay silent. Thus
far, India has adopted a relatively soft regulatory
regime. Its Governance Guidelines, released in
November 2025, recognises many of the
problems characteristic to the technology, but
stops short of recommending legislative
intervention.

The cue is in what Brazil’s President Luiz
Inácio Lula da Silva said at the AI Impact Summit
held in February 2026 in New Delhi. Big tech
needs regulation, with the “imperative of
safeguarding human rights in the digital sphere,
promoting information integrity, and protecting
our countries’ creative industries”.

As he correctly recognised, the companies’
business model depends on exploitation of
personal data and the erosion of privacy. To that
end, allowing technological expansion to go
unchecked would only deepen inequalities and
concentrate power in a few nations and
corporations.

At a time like this, when international law is
�ailing, to be cheery about global cooperation
may seem desperate. But frameworks exist, the
European Union’s Arti�cial Intelligence Act,
Brazil’s proposals, and even India’s own
guidelines, among them. What we must do is
compel our leaders to show the political will to
make these binding and multilateral.

The problem is that most of us have not so
much as started asking ourselves what a just
future with AI would look like. Instead, we seem
to have accepted that there is no alternative. In
the process, we have all fallen into the
Thatcherite trap.

AI and a gathering storm of unchecked power

Suhrith
Parthasarathy

Advocate practising 
in the Madras 
High Court

Corporate
control of AI
raises urgent
questions about
power,
accountability
and a
weakening of
democratic
safeguards

O
n January 1, 2026, the European Union
(EU)’s Carbon Border Adjustment
Mechanism (CBAM) came into e�ect, and

is fully in force. Europe calls it fairness: European
producers pay a carbon price, so imports should
too. On paper, it sounds equitable; in practice,
the door to fair competition is only half-open for
India.

European steel, aluminium and cement
producers enjoy large decarbonisation subsidies
and subsidised public �nance. They also continue
receiving free allowances under the EU Emissions
Trading System, which will be phased out
gradually from 2026 to 2034, lowering their
e�ective carbon costs even as CBAM phases in.
Indian exporters, by contrast, face the full weight
of CBAM charges without equivalent state
support. 

This tilt sits uneasily with the spirit of the
General Agreement on Tari�s and Trade (GATT)
Article III, which bars deploying internal charges
to shield domestic producers from fair
competition.

What the deeper issue is about
The new India-EU Free Trade Agreement (FTA),
whose negotiations concluded on January 27,
2026, provides no exemption from CBAM for
India. The EU held �rm: no country gets
country-speci�c �exibility. The FTA’s Annex on
Carbon Border Measures (Annex 14-A) does,
however, establish a formal technical dialogue on
CBAM implementation — including how any
e�ective carbon price paid in India can be taken
into account at the EU border, and a
most-favoured-nation commitment that any
�exibility extended to other countries will
automatically extend to India. That narrow
opening matters enormously.

The deeper issue is climate justice and
sovereignty. CBAM shifts part of Europe’s

decarbonisation burden onto developing-country
exporters while keeping the resulting revenue in
European hands. A country that cannot shape the
carbon price on its exports, or direct the
associated revenues, risks becoming a rule-taker
rather than a rule-maker in the green transition.

India is not starting from zero. The Carbon
Credit Trading Scheme (CCTS), noti�ed in 2023,
establishes a domestic carbon price through
tradable certi�cates, and will, over time, cover
key industrial sectors including steel. Under
CBAM Regulation Article 9, European importers
may deduct embedded emissions that have
already borne a carbon price in the country of
origin. That is the legal hook for recognising
India’s carbon price as an o�set to CBAM. The
principle, and the legal mechanism, are sound.

Crediting CCTS under Article 9 is both legally
defensible and environmentally coherent. CCTS
is a compliance-grade market: installations must
hold carbon credits against measured emissions,
carrying a rupee-denominated value per tonne.
Crediting that e�ective price against CBAM
obligations — subject to robust monitoring,
transparent exchange-rate conversion, and
guarantees that no export rebates neutralise the
burden — would prevent double-pricing while
preserving CBAM’s stated aim of levelling the
playing �eld.

As a counter adjustment
India’s next move should be a counter
adjustment: an India Border Adjustment
Mechanism (IBAM). Rather than accepting CBAM
as an inescapable external levy, India could
impose its own carbon-based charge on
CBAM-covered exports, collected at the point of
export. But IBAM must not be rushed or
announced unilaterally. It should be developed
only through Annex 14-A, so that its design is
clearly recognised in advance as a “carbon price

paid in the country of origin” for purposes of
CBAM Article 9. If India sequences this carefully —
using Annex 14-A to lock in how CCTS payments
and any IBAM charges will be credited — Indian
exporters need not face any higher overall carbon
cost than CBAM alone would impose. What they
would otherwise pay implicitly as a levy retained
in Europe, they would instead pay explicitly
through domestic obligations, fully o�set at the
EU border. The net carbon burden on exporters
would be capped at the CBAM level in any event.

Make IBAM a constructive o�er
The crucial di�erence is where the money goes.
IBAM revenues would stay in India. Every rupee
raised should be ring-fenced in a dedicated,
transparently governed fund restricted to
veri�able green projects: modernising blast
furnaces, expanding low-carbon electricity,
scaling hydrogen and scrap-based steelmaking,
supporting a�ected workers — all subject to strict
measurable, reportable and veri�able standards,
independently audited and publicly disclosed.

Seen this way, IBAM is not a spoiler but a
constructive o�er. If the EU is serious that CBAM
is about preventing carbon leakage rather than
protecting revenue, it should recognise credible
Indian carbon pricing under Article 9 and treat
those payments as genuine o�sets. European
consumers would still see a carbon-priced
product. Indian producers would face no higher
net carbon cost.

Most importantly, India would keep its carbon
revenues and use them to �nance a green
transition designed, at least in part, on its own
terms.

India should “IBAM the CBAM” — treating FTA
Annex 14-A and CBAM’s Article 9 not as footnotes,
but as levers to keep carbon money at home
while engaging seriously with a carbon-priced
world.

Keeping India’s carbon money at home

Archie Parnell

Professor of Law,
O.P. Jindal Global
University School
of Law

When Europe
sets carbon
rules, India must
not remain the
price taker

The day of election results

May 4, 2026 should witness
grace in victory, dignity in
defeat. As the electorate in
Assam, West Bengal, Kerala,
Tamil Nadu and Puducherry
render their verdict on May
4, all stakeholders must
honour democracy’s
covenant. The winners must
resist triumphalism — a
mandate is a trust, not a
trophy. The vanquished
must concede with grace,

only for qualification to the
play-o�s in the 2026 season
but also for its identity. MI
looks especially bedraggled.
Loyal MI fans want to see
Rohit Sharma back at the
helm. The 2026 season
seems to have signalled a
decline in MI’s dominance.

R. Sivakumar,
Chennai

well-defined process must
be put in place leaving no
room for doubt about the
ECI’s credibility.
V. Nagarajan,

Chennai

MI and IPL 2026

Mumbai Indians are an
incredible case study in
franchise cricket. The most
successful team in the IPL,
alongside Chennai Super
Kings, is now fighting not

electoral rolls was
introduced in haste ahead
of the Assembly polls;
“logical discrepancy” was
cited in West Bengal to
exclude lakhs of voters.
Judicial intervention, too,
did not o�er relief in time.
With results due and new
governments set to take
o�ice, these concerns may
fade away for now, only to
return before the next
election. A clear and

media — democracy’s
sentinels — must report
facts, not fervour; results,
not narratives.
Gopalaswamy J.,
Chennai

Many who saw the election
system as robust and the
Election Commission of
India (ECI) as beyond
reproach have been taken
by surprise. The Special
Intensive Revision of

for dignified defeat
strengthens democracy
more than hollow victory.
Party cadres on both sides
must shun provocation and
violence; the street is not an
extension of the ballot box.
Voters, having exercised
their sovereign right, must
now demand accountability
regardless of a�iliation.
Election o�icials must
ensure an orderly,
transparent count. And the
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Madras, May 3: One hundred and sixty
kilograms of gold ornaments ranging from a ring
to a huge gold necklace stored in 48 boxes and
valued at Rs. 65 lakhs — claimed to be one of the
biggest hauls in the country — were seized by the
Central Excise o�cers from the residence of a
“pawnbrokers banker” last Monday. These
boxes had been stored in a strong room in the
premises at Govindappa Naicken Street, George
Town. The o�cers also seized cash of Rs.
63,000. The banker had neither declared
possession of this huge quantity of gold
ornaments nor even his personal jewellery.

Disclosing this at a press conference to-day,
Mr. L.J. Rao, Collector of Central Excise said
each box contained 100 to 1,500 items of gold
jewellery. These boxes belonged to various
pawnbrokers who had re-pledged them with
their ‘banker’ and received advance of monies.
Two Inspectors Mr. P. R. Krishnan and Mr. K.
Rangaraj spent over 10 days gathering
intelligence and �nally located the premises.
Fifteen o�cers led by Mr. E. J. Coelho, Assistant
Collector and Mr. N.V. Kumaraswamy,
Superintendent, entered the premises on April
26 and started an inventory of all the
ornaments.

FIFTY YEARS AGO MAY 4, 1976

Big haul from pawnbrokers’
banker

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

Ootacamund, May 3: The Ootacamund horse
show was brought to a successful conclusion this
afternoon. The show was voted one of the �nest
held in India and attached large number of
prominent visitors who are now at the station.
Among these were, besides His Excellency the
Governor and the Hon’ble Cicely Goschen, Sir
C.P. Raniaswami Iyer, the Maharaja and Junior
Maharani of Travancore, the Maharani of Cooch
Bebar, the Maharaja of Bobbili, the Nawab of
Tander, General Ponsonby the Raja of
Kollengode, Sirdar Kaniaraj Ors and Devarj URs
of Mysore.

The Open Jumping Competition for horses
and ponies aroused keen competition, the prize
eventually going to the Maharani of Cooch
Behar’s “Roulette.” The prize for the best pony
or horse in the show went to the Maharani of
Cooen Bihar “Broad Fort” and that of the best
pony to Mrs. Hildebrand’s “Theodra.”

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 4, 1926

Ootacamund horse show

A
t a time when the world
is navigating con�ict,
uncertainty, and rising
psychological strain,

the idea of peace demands
renewed attention. Traditionally
approached through diplomacy
and policy, peace is often framed
as an external goal, negotiated
across borders and institutions.
Yet, despite these e�orts, societies
remain increasingly unsettled,
suggesting that peace cannot be
secured externally alone. It must
also be cultivated within. Yoga
facilitates this journey.

The global community
recognised this potential when the
United Nations General Assembly
(UNGA) adopted a resolution in
2014, leading to the declaration of
June 21 as the International Day of
Yoga. The proposal itself was
visionary, �rst articulated by
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
during his address to the 69th
Session of the UNGA, where he
described yoga as an invaluable
gift of India’s ancient tradition —
one that embodies the unity of
mind and body, thought and
action. The �rst observance in
2015, under the theme “Yoga for
Harmony and Peace,” re�ected a
shared aspiration to build more
balanced and cohesive societies.
This vision was further reinforced
in 2018 with the theme “Yoga for
Peace,” underlining the role of
Yoga as a unifying force in an
increasingly fragmented world. 

Importantly, this emphasis has
not been con�ned to individual
years. Across successive
International Day of Yoga
observances, the ideas of balance,
interconnectedness, and collective
well-being have remained central.
These themes are not merely
symbolic — they represent a
sustained global e�ort to position
yoga as a practice that connects
individuals across cultures,
geographies, and ideologies,
reinforcing peace as a shared and
participatory process. 

This growing global recognition
was further strengthened in 2016,
when yoga was inscribed on
UNESCO’s Representative List of

the Intangible Cultural Heritage of
Humanity. While deeply rooted in
India’s civilisational ethos, Yoga
today belongs to the world. Its
universality lies in its simplicity —
it requires no elaborate
infrastructure, no exclusive
access, and transcends cultural
boundaries. 

It is in this spirit that the
Morarji Desai National Institute of
Yoga, Ministry of Ayush,
Government of India organised
the ‘Yoga Mahotsav 2026’ on May
2, at the Kanha Shanti Vanam. 

Bridging the gap
Yoga o�ers a way to bridge the gap
between inner imbalance and
external discord by strengthening
the individual’s capacity for
awareness, balance, and restraint.
Rooted in India’s traditional
knowledge systems, Yoga is not
merely a physical routine but a
discipline that harmonises the
body, mind, and breath. 

Through this integration, it
enables individuals to respond to
situations with clarity rather than
impulse. 

This distinction is critical. Much
of the con�ict witnessed today,
whether in personal interactions
or public discourse, does not arise
solely from deep divisions but
from the inability to regulate
response. Yoga, through practices
such as breath control and
meditation, develops precisely this
capacity. It creates space between
stimulus and reaction — where
re�ection replaces reaction, and
understanding tempers instinct. It
is through this shift in individual
behaviour that Yoga begins to
shape peace at a broader, societal
level. In a world reacting faster
than it re�ects, Yoga restores the
discipline of pause.

In this context, Yoga has also
emerged as one of India’s most
signi�cant instruments of soft
power. Unlike conventional forms
of in�uence that rely on assertion,
yoga operates through
participation and shared
experience. It creates moments of
collective stillness in an otherwise
fragmented world, fostering trust,

mutual respect, and a sense of
global unity — values that are
essential for lasting peace. 

The relevance of Yoga becomes
even more pronounced in the
present global landscape. Rapid
urbanisation, digital
overstimulation, and shifting
social dynamics have contributed
to rising stress levels, shrinking
attention spans, and increasingly
reactive forms of communication.
In such conditions, the absence of
inner equilibrium often translates
into external friction. Yoga
addresses this challenge at its root.
By encouraging mindfulness and
emotional regulation, it equips
individuals with the ability to
manage stress and respond
thoughtfully. When adopted
widely, this shift in behaviour has
the potential to in�uence
collective outcomes,
strengthening social cohesion and
fostering more resilient
communities.

The Ministry of Ayush has been
committed to advancing this
vision by integrating Yoga into
public health, education, and
community initiatives. The
objective is not periodic
participation, but sustained
behavioural transformation that
supports both individual
well-being and societal harmony.
Events like the ‘Yoga Mahotsav
2026’ are not merely
commemorative — they are
catalytic, bringing people together
in a shared experience of
awareness, balance, and collective
intent. Peace, ultimately, is not a
singular milestone but a
continuous process, shaped by
how individuals think, act, and
engage with one another. Yoga, in
its depth and universality, o�ers a
practical means to nurture this
process.

As the world moves toward the
International Day of Yoga 2026,
the message is both simple and
profound: lasting peace will not be
negotiated only across tables, but
also cultivated within individuals.
Yoga, in this sense, is not merely a
practice — it is a quiet, enduring
architecture of peace.

A countdown to International Day of Yoga 

Prataprao Jadhav

Union Minister of

State (IC) for Ayush

and Minister of State

for Health and Family

Welfare

By encouraging
mindfulness and
emotional
regulation, Yoga
equips
individuals with
the ability to
manage stress
and respond
thoughtfully

STATE OF PLAY

I
n 1995, when Nara Chan-
drababu Naidu became
the Chief Minister of And-

hra Pradesh (then undivided),
he began pitching Hyderabad
as the new IT destination of
the country. He was able to
make due on that claim, when
in 1998, IT giant Microsoft es-
tablished a global R&D centre
in the city. This proved to be a
game changer for both Mr.
Naidu and the State as soon
Hyderabad came to be regard-
ed as a major IT destination
for global �rms, with other
majors such as Oracle, Google,
Amazon, and Cognizant mak-
ing a beeline for Hyderabad.

Ever since then, Mr. Naidu
has basked in the success of
transforming Hyderabad, with
the achievement featuring
prominently in all his subse-
quent political campaigns. 

After a setback in 2004, Mr.
Naidu returned to power in
2014 as part of the National
Democratic Alliance (NDA),
following the bifurcation of
the State, and once again fo-
cussed on IT; only this time,
he pitched Visakhapatnam as
the IT destination of the resi-
duary Andhra Pradesh. Apart
from IT, Mr. Naidu also pro-
posed developing a green�eld
capital at Amaravati. 

However, his 2014-19 tenure
was riddled with controver-
sies, and his formidable Oppo-
sition — the YSR Congress Par-
ty (YSRCP) led by a much
younger Y.S. Jagan Mohan
Reddy — picked holes in sever-
al of the initiatives he had un-
dertaken. Towards the end of
his term, he bitterly parted
ways with the NDA. Mr. Reddy
capitalised on this vulnerabili-
ty and won the 2019 elections
with a thumping majority.

But Mr. Naidu is not one to
be written o� easily. He high-
lighted the shortcomings of
his opponents; mended ties
with the NDA leadership;
brought Pawan Kalyan’s Jana
Sena Party into the alliance;
and reduced the YSRCP from
151 seats to just 11 seats in
2024. He is now back at the
helm of a�airs and appears to
be leading an industrial push
in the State.

A new vision
Mr. Naidu has now succeeded
in roping in Google to set up
its �rst 1 GW (gigawatt) hyper-
scale AI data centre outside
the U.S., in the Tarluvada vil-
lage near Visakhapatnam,
with an investment plan of
about $15 billion.

While there are several con-
cerns surrounding the project
— including issues related to
water, power, land holdings
and the environment — Mr.
Naidu has stated that these
will be addressed with both
the State government and
Google working to resolve
them. There is a strong view
within the tech community
that although Google may not
directly employ a large num-
ber of people, it could act as
an anchor, attracting compa-
nies in IT, AI, �nance and
banking. This could mirror
the catalytic role Microsoft
played in Hyderabad.

Unlike the 1990s, when Mr.
Naidu primarily focussed on
an IT-driven growth model,
this time he is also emphasis-
ing on core sectors. He has en-

couraged stakeholders to lev-
erage regional strengths and
optimise resource utilisation
across districts. Leveraging Vi-
sakhapatnam’s coastline, port
infrastructure and iron ore
supply, ArcelorMittal Nippon
Steel India has grounded a 17.8
MTPA steel plant at Rajayyape-
ta in Anakapalli. Mr. Naidu has
also pitched for investments
from MNCs such as LG and
Carrier in Sri City in the Tiru-
pati region, along with several
other big-ticket proposals, in-
cluding an ₹82,000 crore
green energy project from Re-
New. He has also identi�ed
zones for a drone city, defence
hub and space city in the
Rayalaseema region. At pre-
sent, Mr. Naidu’s image as a
‘CEO-style’ administrator
seems to be attracting
investments.

However, the question of
continuity looms large. In
2019, when Mr. Naidu lost
power, several projects were
stalled and tenders were re-
versed. This cycle of policy re-
versals has had an adverse im-
pact on the State. Therefore,
ensuring continuity of these
projects, irrespective of which
party is in power, will augur
well for Andhra Pradesh.

Another key challenge for
Mr. Naidu is to e�ectively cap-
italise on these big-ticket in-
vestments. Following Google,
Reliance Industries is also in
talks with the State to set up a
1.5 GW data centre. But the
question is whether the go-
vernment will be able to at-
tract MNCs to set up shop by
leveraging the advantage of
high-speed data transfer
through the sub-sea cables
that will land in Visakhapat-
nam. 

Also, fostering subsidiary
industries to boost local em-
ployment while ensuring that
environmental safeguards are
not compromised will be
equally important.

Naidu’s industrial push for Andhra
The Chief Minister’s ambitious drive for investments has given rise to concerns 

Sumit Bhattacharjee
sumit.b@thehindu.co.in

I
ndia’s electoral participation
has been rising across States,
with the pattern being much

broader than the recent trends in
West Bengal, Tamil Nadu, Kerala,
and Assam. Data shows that, over
the past decade or so, voter tur-
nout has increased in most States,
with only a few exceptions, sug-
gesting a sustained deepening of
electoral engagement rather than
a sudden increase. 

The clearest takeaway from the
data is that higher participation is
not con�ned to one region or one
political context. In Gujarat, voter
turnout rose from 59.77% in 2007
to 64.84% in 2022, while in Uttar
Pradesh, it moved from 45.96% to
61.08% in the same period. Goa
saw a jump from 70.51% to 81.89%,
and Manipur’s voter turnout in-
creased from 86.73% to 90.28%
(Table 1). These are very di�erent
States in terms of geography, party
competition, social composition,
and turnout history, yet they show
the same broad direction — more
people are voting. 

Karnataka’s turnout rose from
64.84% to 73.84%, Madhya Pra-
desh’s increased from 69.63% to
77.74%, Rajasthan from 66.49% to
75.33%, and Chhattisgarh’s from
70.66% to 76.75% (Table 2).

Exceptions to the rise
The overall pattern is upward, but
it is not universal. Punjab fell from
76.04% in 2007 to 72.15% in 2022,
while Meghalaya, Mizoram, Naga-
land, and Tripura show decline or
near-stability over time. Haryana
is another important exception,
moving from 72.37% in 2009 to
67.89% in 2024 (Table 3). These
cases matter because they show
that turnout growth is not auto-
matic and can be shaped by local
political conditions, competition,
and administrative factors.

At the same time, several States

that had already registered high
voter turnout continued to do the
same. Arunachal Pradesh’s voter
turnout rose from 79.45% in 2009
to 86.89% in 2024 (Table 3). Pudu-
cherry moved from 86.19% in 2011
to 89.85% in 2026 (Table 5). Kera-
la, West Bengal and Tamil Nadu
have also shown increases. Kera-
la’s voter turnout increased from
75.26% to 78.27%, Tamil Nadu’s in-
creased from 78.29% to 85.15% and
West Bengal’s from 84.72% to
92.47% (Table 5). West Bengal de-
serves special attention because it
shows that rising turnout can oc-
cur even in a politically intense,
highly competitive State. The State
has long had one of the highest
participation levels in India, yet
turnout still moved upward from
84.72% in 2011 to 92.47% in 2026. 

This is important because Ben-
gal is often treated as an exception-
al case in debates about electoral
mobilisation. However, the num-
bers suggest something broader —
participation has not only expand-
ed in low-turnout States, it has also
deepened in places where voting
was already strong. Bengal there-
fore reinforces the central argu-
ment that the recent rise in voter
turnout is part of a wider and long-
term trend, not a sudden or isolat-
ed development. Even in States
that already had relatively high tur-
nout, the increase is visible, which
suggests that participation gains
are not limited to low-turnout
States alone.

The data across di�erent elec-
tion cycles suggests that voter tur-
nout has been building over time.
Andhra Pradesh increased its vo-
ter turnout from 72.72% in 2009 to
81.79% in 2024, Odisha increased it
from 65.35% to 74.79%, and Jhark-
hand has gone from 57.03% to
67.66% (Table 3). Similarly, Bihar
has also increased its voter turnout
from 52.73% in 2010 to 67.67% in
2025 (Table 4). Taken together,
these numbers indicate a steady
broadening of electoral participa-
tion across India’s electoral land-
scape, and not a sudden increase.

This is important because it

places the recent surge in voter
turnout across a longer time
frame. The rise in participation is
best understood as a decade-long
trend with uneven outcomes
across States, rather than as a sud-
den event limited to the Special In-
tensive Revision (SIR).

Not much impact
The SIR may have further in-
creased voter turnout by changing
the denominator, which can push
the voter turnout percentage up-
ward even when the underlying
number of voters changes only
modestly. That means its e�ect
should be seen as additive rather
than foundational. The more fun-
damental story is that voter tur-
nout was already moving upward
in many States well before any
such exercises. This distinction is
important for interpreting the
numbers correctly. If voter turnout
rises because the eligible voter
base is recalibrated, that may am-
plify the �nal percentage. But the
broader picture shows that the di-
rection of movement was already
upward across many States, so the
SIR most likely worked on top of
an existing trend rather than in-
itiating it.

The broad increase in voter tur-
nout points to stronger political
engagement and possibly more ef-
fective mobilisation by parties and
institutions. It may also re�ect
changing voter attitudes, better
awareness, or a greater sense that
elections matter. Whatever the
mix of causes, the evidence sug-
gests that India’s electoral partici-
pation has become more expan-
sive across States.

At the same time, the excep-
tions remind us that participation
is not uniform. Some States have
shown a downward trend too, and
these variations deserve attention
instead of being �attened into a
single national story. Still, the over-
all direction is clear — across India,
voter turnout has generally gone
up, and recent factors like the SIR
may have added to a rise that was
already underway. 

Electoral participation has been on a steady rise in India 
Voter turnouts have been increasing over decades across States, and is not a sudden phenomenon 

Sanjay Kumar 
Arindam Kabir
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Appointments
cancelled by Nepal
government

1,500
Nepal’s new

government

has effectively

cancelled more than 1,500 major public

appointments through a sweeping

ordinance issued by President Ram

Chandra Paudel, local media reported.

These appointments were made before

March 26 — the date marking leadership

change in the country. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Foreign nationals
arrested in Sri Lanka
for cyber fraud

130
More than 130 foreign

nationals were arrested

in Sri Lanka for alleged

cybercrime operations over the last two

days, police said. The police actions are

part of a wider crackdown on cross-border

online fraud networks operating from the

island nation. In a raid in Thalangama, a

suburb of Colombo, the police arrested 37

Chinese nationals on Saturday. PTI

Coal imported in
Meghalaya without
valid papers

3
lakh metric tonnes. Two cement

companies in Meghalaya have been

accused of violating prescribed

norms, a High Court-appointed committee

said in its report. The single-member panel

of retired judge B. P. Katakey said that they

transported the dry fuel from outside

between February 2025 and February this

year “without obtaining mandatory

approvals under the SOP, 2024”. PTI

Number of IPS o�cers
transferred in a major
reshu�e in M.P.

62
In a major reshuffle, the

Madhya Pradesh government

on Sunday transferred 62 IPS

officers, including 19 Superintendents of

Police, assigning new roles from Additional

Director General to Deputy Commissioner

of police levels. The Home department

transferred Manish Khatri, Singrauli SP,

posting him as Assistant Inspector General

at the police headquarters in Bhopal. PTI

Kerala’s voter turnout
after inclusion of
service voters’ ballots

79.70
per cent.

Kerala’s voter

turnout in the

April 9 Assembly elections has tentatively

risen to 79.70% after the inclusion of

service voters’ postal ballots, CEO Rathan

U. Kelkar said on Sunday. He also outlined

elaborate arrangements for the counting of

votes scheduled for Monday. PTI

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The story so far:

U
nder pressure from U.S.
President Donald Trump to
abandon its nuclear
programme, Iran has “vowed”

to protect its nuclear stockpile. At the
same time, former supreme leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei disapproved of
the use of nuclear weapons on religious
grounds. How does Iran reconcile the two
positions?

What does the NPT allow and
restrict?
The Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of
Nuclear Weapons — NPT for short —
discourages countries from developing
nuclear weapons, but does not prevent
them from developing the ability to make
these weapons. This is ostensibly because
some of the same technologies and
processes are necessary in a civilian
nuclear programme, such as generating
nuclear power and making nuclear
isotopes for medical use. But the NPT
does not turn a blind eye altogether: it
expects the civilian programme to include
some safeguards that resist the ability to
develop from becoming the possession of
a nuclear weapon. Examples of such
safeguards include closely monitoring the
use of technologies like uranium
enrichment and plutonium reprocessing.

This said, even these safeguards are
focused on diversion, which is only one of
the two pieces of the gap between ability
and possession, the other being
capability. That is, a country can have the
capability to develop a nuclear weapon,
but the NPT’s safeguards have been
designed to deter the diversion of that
capability to military uses. Countries
interested in helping tame the spread of
nuclear weapons have enforced this fuzzy
barrier using export controls and
diplomacy, including sanctions. The
International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA) contributes as an independent
watchdog that performs intrusive
inspections.

Why is not knowing a country’s
nuclear intent a problem?
This is one way the world has kept itself
from downsliding into nuclear
catastrophe. It is a fragile setup because
the regulatory regime decision focusing
on weaponisation rather than capability
has created important downsides.
Perhaps foremost among them is the
threshold state: a country that learns
about and builds everything required to
make a nuclear weapon but stops just
short of building one. This country may
also strategise its breakout — the rapid
sequence of events from enriching
weapons-grade �ssile material to
deploying a nuclear warhead. This way,
the country does not draw sanctions, but
the moment its policy changes, it can
‘breakout’ quickly. North Korea was once
an example of a threshold state — and
now so is Iran.

Not knowing whether a country will
actually build nuclear weapons, especially
since it has the ability to do so, is also bad
for the non-proliferation regime for a few
reasons. When a country breaks out, the
regime will be forced to respond very
close to weaponisation, which may
warrant drastic measures, which does not
bode well to limit escalation. Second, a
non-nuclear-capable country has to guess
whether another country — perhaps a
neighbour — intends to build nuclear

weapons. Figuring it out requires
judgment, diplomacy, and acting in good
faith, all of which are powerful but hard
to enforce using external pressure. It also
muddies international waters. For
example, South Korea does not view
Japan with suspicion but it may not
extend the same courtesy to, say,
Argentina.

Another consequence is the nuclear
cascade: if Country A is a threshold state
and is not on good terms with its
neighbours, the neighbouring countries
may �nd it necessary to arm themselves
with nuclear weapons in case Country A
decides to break out. This is why the
world has clusters of nuclear-capable
states: South Asia, West Asia, North
America, and Eastern Europe.

How close is Iran to a nuclear
weapon?
Iran joined the NPT in 1970 but has
recently expressed doubts about its
participation. It is also a threshold state
with a breakout time widely understood
to be in the order of a few weeks. It is also
thought to possess around 500 kg of
uranium enriched to 60%. According to
The New York Times, in fact, Iran
possesses 11 tonnes of uranium overall
enriched anywhere from 2% to 60%.
Nuclear power reactors require uranium
enriched to signi�cantly under 20%.
Weapons-grade uranium requires 90%.
The way enrichment works, the road
from 60% to 90% is much shorter than
getting to 60%. In other words, Iran is for
all practical purposes a nuclear-capable
state — yet it is not known to have
developed a nuclear weapon.

Ayatollah Ali Khamenei spoke against
using nuclear weapons, calling them
‘haram’. Many have claimed that he
issued a fatwa — a ruling based on Islamic
law — against the nuclear bomb. Tehran
has held that its stockpile and nuclear
infrastructure are “peaceful” and

intended for civilian use. This is
technically possible because uranium
enriched to 20% or more can be
transformed in a process called
downblending to a lower enrichment and
used for civilian purposes. The NPT also
treats the use of nuclear technologies for
scienti�c progress as every country’s
“inalienable right”.

Iran’s claims to that end were also
politically credible as it abided by the
2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
( JCPOA), a.k.a. the Iran deal, until Mr.
Trump unilaterally exited it in 2018. In
e�ect, Mr. Trump sought to back Iran into
a corner, which back�red after Tehran
took licence from Israel’s aggression
across West Asia to resume higher
enrichment.

Despite the Joe Biden administration’s
attempts to restore parts of the deal, Iran
progressively scaled back its
commitments under the JCPOA. In
Islamic jurisprudence, Iran has a valorous
duty to defend its homeland against
“Zionist” aggression — which includes
defending its enrichment sites and, by
appealing to its right to scienti�c
progress, its nuclear stockpile as well.

Why are the regulatory options
limited?
These reasons alone have not convinced
the international community, however,
much of which agrees Iran is a threshold
state. The UN Security Council, the U.S.,
and the European Union have sanctioned
Iran pre-2015 over Tehran’s failure to
declare uranium particles the IAEA found
at three undeclared sites and the related
past uranium processing activities, as
required by its safeguards agreement with
the IAEA.

Today, Iran’s stockpile and the extent
and sophistication of its nuclear
infrastructure are believed to mean its
breakout time could be short — yet the
non-proliferation regime has limited

courses of action because Tehran is
technically toeing the line.

The U.S. and Israel have nonetheless
repeatedly gone to war against Iran
because they are nervous and want to
eliminate even its status as a threshold
state. This includes the ongoing con�ict as
well as the Twelve-Day War last year, and
attempts over the years to assassinate
Iranian nuclear scientists and mount
covert attacks, such as the Stuxnet virus
in the late 2000s.

How did the Iran-Iraq war shape
Iran’s stance?
In fact, the fatwa is also not necessarily
binding, thanks to a policy called
Maslahat-e-Nizam, meaning ‘expediency
of the system’. Speci�cally, in Shia Islam,
a fatwa is not necessarily eternal but can
be a ruling based on existing
circumstances. If those circumstances
change, so can the decision. Since the
threats to Iran from Israel and the U.S.
have been deemed existential of late — a
point the U.S. has been happy to parrot as
part of its brinkmanship — the Supreme
Leader, currently Mojtaba Khamenei,
could supersede his predecessor’s diktat.

In the post-revolution era, Iran’s
leadership has been opposed to nuclear
weapons on religious or ethical grounds
because of the country’s experiences
during and after the Iran-Iraq war
(1980-1988). In the early and mid-1980s,
Iraq deployed chemical weapons against
Iranian soldiers as well as civilians, killing
tens of thousands. The Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini famously resisted retaliating in
kind, appealing to his religion forbidding
indiscriminate killing and securing a
moral victory for his regime.

But Tehran revived its interest in the
nuclear programme after o�cials argued
that the international community,
including the UN, had however failed to
respond adequately to Iraq’s use of
chemical weapons.

Rationalising Iran’s nuclear capability
How does the NPT regulate nuclear programmes? Why is uncertainty about nuclear intent a problem? Why does Iran say its nuclear programme is peaceful?

Why has the international community sanctioned the country? Can Iran’s stance on nuclear weapons change?

A child holds an Iranian flag through the window of a vehicle in northern Tehran, Iran, on May 1. AP 

Vasudevan Mukunth

EXPLAINER THE GIST

�

Iran is a “threshold state”; it
has the capability to develop
nuclear weapons and a short
breakout time, but has not
moved to possession.

�

The NPT allows civilian nuclear
programmes but seeks to
prevent diversion to military
use, creating a gap between
ability and weaponisation.

�

Iran maintains its programme
is “peaceful” and within its
rights, even as sanctions,
uncertainty, and limited
options define the global
response.
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For feedback and suggestions for 
Text & Context, please write to
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with the subject ‘Text & Context’

X

QUESTION 1 

According to George Lucas, the creator
of Star Wars, the stories were taken
from an ancient journal chronicling
the history of the galaxy and written
by immortal beings. What were the
beings called?
X

QUESTION 2 

Fans use BBY and ABY as primary
timeline markers in the Star Wars lore
for Before and After BY. What is BY?
X

QUESTION 3 

What are the surnames of the
following characters in the Star Wars
universe: Mace (Jedi master), Princess
Leia, Lando (administrator of Bespin
and Han Solo’s friend) and Ahsoka
(former Padawan of Anakin
Skywalker)?

X

QUESTION 4 

To which planets do Chewbacca,
Admiral Ackbar, Wicket and Jar Jar
Binks belong?
X

QUESTION 5 

Which craft measures 34.37 meters by
25.61 meters, is powered by Girodyne
SRB42 sublight engines and can
attain a speed of 75 Megalights per
hour in the vacuum of space?
X

QUESTION 6

What is the actual name of the
‘Cantina band’ that played the
famous ‘Mad About Me’, a jazz-like
tune, at the Mos Eisley bar on
Tatooine?
X

QUESTION 7 

Name the trio of actors who provided
the physical presence, voice, and face
of Darth Vader in the original trilogy.

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily quiz: 1.
International Workers’ Day is observed on May 1 in more than 80
countries, but not o�icially in X. Name X (a country). Ans: USA

2. International Workers’ Day commemorates the _________
a�air. On May 4, 1886, a peaceful rally for the eight-hour
workday in Chicago turned violent after someone threw
dynamite at the police. The name of the incident refers to the
square where the incident occurred; the incident is also
considered the climax of the Great American Upheaval. Fill in
the blank. Ans: Haymarket

3. The Y adopted the date of May 1 in 1889 as International
Workers’ Day to honour the events of Q2. Name Y. Ans: Second

International

4. India celebrates its first May Day in 1923 in P (a city) thanks to
the e�orts of labour leader Q. Name P and Q. Ans: Chennai, M.

Singaravelu

5. In February 1956, Nikita Khrushchev delivered a famous
speech in which he denounced Joseph Stalin’s excesses, behind
closed doors. What was the title of Khrushchev’s speech? Ans:

‘On the Cult of Personality and Its Consequences’

Visual: Name this activist and Gandhian who helped found the
Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA). Ans: Ela Bhatt

Early Birds: Arun Kumar Singh | Dil Bahadur Airee | Arpit Kullu |
Naveen Kumar B. L. | Varghese Joseph

THE DAILY QUIZ

A quiz for the true Star Wars fans on the occasion of Star Wars Day, observed today

X

Visual Question: 

Identify these loveable characters and name
the actor who played the taller droid to have
featured in all nine films of the Skywalker
Saga? AP

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

V.V. Ramanan

“You must be in a foul mood. Heard you
guys lost the match by a hundred runs.”

“Please don’t remind me about
yesterday. I’d like to forget about it.”

“But how could you lose so badly?
Heard you, the so-called star batsman, got
out on the �rst ball. What did…”

“The ball that I got out to didn’t even
bounce. It was kept very low.”

“I heard that you got out to a grubber.”
“A what? Grubber?”
“It’s spelt g…r…u…b…b…e…r! Rhymes

with ‘rubber’. It’s what the English and
the Australians call a ball that keeps very
low. Something that the poor batsman has
no chance against.”

“In other words, an unplayable
delivery.”

“I guess you could say that. The
grubber I got, hit me on the toe — not
even on the pad. I was given out LBW.”

“It was a procession. None of the
batsmen had a clue about playing
grubbers.”

“That’s a good example. Are you going
to complain about the pitch?”

“It was a friendly match. Tell me, how
do you pronounce ‘h…u…b…b…u…b’?”

“The �rst syllable rhymes with ‘sub’,
‘tub’ and ‘pub’. The ‘ub’ in the second
sounds like the ‘ub’ in ‘cub’, ‘dub’ and
‘rub’. The word is pronounced ‘HUB-ub’
with the stress on the �rst syllable. Any
idea what the word means?”

“I’m guessing it means ‘commotion’.”
“Very good! That’s one of the meanings

of the word. ‘Hubbub’ is usually used to
talk about commotion or noise. The noise
that results when several people talk at
the same time.”

“It could also be the noise present in a
situation, I suppose.”

“Here’s an example. People who come
from small towns �nd it di�cult to put up
with the hubbub of a city.”

“The hubbub at the station made it
impossible to hear what my grandmother
was saying.”

“The CEO’s unexpected resignation
created quite a hubbub.”

“Meaning it created quite a
commotion?”

“That’s right! As expected, there was
quite a hubbub when Sachin and Kohli
walked in.”

“I can imagine. Whenever Sachin used
to walk out to bat, the hubbub in the
stadium was deafening.”

“I know! It was unbelievable.”
“I heard that you got a raise last week.”
“I didn’t tell you because it was nothing

to shout about.”
“Nothing to shout about?”
“It means that the raise wasn’t

signi�cant. Nothing to make one feel
excited or happy.”

“I see. I read my favourite author’s
latest novel. It’s nothing to shout about.”

“Our new recruit is good, but de�nitely
nothing to shout about.”

“That’s the way I felt about the new
restaurant that’s opened on RP Road.”

“I was planning to take you there this
weekend.”

“I saved you a trip, I guess. The food is
nothing to shout about.”

“That’s a pity!”
upendrankye@gmail.com

He got out to 
a grubber on 
the �rst ball

There was quite a hubbub when

the players walked in

S. Upendran

KNOW YOUR ENGLISH

The story so far: 

O
n April 27, the European
Commission unveiled draft
measures as part of its
requirement for Google to

open its Android ecosystem to AI rivals.
These measures cover features such as
third-party “wake words,” custom
long-press rules, wider access to app data,
context-based intelligence, and
AI-powered task completion, with the
regulator aiming for Android
interconnections to allow even Google’s
competitors to provide AI services to
users via the Android ecosystem. The EU
regulator’s proposed rules could have
far-reaching implications for both Google
and Android users worldwide.

What are the European Commission’s
proposals for Google?
While Google was deemed to be lagging
behind OpenAI and Microsoft in terms of
its Generative AI releases, the search giant
caught up last year and infused its widely
used products — ranging from its search
engine and smartphones to personal
email and workplace suite — with AI,
exposing billions to its latest tech.

Under the current system, the
European Commission observed that
Google was favouring its own AI o�erings
(namely Gemini) on Android devices,
while third parties (such as competing AI
service providers) did not enjoy
comparable levels of access to Android’s
capabilities when serving customers.

The Commission is particularly focused
on “interoperability,” or how smooth it is
for non-Google services to work with the

Android ecosystem. The regulator’s
proposed measures explored what such
free-of-charge access could look like and
what new features users could receive as
a result.

First and foremost, the regulator wants
Google-parent Alphabet to allow third
parties to be invoked by Google’s
long-press home (LPH)/long-press
navigation handle (LPNH) feature. It
would also allow these rivals to access
Google Search via Circle to Search.

Another measure was that Alphabet
would allow third-party app
developers/users to create a custom
always-on ‘wake word’ for their app and
support such integrations, instead of
o�ering “Hey Google” as the default
option for hands-free assistance.

Alphabet was also asked to support
interoperability with the feature linked to
centralised access to apps’ data stored
on-device, to allow “e�cient cross-app
data access, search and retrieval”.

A key Google Android feature is the
ability to surface helpful information,
such as �ight details, calendars, etc., with
much of this due to Gemini. The
European Commission’s draft measures
direct Alphabet to allow other services to
carry out these tasks for users, as well as
access features including context-aware
intelligence, background execution,
on-device model implementation, system
integration, screen automation, and
more.

In simpler words, rival AI services
should be able to interact with apps on
users’ Android devices and “e�ectively”
carry out tasks such as sending emails,
ordering food, and sharing photos — via
the app the user chooses, instead of the

one Google favours. However, these
measures are not �nalised. The European
Commission may replace or alter some
measures if Alphabet provides good cause
for an exemption. The regulator has also
invited “all citizens, companies and
organisations” to share their feedback
and contribute to the consultation until
May 13. A �nal decision is set to be
adopted by July 27. Google will have to
further support and document these
technical implementations in detail, as
well as submit reports.

What was Google’s response to the
EU regulator?
Google’s Senior Competition Counsel,
Clare Kelly, was against the move and
shared concerns about security and
a�ordability for users.

“This unwarranted intervention would
strip away that autonomy, mandate access
to sensitive hardware and device
permissions; unnecessarily driving up
costs while undermining critical privacy
and security protections for European
users,” Kelly was quoted as stating in an
email, per Reuters.

Google has also criticised the DMA
more widely. In a September blog post,
Google’s Oliver Bethell, Senior Director,
Competition, wrote that the DMA’s aim
was more fairness but that it was “causing
signi�cant and unintended harm” to
European users and many small
businesses. The post claimed that the
DMA was focused on the commercial
interests of intermediary sites connecting
businesses and customers, instead of
allowing customers and businesses to
connect directly via Google.

Furthermore, Bethell claimed that the

DMA forced Google to remove “legitimate
safeguards” protecting Android users
from scams and malicious links.

Why does this issue matter?
As Big Tech giants race to develop new AI
tools and market them to users through
their search engines (in the case of
Google/Microsoft) or messaging apps (in
the case of Instagram/WhatsApp),
regulators are concerned that these
companies may cut o� access to rivals
who have competing AI products. This, in
turn, would hurt fair competition.

For example, both OpenAI’s ChatGPT
and Microsoft’s Copilot announced last
year that they would be leaving WhatsApp
after Meta changed platform usage
policies that a�ected how AI chatbots
could access the WhatsApp backend. In
December, the European Commission
opened a formal antitrust investigation
into Meta over the policy change.

In scenarios like these, customers
could be forced to rely on the default AI
product o�ered by the platform or device
they are using, instead of freely choosing
the one they want. On the other hand,
tech companies have opposed opening up
their hardware and software ecosystems
to rivals, claiming that such permissions
reduce security or pass on increased costs
to users.

The enforcement actions taken by the
European Commission in Google’s case
could also in�uence the business outlook
of other Big Tech companies designated
as gatekeepers under the DMA.
Furthermore, these proceedings have the
power to in�uence how Indian courts and
competition regulators handle such
antitrust questions at home.

Why does EU want Google to open up
Android to AI rivals?
The European Commission has unveiled draft measures requiring Google to open the Android ecosystem to rival AI services, focusing on

interoperability and third-party access; it found Google favours its own AI, while Google warns the move could a�ect privacy, security, and costs 
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W
hen we imagine space
warfare, we picture
shattered satellites and
orbital debris. The reality

is quieter but also more dangerous. The
markers of modern orbital con�ict are
signal loss, deliberate misdirection, and
sudden system failures.

In the initial hours of Russia’s invasion
of Ukraine in 2022, a cyber-attack
crippled Viasat’s KA-SAT network,
severing vital communications across
Europe. GPS spoo�ng incidents have
similarly misled civilian aircraft and
maritime vessels, luring ships into
hazardous shoals or corrupting �ight
computers to trigger false terrain alerts
e�ectively weaponising a platform’s own
safety logic against its operators.

The next con�ict in space will begin
with silence, with jammed signals, altered
coordinates, and compromised systems.
Space is today critical infrastructure and
vulnerabilities related to space are often
tantamount vulnerabilities in human
society.

This vulnerability is built into the
architecture of space systems.
Interference leaves no physical trace yet it
can be devastating. It operates using three
tools: jamming (or blocking signals),
spoo�ng (sending false data), and ground
station hacking (taking control of satellite
systems).

As a result, no physical destruction is
needed to paralyse an adversary — which
is an important shift in the way con�ict
plays out in orbit. As �nancial, energy,
and communication networks depend on
satellites, such intrusions can also trigger
cascading failures on the earth.

Legal blindspot
This change exposes a deeper legal
problem. As the Prussian military theorist
Carl von Clausewitz observed, war is
de�ned by its e�ects. If cyber operations
can disable satellites that support power
grids, �nancial systems or emergency
communications, their consequences are
indistinguishable from a physical strike.
However, the United Nations Charter does
not clearly address cyber operations
within its Article 2(4) prohibition on the
“use of force”.

A functional, e�ects-based test is
therefore essential to interpret “use of
force” in the orbital domain. As of 2026,
several states have moved to the position
that a cyber operation does not require
physical ‘smoke and �re’ to violate Article
2(4). Instead, if a digital intrusion
functionally disables a satellite, e�ectively
bricking it, the strategic and economic
consequences are identical to a kinetic
strike. In this context, loss of functionality
is the new shattered glass.

However, it also comes with a
challenge, called the attribution gap.
Under the International Law Commission
framework on state responsibility, legal

liability is contingent on identifying the
perpetrator with high evidentiary
certainty. In the digital domain,
operations routed through proxy
networks and spoofed identities create a
layer of strategic anonymity that
complicates traditional deterrence.

This is less a technical �aw and more a
structural tension: as long as evidentiary
standards are based on visible, physical
proof, the invisible nature of
cyber-disruption will continue to o�er a
signi�cant strategic advantage to
aggressors. In other words, existing
international law recognises force by its
consequences — yet it remains in a
reactive posture as both the act and the
actor remain obscured.

Collapse of civilian-military divide
The legal protections designed to
safeguard non-combatants are
deteriorating in the face of modern
technology. The Outer Space Treaty and
international humanitarian law rely
heavily on the principle of distinction,
requiring warring parties to di�erentiate
between civilian objects and military
targets.

However, modern satellites are
dual-use by default. Civilian GPS
networks, commercial broadband
constellations, and �nancial
timestamping systems now routinely
support intelligence gathering and drone
targeting. Because militaries piggyback on
commercial infrastructure, these assets
often lose their protected civilian status
under international humanitarian law.

That said, in practice, the ‘civilian
satellite’ is becoming a legal �ction. When
commercial constellations provide ‘space

as a service’ for military kill-chains — also
known as the Starlink Precedent — they
dissolve the distinction entirely. In this
environment, an entire network can
become a legitimate grey-zone target,
even if it simultaneously serves schools or
hospitals.

Former British army o�cer and author
Emile Simpson has distinguished between
traditional Clausewitzian war and
contemporary con�ict: the former seeks a
de�nitive military decision while the
latter functions as a direct instrument of
political communication aimed at
fragmented audiences.

In space, cyber operations enable
ambiguous, deniable attacks that are
designed to shape perceptions of state
power rather than to secure territorial
gains. Because they avoid the debris and
visibility of kinetic strikes, they
incentivise constant, low-level disruption.
This creates a persistent state of friction
that never crosses the threshold of war
but continuously undermines the political
legitimacy of the targeted state.

For India, the 2026 CERT-In/SIA-India
Guidelines institutionalised a
“secure-by-design” doctrine for space
systems. They embed cybersecurity into

every stage of the satellite lifecycle, from
design and launch to in-orbit operations
and decommissioning. They also identify
threats such as signal jamming, spoo�ng,
and unauthorised command access, and
recommend layered safeguards across
space, ground, and communication
segments.  However, an enforcement gap
remains: India is expanding its presence
in orbit faster than it is building the ability
to detect and trace cyberattacks in real
time. 

Objective of disruption
The response cannot remain reactive.
States must move from advisory norms to
enforceable “secure-by-design”
standards, clarify when cyber operations
in space constitute a use of force, and
strengthen cooperative attribution
mechanisms. Without this, ambiguity will
continue to favour the attacker. In a
digital battle�eld, if an attacker cannot be
identi�ed within minutes, they cannot be
deterred at all.

For the Global South, this digital
battle�eld poses the unique threat of
orbital dependency. When the digital
backbones of developing economies are
hosted on third-party commercial
constellations, a silent strike can blind a
military and, more importantly,
e�ectively paralyse a state’s ability to
govern, disenfranchising a nation in a
single digital stroke.

In this new era, the objective is no
longer to destroy a satellite but to disrupt
the society that depends on it.

(Shrawani Shagun is a researcher
focusing on environmental sustainability
and space governance.
shrawani.shagun@gmail.com)

How dual-use satellites are blurring
the lines of modern space war

The Outer Space Treaty of 1967 and international humanitarian law require warring parties to di�erentiate between civilian objects and military targets; 

however, modern satellites are dual-use by default as civilian GPS networks, broadband constellations routinely support intelligence gathering and drone targeting

Conflict in orbit no longer requires satellites to be physically destroyed in order to paralyse an adversary. IMAGE CREATED WITH CHATGPT 

THE GIST
�

The markers of modern
orbital conflict are signal loss,
deliberate misdirection, and
sudden system failures

�

As financial, energy, and
communication networks
depend on satellites, such
intrusions can also trigger
cascading failures on the earth

�

This change exposes a deeper
legal problem. The United
Nations Charter does not
clearly address cyber
operations within its Article
2(4) prohibition on the ‘use of
force’
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States must move from advisory
norms to enforceable
‘secure-by-design’ standards,
clarify when cyber operations in
space constitute a use of force,
and strengthen cooperative
attribution mechanisms. Without
this, ambiguity will continue to
favour the attacker

H
umans are trying to build a
low-carbon future. Ironically,
this future won’t be possible

without mining today. This is because
wind turbines, solar panels, and
electric batteries all require lithium,
cobalt, copper, and rare-earth
elements.

Mining doesn’t leave the earth
intact. Instead, it extracts finite,
non-renewable resources. The
processes of mining also often pollute
the environment, permanently
change landscapes, and destroy
biodiversity. So in a commonsensical
way, mining is not sustainable. No
amount of money or technologies can
bring back, say, a pristine rainforest.

However, some people, including
the UN and the International Energy
Agency, have floated an idea called
‘weak sustainability’ with regards to
mining. They argue that mines can be
‘sustainable’ if the extracted
resources create greater value, like
human capital — like education and
infrastructure — that outlasts the
mine. They have also said that green
technologies of the future make
mining inescapable today.

There is a related concept called
‘sustainable mining’. The minerals we

remove from the ground don’t grow
back. But once we start using them, we
need to recycle them almost indefinitely.
The problem is that the current recycling
rate for critical minerals is at best 5%.

Industries have also adopted a
framework called ‘responsible mining’,
where the focus is on using green
hydrogen as fuel for trucks, solar and
wind power for mining equipment, and
seeking the permission of local
communities to operate and sharing
profits with them, among others.

Sustainable mining: oxymoron?
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WHAT IS IT?

Mining is not sustainable in a commonsensical

reading of the word. ABDUL BASIT/UNSPLASH 

Vasudevan Mukunth
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Samples of coral collected from the Abrolhos National Marine Park in Brazil on April 23, 2026. The Abrolhos reefs are the most biodiverse coral ecosystem in the South Atlantic.

Their biodiversity has dropped by around 15% over 18 years due to marine heatwaves, a new study has found. REUTERS
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additional services – storage, flexible genera-
tion, and demand response. Yet, the market
does not adequately value these.

As renewable penetration increases, the
system needs more flexibility, but investment
in flexibility remains uncertain because there
is no clear price signal. The way forward is to
recognise that electricity is not one product,
but three: The first is energy (the electricity
produced); the second is capacity (the assur-
ance that supply will be available during
peak demand); the third is flexibility (the
ability to respond quickly to fluctuations in
supply and demand).

Global experience points in this direction.
Mature power systems have already moved
towards differentiated markets where availa-
bility and responsiveness are valued along-
side energy. In the UK, the capacity market
ensures that generators are paid for being
available during peak periods. In the US,
markets such as Pennsylvania-New Jersey-

Maryland (PJM) explicitly price
ancillary services that stabilise the
grid.

Separating and pricing these ser-
vices would fundamentally change
how the system operates. It would
allow system operators to ensure
reliability explicitly and create via-
ble revenue streams for storage and
hybrid projects, accelerating their
deployment.

Third, the transition must con-
front its weakest link — distribution. India’s
distribution companies (discoms) remain the
weakest link in the power chain. Financial
stress is chronic, with accumulated losses
hovering around ₹1 lakh crore. Discoms are
required to serve very different consumers
within a single framework. They supply
power to industrial consumers at near cost-
reflective tariffs while delivering heavily-sub-
sidised electricity to agriculture and house-
holds. The resulting cross-subsidies blur the
true cost of service and mask inefficiencies.
Repeated reform efforts have provided tem-
porary relief but left the underlying design
intact. As a result, the system continues to
recycle the same problem.

A more durable solution lies in separating
what is commercially viable from what is
socially necessary. Feeder-level segregation,
particularly between agricultural and non-
agricultural supply, is a critical first step.
States that have begun this process, such as
Maharashtra, are demonstrating that it can
improve both transparency and operational
efficiency.

Solarising agricultural feeders builds on
this approach. By shifting farm demand to
dedicated solar systems, states can provide
reliable daytime power while making subsi-
dies explicit and measurable. It also enables
the transition towards direct benefit trans-
fers, replacing opaque cross-subsidies with
targeted support.

India’s energy transition is entering a
more demanding phase. The early years were
defined by scale, while the next chapter will
be defined by reliability.

The true measure of progress will not be
the megawatts India installs, but the electric-
ity it can rely on across regions, seasons, and
in an increasingly uncertain world. Building
that system will require a willingness to rei-
magine the fundamentals of how power is
produced, priced and delivered.

Aparna Roy is fellow and lead, Climate Change

& Energy, ORF. The views are personal

normalisation, and explicit align-
ment against Iran. The binary is
overdrawn. Saudi Arabia has not
abandoned Washington; the King-
dom hosts critical US bases and
remains the Trump administration’s
most courted Arab interlocutor on a
“second Abraham Accords”. The
UAE, for all its hawkishness, has
reopened a phone line with Tehran
and has maintained its commercial
relationship with Beijing. Between
Riyadh and Abu Dhabi, rivalry — not
rupture — is the more accurate
frame.

Iran is the variable that will deter-
mine which trajectory dominates. A
weakened Tehran negotiating from
genuine collapse would vindicate the
Emirati confrontation thesis; a Teh-
ran that reconsolidates and reopens
proxy operations in Iraq and Yemen
would justify the Saudi hedge. Rus-
sia, distracted in Ukraine, has neither
the capacity nor the appetite to shape
the post-war Gulf. China does. Bei-
jing imports almost 700,000 barrels
a day from the UAE and is the natu-
ral beneficiary of Abu Dhabi’s uncon-
strained barrels, with modest yuan
settlement experiments likely to fol-
low. The strategic test of the coming
decade is whether the US can sustain

a regional order whose principal cus-
tomer is China.

For India, the calculus is sharper
than for any other importer. The UAE
is its third-largest trading partner.
ADNOC participates in India’s strate-
gic petroleum reserves; the CEPA
framework, the dirham-rupee settle-
ment, and the I2U2 architecture pro-
vide unusually deep scaffolding. Abu
Dhabi, looking to monetise reserves
before peak demand, has every reason
to deepen long-term contracts with
New Delhi — and New Delhi has every
reason to accept the offer.

A cartel has cracked. An order is
being rewritten. The capitals doing
the rewriting are few, the importers
paying for the outcome are many, and
the gap between the two is the strate-
gic problem of the next decade. For
India, the question is not whether the
new order will form — it is forming —
but whether New Delhi will be a par-
ticipant in shaping it or a price-taker
once it is built. The window for the
former closes faster than it appears.

Ausaf Sayeed is the former secretary in

the ministry of external affairs, and

former ambassador of India to Saudi

Arabia and Yemen. The views expressed

are personal

A cartel has cracked. An order is being rewritten. The capitals doing the 
rewriting are few, the importers paying for the outcome are many. AP

I
ndia’s updated Nationally Determined
Contribution (NDC) for 2031–2035 — a
key goal of which is 60% of installed
power capacity in the country being non-

fossil-fuel-based — announced amid rising
geopolitical implications for energy security.
The war against Iran has underscored a criti-
cal vulnerability: Global energy flows remain
fragile and dependence carries risk. For
India, energy security can no longer be
defined by access alone. It must now feature
resilience from within. But does adding more
non-fossil capacity deliver that?

The current scenario suggests otherwise.
Non-fossil sources already account for nearly
half of installed capacity, with over 250 GW
deployed, yet contribute only about a quarter
of actual power generation. The question,
therefore, is no longer how much renewable
capacity India can build, but whether that
capacity can deliver reliable, affordable,
round-the-clock power in a world of growing
external uncertainty.

The answer lies in three struc-
tural elements of the power system:
How the grid is built, how electric-
ity is valued, and how distribution
is governed. 

First, the grid must be redesigned
for transition. India’s power system
was built around coal -- centralised,
predictable and geographically
fixed. Renewable energy (RE) is
changing that logic. India’s electric-
ity demand is rising fastest in coal-dependent
states such as Jharkhand, Bihar and Chhat-
tisgarh, driven by industrial growth and
urbanisation. Chhattisgarh alone is seeing
peak demand grow by around 7% annually.

This is happening even as renewable sur-
plus is being curtailed in high RE states.
Between May and December 2025, 2.3 tera-
watt-hours of solar power was curtailed. In
Rajasthan, curtailment has reached 50%,
with 3.3 GW lying idle — this power could
have met demand elsewhere.

The constraint is within states. While
inter-state transmission has expanded, intra-
state networks remain too weak to absorb or
move renewable energy efficiently. The
result is a system where surplus and short-
age coexist — clean power is curtailed even
as other regions rely on costlier thermal gen-
eration.

The next phase of RE development must
shift focus. Beyond transmission corridors,
India needs stronger intra-state systems —
substations, last-mile connectivity, and net-
works that can handle variability. 

Reliability, however, cannot come from
infrastructure alone. It must be built into the
system operations. With solar generation
peaking during the day and demand rising
later, the grid needs flexibility. Solar and
wind power generation must be backed with
enough storage to bolster renewable energy
dispatchability. 

Second, electricity markets must evolve
from being commodity supply focussed to
becoming a system of services. India’s power
markets were designed for a coal-based sys-
tem where reliability was implicit. Electricity
was valued simply as energy, units generated
and consumed.

Renewables disrupt this model. They
make energy cheaper, but they also mean
variable supply. Solar tariffs have fallen to
₹2–3 per unit — among the lowest globally.
But cheap energy does not translate auto-
matically into reliable supply. Ensuring
power is available when needed requires

{ OUR TAKE }

Shadow of fear, 
state of mistrust

US must leave offshore 
call centres alone

A
 proposed rule by the US Federal 
Communications Commission (FCC) has 
triggered another serious concern for the 

Indian IT industry. This is tantamount to a 
quantitative and non-tariff barrier on services exports 
by offshore call centres to the US — of which India has 
a large share — as it seeks to put a cap on operations 
that can be outsourced, in terms of both quality and 
quantity. The justifications provided are loss of jobs 
for Americans and customer safety concerns.

On face value, neither of them is without basis. 
American companies have outsourced jobs to save 
costs and, of late, there has been an increase in cyber 
frauds to which America isn’t immune either. 
However, to put it as if the gains of such outsourcing 
have accrued to only service exporters is being 
economical with the truth. Outsourcing has 
generated massive profits for American 
corporations too. Similarly, cyber frauds need 
concerted collective action by all countries as is 
increasingly becoming obvious from their mutation 
into organised crime syndicates in Southeast Asia.

India’s IT industry lobby is preparing to counter 
the proposed law for obvious reasons. One can hope 
that good sense will prevail in the US government 
and knee jerk responses will not hurt an industry 
which is already feeling the AI squeeze. To be sure, 
there is good reason to counter the proposed law on 
one more front. If the US wants greater access for its 
merchandise trade across the world, India included, 
it cannot hope to do so by closing its own markets to 
the rest of the world. Indian trade negotiators, who 
are in the process of finalising the trade deal with 
the US, should remind the US of this basic 
bargaining principle.

I
t’s been three years since an ethnic conflict 
began to roil Manipur. Over 270 people have 
been killed in clashes, mostly involving Meitei
and Kuki groups, and thousands displaced from

their homes. The then BJP government of Biren 
Singh resigned after its gross incompetence and 
unpopularity were exposed, followed by a stint of 
rule by central administrators. A new government 
of elected representatives is now in place, but peace 
remains elusive. In April, at least 11 people died in 
separate clashes: The bodies of a five-year-old boy 
and his five-month-old sister killed in a suspected 
mortar attack on April 7 were buried only last week, 
after state-wide protests and shutdowns. What 
began as clashes involving the Meiteis and the Kukis 
over the reservation policy have now drawn in the 
Nagas as well, which means the entire Manipur 
state — not just the Imphal Valley and Kuki zone in 
the hill districts — is now a conflict zone. 

What explains this prolonged state of unrest? 
Many parts of this country have experienced 
violence due to insurgencies and communal clashes
since Independence. But it’s rare to have 
disturbances within a state go unaddressed for this 
long and in this manner. Take the case of a Centre-
appointed three member Commission of Inquiry, 
set up in June 2023, a month after the violence 
started, to investigate the omissions and 
commissions that led to the conflict and to fix 
accountability. After four extensions — the last 
deadline was May 20 — the panel is nowhere close 
to submitting its report. The panel chair resigned 
midway, and a new official has been appointed 
while thousands of submissions from public 
officials and citizens, including victims, are 
gathering dust in files. Justice is wound up in the 
proverbial red tape, and the State offers procedural 
excuses to justify the commission’s failure. 
Meanwhile, Manipur continues to bleed.

Manipur’s ethnic conflict carries the weight of 
history. An enlightened politics that rose above the 
ethnic fault line and petty power manoeuvres was 
necessary to bridge the communal divide and bring 
social peace. Such leadership was absent when 
flames of hate engulfed not just the street but also 
civil society and public institutions. The 
indifference of the Centre’s commission points to a 
larger structural crisis — of the State abandoning its
responsibility to get to the root of a problem and 
resolve it. Policing the street, eliminating vigilante 
groups, and securing the borders are essential, but 
the challenge is ultimately political. Unfortunately, 
Manipur continues to await that leadership.

T
he United Arab Emirates
(UAE) left the Organisa-
tion of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries
(OPEC) on May 1, ending a
59-year membership with-

out consulting Riyadh, Moscow or
anyone else. The cartel’s most senior
officials learned of the decision on the
wires. The oil price barely moved.
That, more than the announcement
itself, is the story. In the age of US
shale and a closed Strait of Hormuz,
OPEC’s power to influence prices is no
longer what it once was. Abu Dhabi
has chosen to leave a grouping whose
collective discipline has, for some
time now, delivered diminishing
returns to its most capable members.

The proximate reasons are well
documented. Abu Dhabi has spent
more than $150 billion to lift the
capacity of the Abu Dhabi National
Oil Company (ADNOC) to 4.85 million
barrels a day (MMb/d), with a publicly
stated target of five million by 2027.
Its OPEC+ baseline has kept it at
roughly 3.2 MMb/d. The gap is both
arithmetic and grievance: 2019 OPEC+

talks collapsed precisely because
Riyadh refused to raise the UAE’s
baseline, and the dispute has festered
since. UAE’s energy minister Suhail
al-Mazrouei has framed the exit as
policy rather than politics, but the
timing — mid-war, with Hormuz shut
and the war premium dwarfing every-
thing else — is itself the politics.

The deeper trigger is security, not
oil. Since late February, Iran has fired
around 550 ballistic and
cruise missiles, and over
2,200 drones at the UAE —
more than at any other tar-
get, including Israel. Anwar
Gargash, the UAE Presi-
dent’s diplomatic adviser,
has called Tehran’s cam-
paign a “premeditated plan”,
conceded that the Gulf’s
containment policy “failed misera-
bly”, and said the GCC’s collective
response was at “the weakest level
historically”. As Abu Dhabi absorbed
the bombardment, the GCC’s silence
became unbearable. The OPEC exit is,
at one level, the visible aftershock of
an invisible decision: Solidarity that
fails in moments of acute threat is not
solidarity worth paying for.

The security architecture being
built around the UAE in response is
the most consequential development
in the region since the Abraham
Accords. An Israeli Iron Dome bat-
tery, with operating personnel, has
been on Emirati soil since the Iran
war began — the first time the system
has been deployed in a third country
in active combat. A US treasury-
backed emergency dollar swap line

was floated in senate testimony six
days before the OPEC announcement;
secretary of state Marco Rubio’s visit
followed two days later. The choreog-
raphy is unmistakable: Washington
and Tel Aviv have offered Abu Dhabi
a depth of integration that the GCC
framework could not, and Abu Dhabi
has accepted. Gargash has stated
openly that Iran’s aggression “will
solidify the American role in the Gulf”

and that Israeli regional
influence would grow as a
consequence.

The Saudi calculation is
moving differently. Riyadh’s
Strategic Mutual Defence
Agreement (SMDA) with
Pakistan, a NATO-style pact
signed in September 2025,
serves as a hedge against US

unreliability following the Israeli
strikes on Hamas leadership in Doha.
Whether the pact extends to Paki-
stan’s nuclear arsenal remains studi-
ously ambiguous. Turkey ultimately
stayed out, but Ankara’s drift towards
the Sunni-political axis is unmistaka-
ble. The Saudi posture in the war was
conventionally defensive, with signifi-
cant production losses and no public
criticism of Tehran.

Two trajectories are, therefore,
visible. One axis — Riyadh, Islama-
bad, with a Turkish lean — is built on
conventional deterrence, ambiguous
nuclear backstopping, and Sunni-po-
litical identity. Another — Abu
Dhabi, Tel Aviv, and Washington,
with New Delhi as commercial hin-
terland — is built on technological
integration, Abraham Accords-style

In West Asia, making 
of a post-OPEC order
UAE’s exit from the cartel 
reflects the new security 
architecture being built 
around Abu Dhabi. The 
choice for New Delhi is to 
be a participant in shaping 
the new order or be a 
price-taker once it is built
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It is often said that truth is the first 
casualty in war. But the first casualties 
are journalists, who risk everything 
to report that truth, not only in war, 
but wherever those in power fear 

scrutiny
On World Press Freedom Day

India’s renewables sector 
needs a fundamental reset
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Three years after ethnic clashes broke out, 
Manipur continues to be rocked by violence
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Shashi Shekhar

R
ecord voting is testimony to the tide
of the times and a reflection of grow-
ing social consciousness. Today,
when the poll results of the five states

are announced, we should look back at the
rumblings before the contest. 

It is hard not to have felt that the campaign
trail was inundated by hate. Words denoting 
identity such as mian/miya (Muslim), Hindi, 
Hindu, Muslim or Sanatan — in some cases, 
people were called “infiltrators” — were con-
stantly thrust into our consciousness. Do these
leaders who have been ruling for the last five to
15 years and their detractors have nothing posi-
tive to contribute to the political discourse?

During the first general elections in 1952,
India’s literacy rate was 18.33%. At that time,
merely 45% of the electorate voted. Among
them, many had no idea that they had made a
transition from British colonial rule to
democracy. They were unaware that their
vote wasn’t just electing a government but
deciding the fate of their nation. Till this day,
it is their initiative that is defining the
strength of the country’s democracy.

Right now, India’s literacy rate has crossed
81%. Education brings awareness and leads to
responsibility. The 92.47% voting in West
Bengal and above 80% voting in the three
other states and one Union Territory is testi-
mony to the fact that voters have performed
their duty exceptionally well. In our 5,000-
year-old history, the last close-to-eight dec-
ades have been particularly important. Eight
of 15 presidents have come from tribal, dalit
or minority communities. We have had two
women as Lok Sabha speakers and one
woman prime minister (PM).

Rajiv Gandhi, as PM, introduced the 64th
and 65th constitutional amendment Bills to
empower women by reserving a third of the
seats in village panchayats and urban local
bodies for them. Though the amendments
failed to clear Parliament’s test, these reforms
were later introduced under the 73rd and
74th constitutional amendments. Today, 50%
of village panchayat representatives are
women. In state assemblies, their strength is
8-10%. There are 116 women MPs in both the
houses of Parliament.

Last month, the Nari Shakti Vandan
(Amendment) Bill was introduced in Parlia-
ment. Had it been cleared it would have paved
the way for 272 seats for women in Parlia-

ment. It failed due to a political logjam, but
experience suggests it can’t be stalled for long.

Meanwhile, the war against Iran has
brought another fact to light. Long queues at
LPG agencies to secure a gas cylinder are a
sad sight but indicate a rise in gas usage
among households, primarily because of the
Ujjawala scheme. The crowds suggests they
have become habitual of uninterrupted sup-
ply of gas. Sometimes, crises make us realise
how far we have come. 

Our democratic progress would have been
more satisfying had our election procedure
not become so expensive and many of our
leaders weren’t so corrupt. 

This discrepancy has led to a situation
where our legislative assemblies and Parlia-
ment are slowly being overwhelmed by mil-
lionaires. According to the Association for
Democratic Reform (ADR), out of 543 Lok
Sabha members, 504 (or 93%) were million-
aires. The numbers have increased alarm-
ingly since 2009 when just 58% were million-
aires. From 2014 onwards, their number has
steadily crept up.

There’s nothing wrong with a country’s
Members of Parliament being rich. But
tongues will wag when the average earning of
an Indian is languishing at Rs 2-2.5 lakh.

The chasm between the voter and the rep-
resentative is pronounced during elections. In
West Bengal, there are just 50,400 million-
aires but one out of every five contestants is a
self-declared millionaire. Similarly, the par-
ties fighting to gain power have fielded 1,047
people with 412 facing serious criminal char-
ges. They include 35 who face murder char-
ges. Neighbouring Assam isn’t lagging
behind. Out of 722 contestants, 39% are mil-
lionaires and 14% face criminal charges. Par-
ties crying hoarse about women empower-
ment have fielded just 8% women contestants.

This is the reason why, as the elections
approach, our leaders liberally dole out gov-
ernment largesse -- they hide their weaknesses
and speak in intemperate language. They sow
discord and reap hate. Record voting conjures
fears, what if the hydra-headed monster of 
social alienation is rearing its head? Has 
polarisation taken over our society? I want to
see my apprehension proven wrong.

Shashi Shekhar is editor-in-chief, Hindustan.

The views expressed are personal

On counting day, a look at the 
quality of electoral politics

PRINTED & PUBLISHED BY MANHAR KAPOOR for and on behalf of HT Media Ltd. 18-20, Kasturba Gandhi Marg, New Delhi-110001 and printed at HT Media Ltd. Presses at Plot No.-8, Udyog Vihar, Greater Noida, Distt. Gautam Budh Nagar. (UP). Pin-201306.
BOARD: (011) 23361234• EDITORIAL: (011) 66561234 Extn. 1254, 1268• CIRCULATION: (011) 66561111• ADVERTISING: (011) 66561389• FAX: (011) 66561270.

EDITOR: JOSE MARTIN THARAKAN - Responsible for selection of news under PRP Act, @ All rights reserved. Reproduction in whole or in part without written permission of Publisher is prohibited.

R. N. I. No. 503/1957• Postal Reg. No. DL(ND)-11/6058/2018-19-20 ’Licensed to post without prepayment’ LICENCE No. U(C)-113/2006-08, AIR SURCHARGE: Raipur and beyond by Rail or Road - Rs. 5/-, Ahmedabad, Bangalore, Coimbatore, Chennai, Cochin, Goa, Hyderabad, Khajuraho, Mumbai, Trivandrum, Visakhapatnam, Vijayawada and beyond by Rail or Road - Rs. 10/-;

Opinion

14
NEW DELHI

MONDAY
MAY 04, 2026



A ND-NDECM
YK

DELHI

businessline.
MONDAY - MAY 4 - 20264 . bl . think

T
he landmark $11.75 billion buyout of
US-based Organon by Sun Pharma impacts
investors, policymakers and consumers. At

the outset, there is a looming context that cannot be
overlooked. The Trump administration, after having
concluded its Section 232 investigations on pharma
imports recently (examining ‘national security’
concerns), decided last month that tari�s of up to 100
per cent will be imposed with e�ect from July, on
some patented drugs and ‘associated’ ingredients. 

Imports of generics will be exempted if the
exporting companies enter into drug pricing
agreements with the US, or if the country
concerned gets into “MFN deals with the
administration”. This order really matters for
Sun Pharma, which earns nearly a third of its
revenues from the US market as an exporter
of generics. With the latest US order, it would
probably make sense for global companies
reliant on the US market to cut deals to ‘make
in America’. The Sun-Organon deal might
have been struck to mitigate future market
and cost risks. A valuation of 6.2x of
Organon’s EBITDA looks good for Organon
as well. Sun possibly gains by securing its US
market and getting an entry into China (13
per cent of Organon’s revenues). It can
leverage Organon’s product range,
particularly in areas of women’s health (33
per cent of its revenues), established brands
(half its revenues) and biosimilars (11 per
cent and rising sharply).

However, Sun is buying into Organon’s
debt, which is 4x its EBITDA, while its own
debt-EBITDA ratio is below one. The
challenge for Sun is to secure better
long-term returns from Organon’s products
than the latter has managed in recent times.
Since Organon has no major patents, it is not
clear how Sun can leverage them. In its 2024
annual report, Organon has cited its “risks”.
Its sales are over-reliant on a few products,
such as Nexplanon (its flagship product, a
contraceptive implant), Arcoxir (a pain
reliever for arthritis in particular) and
Singulair (for respiratory ailments).
Organon’s sales from Nexplanon have dipped
as its patent has lapsed in most countries
except for the US, where the patent expires in
2027. According to the annual report, it will
have to rely on “future acquisitions,
partnerships or collaborations” even to keep
branded generics sales going. Clearly,
Organon lacks the means to carry on, even as
its women’s products and presence in
biosimilars holds promise.

For investors and consumers, the
combined entity (comprising two equals with
revenue of $6.2 billion each) poses certain
risks. A new set of products could enter the
Indian market, amidst low levels of
awareness. It is worth noting that Organon’s
CEO quit last year over sharp sales
promotion practices with respect to
Nexplanon and an anti-depressant, Remeron.
The company faces trouble over alleged
patent infringement, while its contraceptive
NuvaRing is controversial for side e�ects.
India should keep a strict regulatory eye on
‘innovative’ products, without coming under
pressure.

Costly remedy
Sun-Organon deal, mitigating future market risk

MONDAY - MAY 4, 2026

Seeking Divine intervention
Joseph C. Vijay, founder of Tamilaga
Vettri Kazhagam (TVK), embarked on a
multi-faith spiritual tour ahead of the
Assembly election results set to be
announced on Monday, seeking divine

blessings at key religious centres
across the country. 
He began his pilgrimage at the
Tiruchendur Murugan Temple, where
he o�ered prayers to Lord Murugan.
Holding the ‘Vel’— the deity’s sacred
spear — Vijay performed ‘darshan’ at
the coastal shrine before proceeding
to the Shirdi Sai Baba Temple near
Pune. 
Continuing his tour, he was supposed
to visit Shrine Basilica Vailankanni
Church in Velankanni, a prominent
Christian pilgrimage site, and
conclude his Yatra at the Nagore
Dargah, an important Islamic shrine
but this got cancelled at the last
minute even as a large number of his

fans assembled at the Church waiting
to see him. With several exit polls
predicting a strong performance by
the TVK, Vijay’s outreach to multiple
faiths underscores a carefully
calibrated message of inclusivity, as
he positions himself to emerge either
as a ‘king’ or a potential ‘kingmaker’ in
Tamil Nadu’s evolving political
landscape.
Golden opportunity?
In a recent event a retired SEBI
o�cial was all praise for himself for
conceptualising an idea to facilitate
the common man buy gold coins and
bars on MCX in the most transparent
market driven price. What one
wonders is why should investors buy

gold at futures prices when they are
paying the entire money today with
an intention to take delivery. Other
participants use the exchange
platform only for hedging their risk.
Moreover, futures prices are always
at a premium to spot prices as it
involves cost of carry and storage.
This trend is not going to change in
the near future given the geopolitical
turmoil.
Rudy’s mid-air roll call
A routine IndiGo flight from Jammu
to Delhi on May 1 had an unusual
in-flight announcement: the pilot,
Rajiv Pratap Rudy, casually welcomed
Union ministers Ashwini Vaishnaw
and Jitendra Singh, along with MPs

Sanjay Jaiswal and Manoj Tiwari,
turning a standard cockpit message
into a mid-air political cameo. 
A former civil aviation minister under
Atal Bihari Vajpayee, Rudy has been
repeatedly elected from Bihar’s
Saran Lok Sabha constituency.
Though his political prominence has
waned over the years, he has stuck
with flying, operating Airbus A320
aircraft in an honorary capacity. That
makes him a rarity: among India’s
politicians, only Rudy and the late
Rajiv Gandhi have flown commercial
passenger jets. Another famous
airman, Rajesh Pilot, was an Indian Air
Force o�cer, not a commercial
airline pilot. Our Bureaus

BELOW THE LINE 

TVK leader Vijay during an
election campaign BALACHANDAR L

I
ndia’s Minimum Support Price
(MSP) framework rests on a cost
estimation system. At its core lies

the Comprehensive Scheme for
Studying Cost of Cultivation,
implemented by the Directorate of
Economics and Statistics. 

The scheme relies on a triennial block
sampling design in which selected
villages are observed over a three-year
cycle before rotation. Although
methodologically sound, this framework
has remained largely unchanged over
decades, despite significant structural
transformations in Indian agriculture.

The concern is that MSP
recommendations are often based on
cost conditions that are two to three
years old. The 2021-22 input shock o�ers
a clear example: global fertilizer prices
surged, diesel prices increased before
partial relief measures, and labour costs
rose moderately. This indicates that the
MSP system is structurally stable in
normal periods but becomes
systematically misaligned during input
price shocks. There are evidences of
research reports proving the gaps in
actual plot level cost and MSP; had costs
been more accurately captured, MSP for
several crops would have needed to be
20–30 per cent higher to maintain the
intended margin over costs.

A more subtle but increasingly
important gap arises from changes in

mechanisation patterns. The existing
framework distinguishes between
owned machinery (accounted for
through depreciation and interest) and
hired machinery services (captured
under paid-out costs), which in principle
avoids double counting. The
Sub-Mission on Agricultural
Mechanization (SMAM) has allocated a
total of ₹8,565 crore across States for the
2014-15 to 2024-25 period, aimed at
distributing over 1.9 million machines
and establishing thousands of Custom
Hiring Centres. This policy attention of
the government on farm mechanisation,
rapid expansion of custom hiring centres
has shifted machinery access patterns,
particularly among small and marginal
farmers. The triennial sampling design,
however, may still reflect older
ownership-heavy distributions.

VARIED FACTORS

These methodological gaps influence the
accuracy of cost estimation but do not,
by themselves, explain broader
structural outcomes such as cropping
patterns. Evidence from across States
suggests that crop diversification is
driven far more by procurement
assurance, irrigation conditions, input
subsidies, and market linkages than by
marginal di�erences in estimated costs. 

States such as Rajasthan, Madhya
Pradesh, Maharashtra have achieved
relatively higher shares of pulses and
oilseeds due to stronger market
ecosystems, whereas Punjab continues

to be dominated by the rice–wheat
system. 

This contrast underscores a critical
insight: MSP in practice operates less as a
pure cost-based price signal and more as
a procurement-backed assurance
mechanism. Even where MSPs are
announced for alternative crops such as
pulses and oilseeds, weak procurement
limits their e�ectiveness in shaping
farmer decisions. Data shows that
market prices for several crops have
frequently fallen below MSP in multiple
regions. 

The implications for MSP outcomes
are therefore twofold. First, during
stable periods, the gap between MSP and
actual cost remains limited, and the
system functions broadly as intended.
Second, during periods of input price
volatility, lagged cost estimation can
compress the MSP-to-Cost margins,
reducing real profitability even when
nominal MSP increases are announced.

The MSP debate in India is often framed
as a pricing problem, whereas it is
fundamentally a problem of
measurement and transmission.

Addressing these issues requires
calibrated reform. Refinements on
interest rate assumption and
introducing limited indexing for volatile
inputs like fuel and fertilizers could be
piloted for crops where diversification is
desired, such as pulses and oilseeds.
Later, these refinements could be
extended across all MSP crops,
accompanied by gradual improvements
in sampling frequency and regional
representation. The fiscal implications of
such changes would remain modest
relative to their potential to enhance
policy credibility and precision.

India’s MSP system has played a
critical role in ensuring food security. Yet
a framework designed for earlier
production conditions now faces the risk
of gradual misalignment as agricultural
systems evolve. A carefully sequenced
modernisation focused on improving
cost estimation without disrupting
institutional continuity can strengthen
both its credibility and e�ectiveness.
When cost estimates more closely reflect
observed realities, MSP can function not
only as a safety net but also as a reliable
guide for long-term agricultural
transformation.

The writer is Assistant Professor (Agri- Business), Dr.
Rajendra Prasad Central Agricultural University (RPCAU),
Pusa, Samastipur, Bihar. Views are personal

MSP methodology should reflect changing reality 

Mohit Sharma

SUPPORT PRICES. Need for tweaks

Refinements in interest cost and accounting for volatile inputs will help in encouraging cultivation of oilseeds and pulses
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When global shocks hit your shopping bill
When the Bank of England warned this week that food inflation could
reach 7% by the end of the year, it revealed how little stands between a
geopolitical jolt and a domestic crisis in Britain. A shock wave in the Gulf
feeds through energy, fertiliser and supermarket prices into falling
incomes, weak growth and job losses. What it exposes is not just inflation
but a system unable to absorb disruption. The Bank is right that interest
rates cannot move global energy prices. Raising them will not fix the
shock. Instead, rate hikes redistribute the impact by compressing wages
and deterring investment to stop higher costs becoming embedded.
What appears as inflation is, in reality, the price of dependence on the
strait of Hormuz. Clearly, the UK’s stability rests on security that the
country that has yet to build into its infrastructure. LONDON, MAY 1

OTHER VOICES. 

Deepen Discussions in Light of Global Turmoil
The postwar international order based on multilateral cooperation and free
trade is on the verge of collapse. People now live in an era where merely
advocating for peace is no longer enough to protect their nation’s security. It is
the duty of politics to bring the supreme law in line with the times to tackle
new challenges. It has been 79 years since the Constitution came into e�ect.
Japan has enjoyed peace and successfully achieved economic development
after the end of World War II. It goes without saying that the pacifist
Constitution has served as the foundation for this. Universal principles —
popular sovereignty, respect for fundamental human rights, and pacifism —
must continue to be upheld. TOKYO, MAY 3

W
hy have successive
Indian governments
since the mid-1950s
been obsessed with
the capital account

and ignored the current account almost
altogether? This question is prompted
by the statement by the Chief Economic
Adviser on the record gross capital
inflows in the last 12 months.

That’s good news, doubtless, because
more foreign money is good for the
economy. But wait: when was the last
time you heard any CEA talk about the
current account, except in passing?

First, however, the definitions. The
current account comprises a country’s
balance of trade, net of factor income
and cash transfers. That means earnings
from what it sells to foreigners. And the
capital account shows how their capital
is coming in and going out. It shows the
country’s overall financial position and
the confidence foreigners have in the
economy.

That out of the way, the answer to the
question about CEAs and the current
account was a dismaying nearly never.
And this when the capital account is
really the balancing factor in the balance
of payments. It makes up the shortfall in
the current account when a country
exports less than it imports.

Before 1947 the capital account
wasn’t really an issue because the Indian
economy was fully integrated with the
British and therefore the global
economy. Capital flows were strong and
seamless. The Brits saw to it to ensure
that they got the investments they
wanted or needed. So India had full
capital convertibility.

However, the current account did
cause a lot of concern to our English
lords and masters. They kept fiddling
with the exchange rate to keep it in good
shape, at least from their point of view.
Starting from the early 1890s they made
life di�cult for us. You should read the
controversies on and around the subject.

But after 1955 it’s been the other way
round. It is the capital account that
governments have been worried about,
not the current account even though
what happens in the capital account is a
consequence of what happens to the
current account. Why has this
happened? Basically what you don’t
earn, you borrow.

WHY THE CAPITAL ACCOUNT?

There can be many reasons. The most
important reason has to do with the
Second Five Year Plan and the foreign
exchange requirement demanded for it
by PC Mahalanobis. Such was the capital

intensity of that Plan that it was
assumed that the money would have to
come into the capital account via loans
and grants rather than via the current
account as a result of earnings from
exports. This when India’s share of
world trade was still above 2 per cent.

But the emphasis on capital intensive
growth came at the expense of labour
intensive investments into the export
sector. We did the most stupid thing
imaginable: we gave up our comparative
advantage. You can almost hear Eli
Heckscher and Bertil Ohlin groaning.

Another reason was administrative,
namely, the division of work between
the finance ministry and the foreign
trade ministry, as it was then called. The
former was in charge of the capital
account while the latter, being in charge
of exports and imports, was in charge, so
to speak, of the current account.

Given the pecking order in
government, the Finance Ministry and
therefore the capital account took
precedence in the setting of priorities.
That hasn’t changed since the
mid-1950s. The Commerce Ministry has
to take its chances on debt and exchange
rate policies.

There are other reasons as well such
as the political pressure on governments
not to be seen as a debtor. The colonial
image of a farmer drowning in debt was
transferred to the country as a whole.

Pakistan has shown that this is false
imagery. It’s been to the IMF two dozen
times. But Indian politicians, in their
anxiety to avoid this, forgot that if you
earn enough, you don’t have to borrow.
The current account was therefore
ignored by them. In India, capital flows

were constrained by fear of debt. 

THE CONSEQUENCES

There have been two major
consequences of this approach to the
management of the external sector: one,
a steadfast refusal to tap adequately into
foreign savings even though our own
savings are inadequate. Combine that
with a refusal to turn around the current
account, and we ended up with a capital
shortage. The stigma attached to debt
has impeded growth.

The second consequence is the
sacrificing of capital e�ciency because
of import substitution. Not only do
investments made behind tari� walls
face reduced pressure to be e�cient,
there is a spillover e�ect on the labour
market where wages are higher than
they would otherwise be.

It’s possible to enumerate many more
such foolish things but the point ought
to be clear. By focusing on the capital
account and neglecting the current
account, we have made a gigantic
mistake. It can be rectified if the
thinking changes.

India’s capital 
account obsession

The capital goods model
of industrialisation in
the 1950s and the
primacy given to the
Finance Ministry over
the Commerce Ministry are
the reasons why the
current account was
ignored over the years

India has not tried to bolster its current account. 
At the same time, it has chosen to squeeze capital flows, hurting growth

TCA SRINIVASA RAGHAVAN
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K
erala consistently punches
above its weight in any
discussion on social and

economic development in India.
Its achievements in human
development indicators, as well as
its distinctive administrative
challenges, have long attracted
national attention. Further, until
about a decade ago, key positions
in the Government of India
—particularly in the Prime
Minister’s O�ce — were
occupied by o�cers of Malayali
origin.

The phrase “Mallu Club” or
“Keralite Mafia” came into
currency to describe this
influential cohort during the
tenure of Manmohan Singh.
O�cers such as TKA Nair
(Principal Secretary to the Prime
Minister), MK Narayanan
(National Security Advisor), and
Shivshankar Menon (Foreign
Secretary) formed part of a
powerful administrative axis in
New Delhi. 

The Kerala Club: Keepers of the
Flame, edited by KM
Chandrasekhar and TP
Sreenivasan, (Bloomsbury, 2026)
both guide and Guru to scores of
young civil servants, brings
together essays by 29 bureaucrats
who either belonged to the Kerala
cadre or had significant
professional engagements with
the State. The volume is both a
chronicle and an analytical
exploration, illuminating Kerala’s
developmental journey over
roughly seven decades.

Several essays stand out for
their narrative richness, personal
touch and insight. In “A Heady
Mix of Maths, Science and the
Baton,” Rajan Medhekar recounts
his remarkable career trajectory
— from a strong academic
foundation in solid-state physics
to leadership roles in the State
police, the Border Security Force
and as chief of the National
Security Guard’s “Black Cat”
commandos. His reflections
include a vivid account of the
Chalai riots of 1982, one of the
rare instances of communal
unrest in Thiruvananthapuram,
and the swift deployment of the
Army to restore normalcy.

LABOUR RELATIONS

A recurring theme in this volume
is the complexity of labour
relations in Kerala. In “Kerala’s
Trade Unions,” EK Bharat
Bhushan, former Chief Secretary,
o�ers a candid account of his
tenure as Managing Director of

Kerala Minerals and Metals Ltd.
He describes how e�orts to revive
the company — through stricter
discipline and improved
marketing — were met with
resistance from entrenched union
leadership. The backlash included
threats and even a legislative
motion seeking his removal.

Transferred thereafter to
Travancore Titanium Products,
he encountered an even more
fragmented union environment,
with 48 (sic) unions operating
simultaneously and discipline
virtually absent. His essay is
essential reading for anyone
seeking to understand Kerala’s
industrial climate. 

Equally compelling is “When
the Desert Bloomed” by T
Balakrishnan, which critiques the
State’s fiscal priorities. He argues
that tax revenues have often been
directed more toward welfare
expenditure than toward critical
physical infrastructure.
Successive governments, he
notes, have competed to enhance
salaries and benefits for organised
labour across both public and
private sectors, contributing to
wage inflation and rendering
labour increasingly una�ordable.

The book will appeal not only
to general readers interested in
the state’s development
trajectory but also to serving
bureaucrats and civil service
aspirants.

That said, the volume might
have benefited from a concluding
synthesis drawing together key
insights and o�ering a critical
overview in summary. The
diversity of styles and topics
occasionally makes the reading
uneven. Yet, this is a minor
drawback in an otherwise
valuable compendium. 

The reviewer is a commentator on banking
and finance

Seven decades of Keralam 

S Adikesavan

29 bureaucrats o�er a rich portrait of Kerala

Title: The Kerala Club: Keepers

of the Flame

Edited by KM Chandrasekhar

and TP Sreenivasan

Publisher: Bloomsbury
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Petro price hike likely by third week
The expected increase in petrol, diesel and cooking gas (liquefied petroleum gas)
prices may take place by the third week of this month. The Secretary in the
Ministry of Petroleum and Natural Gas, Mr M.S. Srinivasan, told select media
persons here on Wednesday that a final decision on price revision would be taken
after consultations be tween the Petroleum and Finance Ministries. 

ADB plans to double hike to India
The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has decided to more than double its financial
assistance to India to over $2.6 billion by 2008 from the current level of around
$1.3 billion, according to the ADB President, Mr Haruhiko Kuroda. 

Gujarat Ambuja to merge Ambuja Cement with itself
Gujarat Ambuja Cements Ltd will amalgamate Ambuja Cement Eastern Ltd with
itself, o�ering four equity shares of GACL of Rs 2 each for every five equity shares
of ACEL of face value of Rs 10 each. This share ratio recommended by the GACL
board on Wednesday (and also by the ACEL board), was based on a valuation
report prepared by Deloitte Haskins & Sells, said a statement from the Ambuja
Group. 

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS

01. An invective harangue (8)

04. Biting, sour (4)

08. Stud, plate in sole of shoe (3)

09. Dressing poured over food (5)

10. Russian village community (3)

11. Orange-coloured fruit (7)

12. Pungent bulb (5)

13. Beheaded (11)

17. Tree emblematic to Canada (5)

18. Escort vessel (7)

20. Practice, operation (obs) (3)

21. Two, couple, pair (5)

22. Sail of windmill (3)

23. Work set or undertaken (4)

24. Form of ninepins (8)

DOWN

01. Appal, discourage (6)

02. Carpenter's bore (5)

03. Not sharp (5)

05. Draw up, compose (7)

06. Throughout the time

of (6)

07. Winding-up part of a

speech (10)

09. Religious 

mysteries (10)

14. Fast train (7)

15. Quantity (6)

16. Court game (6)

18. Open, candid (5)

19. Smith's iron block (5)

ACROSS

01. Help to turn the people with a bitter harangue (8)

04. Returning some medication that tastes sour (4)

08. Some of these guys have a stud in the shoe (3)

09. Dressing for dinner? What cheek! (5)

10. I'm backing the first Russian space station (3)

11. Fruit from a tropic being distributed (7)

12. There's no backing one on this sort of dome (5)

13. Having lost head when taped, one acted strangely (11)

17. Tree, the palm, put out at end of grove (5)

18. Vessel with its set of sails in its appointed lot (7)

20. Old-fashioned use of river in Yorkshire (3)

21. Mark Clemens made for the two of them (5)

22. Commercial vehicle used to test ore (3)

23. Piece of work terrorist leader will request (4)

24. A parody, lest it be confused with ninepins (8)

DOWN

01. The underworld is allowed to discourage one (6)

02. Argue about how boring it can be (5)

03. Take the edge o� it by being outspoken (5)

05. Police about to take in first murderer 

to put it together (7)

06. While it's going on run, dig round it (6)

07. For each a speech, with this to wind it up (10)

09. Religious rites meant crass conversion (10)

14. A daily will put it into words (7)

15. How much for a horse to ride? (6)

16. Nine involved in street up at Wimbledon 

maybe (6)

18. This old German seemed sincere (5)

19. Smith strikes one villain perhaps abandoned by

the Italian (5)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Digestion 5. Sup 7. Cash 8. Deprived 10. Mushroom 11. Oral 13. Labour 15. Fallow 18. Doom 19. Ruminant 22. Commands 23. Once 24. Tar 25. Digresses

DOWN 1. Decimal 2. Gusts 3. Ice-box 4. Norm 5 Several 6. Pedal 9. Fraud 12. Ratio 14. Bloomer 16. Witness 17. Gun-dog 18. Ducat 20. Annas 21. Ward
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NOT SO EASY

BOOK REVIEW.

A
ny guesses who the first
woman president of the
Indian National Congress
was? She presided over its
Calcutta session in 1917 and

was, in fact, British national, political
firebrand and supporter of Irish
self-rule, Annie Besant. And this is just
one of the many avatars that Clare
Paterson describes so vividly in The Nine
Lives of Annie Besant, the recent
biography of a key force behind India’s
Home Rule movement and a dominant
figure in the Theosophical Society,
which celebrated its 150th anniversary
last year.

The engrossing life story brings alive
one of the most colourful figures of the
late 19th and early 20th centuries — an
inspirational activist and educator who
left her imprint on many schools and
colleges, localities and roads across
India that are named after her. In
recording Annie Besant’s remarkable
journey across continents and
ideologies, Paterson presents a study in
political and spiritual transformation.
She shows how Besant’s early activism
in Britain laid the intellectual and moral
foundations for her later, pivotal role in
India’s struggle against British rule.

Born in 1847, Annie, as she was
popularly known in London’s East End,
was a revolutionary thinker, swept up on
an extraordinary roller-coaster of a life.
Losing her father when she was five, she
and her older brother were brought up
by their mother in a Victorian
middle-class family. An intelligent,
intuitive and deeply religious young girl,
Annie was riveted by tales of the
su�erings of early Christian martyrs,
writes Paterson. Ironically, this
unshakeable faith was shattered after

her disastrous marriage, at age 20, to
clergyman Frank Besant. Parting ways
from her husband of six years and forced
to give up their son to his care, Annie
turned breadwinner for her mother and
daughter with short-term jobs. 

As a prolific writer, she was drawn to
unconventional thinkers of the time,
and became a pamphleteer in the early
1870s. 

She wrote prodigiously, on vital
current issues such as women’s su�rage,
unemployment, workers’ rights,
corruption, slavery, political reform, the
lunacy laws, and much more.

MULTIFACETED PERSONALITY

Being a powerful orator, Annie was also a
sought-after public speaker, captivating
large crowds with her impassioned
campaigns for birth control, workers’
rights, and women’s emancipation.
Paterson highlights her involvement in
freethought circles, her collaboration
with politician, radical thinker and
proponent of atheism, Charles
Bradlaugh, and her willingness to court
controversy while defending principle.
The legal action and trial relating to her
pamphlet on birth control underscore
Annie’s courage in challenging state and
church authority, and her faith in
fearless public engagement.

Annie’s early radicalism, Paterson
argues, did not disappear with her later
turn toward spirituality; it evolved.
Describing her meeting with Helena
Petrovna Blavatsky in 1889, Paterson
writes, “Madame Blavatsky’s appearance
was ramshackle but her personality was
electrifying. She smoked incessantly and
swore prodigiously. She rejected all
accepted norms, from the church to
science… It must have been invigorating
for Annie to find so powerful a woman at
the head of this organisation.”

Annie’s embrace of the Theosophical
Society o�ered a broader framework
that accommodated both spiritual

inquiry and social reform. This new
philosophy’s emphasis on universal
brotherhood and Eastern wisdom
allowed multiple trajectories to
converge, and resonated with her
long-standing critique of Western
imperial arrogance. She believed that
self-government, or Home Rule,
required not only political change but
also moral, intellectual and cultural

renewal. The account of Annie’s role in
India’s Independence movement forms
the political core of the book.

FREEDOM FIGHTER

Paterson captures both the scale of her
influence and the tensions inherent in
her position as a British-born advocate
of Indian self-government, which led to
her imprisonment for political activism.
When Annie assumed presidency of the
Indian National Congress in 1917,
Paterson says, she acquired “a huge base
among nationalists as well as
Theosophists, the sort of support that is
every politician’s dream.” 

British o�cials in India and England
didn’t know what to make of her but
understood that “this formidable
woman now at the centre of the imperial
picture was refusing to toe the
government line,” while occupying “an
extraordinary position of power as
president of both a new world religion
and of the mainspring of Indian
nationalism.” 

Paterson recognises the
contradictions in Annie’s radical politics
— her preference for constitutional
methods, her unease with civil
disobedience, and her eventual
marginalisation as nationalist strategies
shifted. The book leaves the reader
viewing Annie as a bridge between
Britain and India, rationalism and
mysticism, dissent and
institution-building.

The Nine Lives of Annie Besant stands
out for the clarity and edgy elegance of
Paterson’s prose. 

She balances colourful narrative with
analytical depth, enlivening the text
with delightful and wondrous
anecdotes. The result is a biography that
is both intellectually rigorous and hugely
readable.

The reviewer is an independent editor based in Besant
Nagar, Chennai

A fearless activist and a rebel
This compelling biography describes Annie Besant’s many transformations and her role in India’s freedom movement
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R
ecent geopolitical conflicts have
demonstrated that telecom
systems are no longer neutral

utilities but active arenas of strategic
competition. In this context, the concept
of “sensible AI” becomes critical.

During the recent Iran war, cyber
operations targeted communication
systems, disrupted infrastructure and
manipulated information channels
before and alongside physical actions.
This marked a shift from the isolated
cyberattacks to coordinated,
multi-domain strategies.

Telecom networks were used not only
to disrupt enemy coordination but also

failures but to ensure continuity of
critical services. Sensible AI enables the
development of self-healing networks —
systems that can detect faults, isolate
compromised components and reroute
tra�c dynamically. 

Modern telecom systems must move
from reactive to predictive models.
Instead of responding to attacks after
they occur, sensible AI should anticipate
potential threats based on behavioural
patterns and historical data.

Sensible AI represents a shift toward
systems that are not only intelligent but
also measured, context-aware and
resilient.

The writer is Director General, Cellular Operators
Association of India (COAI)

cyberattack, or it could be a surge in
legitimate communication. An overly
aggressive AI might shut down parts of
the network, causing unnecessary
disruption. A sensible AI, on the other
hand, evaluates multiple signals before
acting, ensuring stability while
addressing real threats.

Sensible AI in telecom must therefore
evolve beyond conventional
cybersecurity. It must integrate
awareness of operational technology
(OT) systems and understand how
digital commands translate into physical
outcomes. 

Another key takeaway is the
importance of resilience. In conflict
scenarios, network disruption is often
inevitable. The goal is not to prevent all

to influence perception. By exploiting
mobile applications and communication
platforms, actors could send misleading
messages, spread disinformation and
create confusion among both civilians
and military personnel. This highlights a
critical reality: telecom networks are not
just carriers of information — they
shape it. In such volatile scenarios,
artificial intelligence is increasingly used
to monitor, manage and defend telecom
systems. However, not all AI is equally
e�ective. What is required is sensible AI.
AI that operates with context awareness,
restraint and reliability.

A sensible AI system does not simply
react to anomalies; it interprets them.
For instance, a sudden spike in network
tra�c during a conflict could indicate a

SP Kochhar
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Policy adjustments

United States (US) President Donald Trump is not impressed with Iran’s latest 

proposal to end the war. Iran reportedly sent a 14-point proposal through Pakis-

tan, which is mediating between the two sides. Although both sides are negoti-

ating and the ceasefire is holding, it is unclear how long the impasse will 

continue. Both the US and Iran have blocked the Strait of Hormuz, severely 

affecting energy supplies. The benchmark Brent crude topped $125 per barrel last 

week. Some analysts believe that oil prices could sharply increase in the coming 

weeks due to the depletion of the global stockpile. The US-Iran deadlock is affect-

ing the global economy. The European Central Bank, for instance, last week 

noted that upside risks to inflation and downside risks to growth had increased. 

As a large energy importer, India is also facing multiple challenges. 

State-run oil-marketing companies (OMCs) last week sharply increased the 

price of commercial liquefied petroleum gas (LPG). The prices of a 5-kg LPG cylin-

der and aviation turbine fuel, too, were adjusted. Notably, the pump prices of petrol 

and diesel have not increased, though the government reduced special excise duty 

to ease the burden on OMCs. Last week’s price adjustments signal an acknowledge-

ment of the problem and the need for policy recalibration. More needs to be done 

in the coming days, as neither OMCs nor the government can permanently absorb 

the elevated costs. Union Expenditure Secretary V Vualnam, for instance, noted 

last week that fiscal stress was a reality. Government finances will be affected from 

both the revenue and expenditure sides. The government sacrificed about ~1.5 tril-

lion in revenue for the full year due to the reduction in excise duty. 

Given that the shortage of gas has affected economic activities, tax collection  

too will be impacted. On the expenditure side, subsidies on fuel and fertilisers 

could surge, depending on how long the deadlock continues. Nevertheless, 

despite fiscal pressure, the government seems committed to capital expenditure, 

which will help sustain growth. However, given the fiscal position, the govern-

ment’s ability to support the economy will remain constrained. Although the 

fiscal deficit and public debt declined in a major way after the Covid-year jump, 

they remain elevated. The Union government has budgeted to contain the fiscal 

deficit at 4.3 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP) this financial year, which 

will now be diicult to achieve. Projections of the International Monetary Fund 

show that India’s general government debt, currently at about 83 per cent of GDP, 

will remain above the pre-pandemic level even in 2031. 

A significant slippage this year, owing to the ongoing conflict, could 

adversely affect the debt trajectory and increase risks to macroeconomic stabil-

ity. Thus, while there will be pressure to provide short-term relief, the govern-

ment must not lose sight of medium-term risks. It can offset the limited fiscal 

space by pushing the reform agenda and strengthening medium-term growth 

prospects. The adjustments in fuel prices will push up the inflation rate, which 

is currently running below the target of 4 per cent. The forecast of a below-normal 

monsoon will only complicate things for the Monetary Policy Committee of the 

Reserve Bank of India. An early resolution to the conflict and the reopening of 

the strait would obviously ease the pressure. However, if the deadlock persists 

for a prolonged period, which is a possibility, it would force diicult fiscal and 

monetary-policy decisions.

Next digital leap

The first phase of strengthening digital public infrastructure (DPI) in India has 

solved a foundational problem: Digital identity, financial inclusion, and develop-

ing basic state capacity for public service delivery. In this regard, the NITI Aayog’s 

latest road map on DPI marks a shift in India’s digital strategy, from building access 

to engineering economic outcomes. Recognising that India’s growth constraints 

are structural  — including fragmented demand, high transaction costs, thin credit 

markets, and persistent informality — the proposed DPI framework aims to embed 

digital infrastructure directly into economic sectors. DPI 2.0 envisions a set of eight 

targeted sectoral transformations. For micro, small, and medium enterprises, this 

means enabling enterprises to move from local, informal operations to networked, 

formal market participation. In agriculture, it means improving price discovery 

and value realisation through data-driven systems. In credit, it involves turning 

data on invoices, transactions, and land into collateral substitutes, potentially 

expanding formal finance to millions currently excluded. Thus, across sectors, DPI 

can reduce friction, make information verifiable, and expand market access. 

Further, instead of relying only on centralised platforms such as Aadhaar and 

Unified Payments Interface, it emphasises open and interoperable networks. 

Thus, the state’s role shifts from being a provider to a market enabler, creating 

shared infrastructure, while leaving innovation to entrepreneurs. The emphasis 

on district-level execution is equally significant. It recognises that scaling up DPI 

2.0 will require a significant expansion of the entrepreneurial base, potentially up 

to a million startups by the next decade. Thus, artificial intelligence (AI) should 

not be leveraged as a job-displacing force but as a capability multiplier. According 

to a Nasscom report referenced by NITI, DPI initiatives already contribute about 

1 per cent to GDP, and this could reach 4 per cent by 2030.  More importantly, it is 

expected to drive total factor productivity, enabling economic growth as network 

effects deepen. There is also a strategic dimension. By lowering transaction costs 

and improving domestic eiciency, DPI could act as a buffer against external 

shocks, from volatility in energy prices to geopolitical disruption. 

Yet constraints remain. India’s local innovation capacity remains uneven, 

particularly outside major urban centres. Data systems are fragmented, raising 

challenges for interoperability and trust. AI readiness is limited, with a gap 

between pilots and real-world deployment. Institutional capacity, especially at 

state and district levels, may prove the biggest bottleneck in translating design 

into outcomes. Without addressing these, the risk is that DPI will remain an 

impressive architecture with uneven real-economy impact. There is also a 

deeper tension. The push towards productivity and market eiciency must not 

overshadow the social foundations of development. Digital systems can enable 

access, but they cannot be a substitute for investment in health, education and  

building human capability. Addressing these gaps, while safeguarding trust, 

competition, and openness, will remain crucial. The success of DPI 2.0 will, 

therefore, depend not only on how well it builds markets but on whether it 

ensures that more citizens are able to participate meaningfully in them.

DPI 2.0 can drive innovation

A sustained deadlock in West Asia will force tough decisions

With the decision of the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) 
to cancel the licence of Paytm Payments Bank, it is 
necessary for us to look at the multiple initiatives of 
the RBI, the intent of the initiative, and how it was 
designed. This will give us an idea of why there 
could be a slip between the proverbial cup and the 
lip. One never gets what one intends to 
unless the design favours the intent. 
Let us discuss three initiatives for now. 

In the mid-1990s, as banking 
opened up for the private sector, the 
RBI came up with guidelines to open 
local area banks (LABs). These LABs 
were expected to have three contiguous 
districts as the area of operations, could 
open only one branch in each of the dis-
trict headquarters, and all other 
branches were to be in villages and 
semi-urban areas. It had lower capital 
requirements. LABs were an alternative 
to the private sector in competing with 
regional rural banks (RRBs), which started in 1975. 
The objectives of both RRBs and LABs were pri-
marily market development, commercial returns 
being the secondary objective. 

The result was familiar. There were multiple 
applicants. Of the 10 in-principle licences given, 
only six started operations. Of the six, two continue 
today. The question, therefore, is whether the 
design of LABs (with restrictions in the area of oper-
ations) appropriate? The data till then did not indi-
cate that RRBs, operating in a similar format, had 
cracked the code and were profitable enough to 
attract private-sector investment. Even now, the 
experiment of having a restricted area is successful 

only in places where economic activity is vibrant. 
Such a format is squarely in the arena of the state. 
The state can recapitalise these banks and keep 
them going even if they are not achieving commer-
cial returns because of the objective of “market 
development”. 

At the same time, the market does 
not operate on development prin-
ciples. This would be evident from how 
eager the market would be to seek 
licences for new banks. While the RBI 
did not issue any further licences for 
LABs, the two fledgling banks continue 
as a separate category, adding to the 
regulatory burden. It is time the RBI 
acknowledged that the LAB experi-
ment failed, and merged these banks 
with an interested party. In this case, 
the design flaw was in putting a profit-
maximising model in a market that  
is constrained: Geographical con-

straints in growth, high concentration, and  
co-variance risks. 

The state can absorb such risks, but the markets 
cannot. With the consolidation of the RRBs and 
moving to one state-one RRB, we see that even the 
state is unwilling to absorb the costs of market 
development, and would prefer cross-subsidising 
it by giving it a larger area of operations. 

The second model is payments banks. These do 
not have a clear revenue model. They can collect 
deposits from the public but cannot lend. They 
have to make money by investing. In one sense they 
are like mutual funds but without the flexibility of 
playing the markets because they are “banks”. The 

only fee income they could get is from remittances, 
which have been killed by Unified Payments  
Interface (UPI). Therefore, why did 42 entities 
submit an application for the banking licence? 
Possibly the underlying idea was that the transac-
tion data could be used to generate leads for others 
to lend. The revenue model was “data” rather than 
“pure-play banking”. 

This is complex, with evolving norms on data 
use, predatory lending, and data privacy. No 
wonder even as 11 licences were issued, three 
players soon withdrew. Of the remaining eight, we 
have five players continuing, with one trying to 
convert itself into a small finance bank (SFB). The 
others are deeply embedded in their other con-
glomerate businesses and cannot even hope to 
become an SFB. The only standalone player is 
trying to be an SFB. 

In the case of payments banks, it was evident that 
the business model was never core transactions 
with the customer. This model was bound to be 
under stress and eventually fail. While it was termed 
a solution for payments, it offered no better service 
than that of any payment aggregator and there were 
better and safer places for public deposits. 

After having residuary non-banking financial 
companies (RNBFCs; Sahara being the most promi-
nent among them) for decades before shutting 
them down, the RBI should have gained from that 
experience. Payments banks were no different from 
RNBFCs on one side of the business — taking 
deposits. But in the case of RNBFCs, the rules 
required them to invest 80 per cent of the deposits 
collected in safe government paper, thus giving six 
months’ float and 20 per cent of the deposits to lend 
and earn. Organisations like Sahara also depended 
on poor clients forfeiting their deposits for non-
compliance with rules, which gave them additional 
buffer. Payments banks did not even have the 
advantage of this grey zone! 

The third business where the RBI showed agility 
to regulate was the peer-to-peer (P2P) lending 
model. Again, there is no business sense in a P2P 
platform unless it is used as a data base. P2P plat-
forms are supposed to be clearing houses between 
lenders (savers) and borrowers and the intermedi-
ation is purely data and assessment. That means an 
individual investor is taking a call on lending to 
someone she does not know, based on the informa-
tion provided by an intermediary, who is passing on 
the risk of default to the lender (saver) for a fee. How 
does this model make sense at scale? 

While experimentation is welcome and we 
should try interesting new models. As regulator, the 
RBI should possibly go back to an old-fashioned 
question: How does it work? Is it simple enough for 
a large number of people to understand? Is the rev-
enue model obvious, or is it shrouded in something 
else? With the announcement of Saksham, a new 
initiative to increase the capacities of cooperative 
banks, the fear is that the RBI might also open up 
fresh licences for new cooperative banks. We will 
review this a decade later! Sometimes it is possibly 
better to be old-fashioned. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is professor, Centre for Public Policy, 
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China: FDI caution & import reliance
India on March 10 relaxed the rules governing foreign 
direct investment (FDI) from countries with which it 
shares land borders. The regime — known as Press 
Note 3 — was introduced in April 2020, ostensibly to 
prevent opportunistic takeovers during the pandemic 
but in practice it was aimed squarely at China. The 
latest relaxation allows investors a non-controlling 
stake of up to 10 per cent to use the automatic route, 
dispensing with prior government approval. Oicials 
say the change will improve the ease of doing business, 
boost inflows, and deepen integration into global 
supply chains. That is wishful thinking. 
Chinese FDI does not consider India an 
attractive destination. What China does 
consider attractive, however, is India as a 
huge export market for its products. 

On April 8, Xu Feihong, Chinese 
ambassador to India, posted on X: “Glad 
to know that China has become India’s 
largest trading partner in FY2026 — for 
the 11th straight month.” This was great 
news for China but not for India. The 
$151.1 billion trade between the two com-
prised $131.63 billion of exports from 
China to India and a meagre $19.47 billion 
of imports from India. It was a one-way 
street. China was flooding Indian markets 
even as it became India’s “largest trading partner”. 

These two pieces of information on trade and 
investment tell us how asymmetric China-India econ-
omic relations are. India makes minor tweaks to its FDI 
rules while China doubles down on its exports. India 
must import electronics and electrical equipment 
($40 billion-50 billion), machinery ($27 billion), 
organic chemicals ($12 billion-13 billion), plastics, steel, 
medical equipment, and so on from China every year. 
These are critical products without which the Indian 
economy would not be able to function. Alternative 
sources exist for some, but at a much steeper price. 
Moreover, China has diversified its supply sources, so 

even if not directly from it, Chinese goods would still 
reach India through Southeast Asian and other manu-
facturing bases. 

With a cumulative overseas investment stock of $3 
trillion-3.5 trillion and annual outflows in the range of 
$160 billion-190 billion, China is a major FDI player 
across every region. Asia absorbs close to 70 per cent 
of China’s outward investment stock — roughly $2 tril-
lion-2.2 trillion — largely into Southeast Asia, where 
Chinese firms have transplanted entire manufactur-
ing ecosystems, particularly in electronics, textiles, 

electric vehicles, and intermediate 
goods. Latin America is the second major 
destination, with a cumulative Chinese 
investment estimated at $300 billion-500 
billion. Europe, while smaller in share, 
has still absorbed between $100 billion 
and $200 billion. Africa, though account-
ing for a smaller share — perhaps $50 bil-
lion–100 billion — occupies a strategic 
position. West Asia, meanwhile, has 
attracted multi-billion-dollar annual 
investment in energy, petrochemicals, 
and, increasingly, renewables. 

Chinese FDI in India amounts to a 
trivial $2.51 billion, or 0.32 per cent of 
India’s cumulative equity inflows, since 

2000. Even if one broadens the definition to include 
venture-capital investment and indirect flows routed 
through third countries, the total rises only to $15 bil-
lion-20 billion. The reason is simple: India cannot 
make up its mind whether it wants Chinese FDI, which 
it suspects could undermine its sovereignty and 
weaken its self-suiciency plank. China’s outward 
investment is frequently intertwined with industrial 
and geopolitical objectives. Dependence in critical 
sectors — whether batteries, telecom equipment, or 
active pharmaceutical ingredients — can translate 
into vulnerability, especially in periods of geopolitical 
stress. But caution, hesitancy, and irrelevant policy 

tweaks are not a policy option. The real option is  
to learn from the Chinese themselves how they 
handled FDI. 

Beginning in the 1990s and accelerating through 
the 2000s, China actively courted FDI and technology, 
particularly from Japan, the United States, and 
Europe, in a period known as “reform and opening up” 
(gaige kaifang). China did not see foreign capital as a 
threat; it saw it as an instrument of transformation if 
the state retained strategic control over direction. 
Multinationals were often required to form joint ven-
tures, localise production, and, in many cases, transfer 
technology — the phrase “bring it in” (yin jin lai) cap-
turing this mindset. To take full advantage of this, 
special economic zones provided infrastructure, 
policy stability, and export incentives, enabling China 
to integrate into global manufacturing networks and 
develop deep supplier ecosystems, skilled labour 
pools, and process expertise. China used this phase to 
absorb technology, build domestic champions, and 
gradually move up the value chain, eventually becom-
ing both an exporter and an investor in the next phase 
— “go out” (zou chu qu). Before China, Japan and Ger-
many had demonstrated a similar strategy of impor-
ting foreign technology, absorbing it, and becoming 
world champions. 

What India needs to do is build a system in which 
firms, finance, and the state all pull in the same direc-
tion — towards production, technology, scale, and 
competitiveness, regardless of the source of FDI. But 
even before that, there must be clarity of objective. 
India often tries to pursue multiple goals simulta-
neously — self-reliance, export growth, domestic 
champions, revenue maximisation, and low con-
sumer prices — without clearly ranking them. Suc-
cessful industrialisers made a clear choice: Production 
capability first. When will India do this? 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The writer is cofounder of www.moneylife.in and a 
trustee of the Moneylife Foundation; @Moneylifers

The lurking question behind this search-
ing, propulsive, 778-page biography of 
an internationally obscure Russian 
politician is this: What kind of world 
would exist today if the cosmopolitan 
liberal democrat Boris Nemtsov, and not 
Vladimir Putin, had succeeded Boris 
Yeltsin to run the country? 

These are the stakes set out by the 
veteran Russian journalist Mikhail Fish-
man in  The Successor, translated into 
English with a new prologue. For Fish-
man, Nemtsov embodies the promise of 
the free, democratic Russia. Had he ful-
filled his destiny, there might not be 
fighting in Ukraine, with the spectre of 

World War III. 
Nemtsov was “a tall, sexy, curly-

haired, handsome playboy,” Fishman 
writes, seven years younger than Putin 
and a physicist by training. He devel-
oped a taste for politics in the 1980s 
when his mother began attending anti-
nuclear protests in the aftermath of the 
Chernobyl disaster. 

By 1991, he had become the 32-year-
old governor of Nizhny Novgorod, trans-
forming the province by privatising 
collective farms, giving free rein to 
reporters and spurring a boom in new 
housing and road construction. 

By 37, he was one of Yeltsin’s first 
deputy prime ministers and an heir 
apparent to the presidency. Several fac-
tors converged to check Nemtsov’s 
ascent, but the main reason was the 1998 
financial crisis, when the Russian state, 
unable to collect taxes to offset a drop in 
oil revenues, defaulted on its debt. Infla-
tion devastated the country and brought 
’90s optimism to a screeching halt. 

Facing a public disillusioned with 

reforms and a resurgent Communist 
Party, Yeltsin changed direction. With 
two years until the presidential election, 
he sought out a different kind of suc-
cessor, someone seen as tough and 
untainted by the policy missteps of the 
“wild ’90s.” The very conditions that 
pushed Nemtsov out of the limelight 
drew in a little-known bureaucrat  
and former KGB oicer named  
Vladimir Putin. 

Some, including Nemtsov, initially 
believed that Putin would stay the 
course, toward the West. Many more 
viewed Putin through the prism of 
national redemption, the iron hand 
that would restore the country to great-
ness. Nemtsov never again found his 
footing in national politics, except as a 
thorn in Putin’s side. He started a 
reformist electoral bloc that never  
quite took off, organised rallies, docu-
mented the Kremlin’s crimes, filed 
complaints with the European Court  
of Human Rights and lobbied  
Western  

governments to sanction 
Russian propagandists. 

In 2013, he ran for a seat in 
a provincial legislature, and 
won the seat, a modest perch 
for a former deputy prime 
minister, kindling the dying 
embers of liberalism  
in Russia. 

For his impudence, state 
media insinuated that 
Nemtsov was an agent of the 
US State Department. Pro-
Kremlin youth activists 
pelted his car with dildos, 
stink-bombed his public 
appearances and threw Coke 
mixed with ammonia in his 
face. The authorities detained 
him repeatedly, and Putin’s allies sub-
jected him to spurious lawsuits. 

In 2014, he felt so dejected that he 
abandoned Russia for Israel, only to 
return after a few weeks. The next year, 
Nemtsov was murdered at the hands of 
assassins with ties to Ramzan Kadyrov, 

the Chechen leader and Putin 
loyalist. 

So had Yeltsin kept his 
nerve and stood by Nemtsov, a 
protégé he once regarded “like 
a son,” would Russia now be a 
fully-fledged liberal democ-
racy, a normal European 
country on good terms with 
its neighbours? 

Almost certainly not. It’s 
the larger forces that propel 
individuals to positions of 
power, and the currents of 
history favoured a despot. 
“Nemtsov probably would 
not have become president 
of Russia,” he writes. “He 
was carried aloft by the rev-
olution at the end of the 
1980s and early 1990s. A few 
years later, he was already 
too free and too idealistic for 

the times.” 
He ended the Russian edition of The 

Successor, which was published two 
weeks before the Ukraine war, on an 
optimistic note. “The ideals underpin-
ning Nemtsov’s Russia will be in 
demand at the next turn of history — 

and they will help ensure that the story 
has a good ending.” 

That hopeful coda has been struck 
from the English edition. “Is this other 
future still possible?” Fishman writes in 
a new prologue. “I still believe that today, 
although I am not sure that I will still be 
here when it happens.” 

After a quarter-century of escalating 
repression, any democratic alternative 
to Putin has been jailed, killed or 
hounded out of the country. And the 
Russian public, subjected to relentless 
propaganda, doesn’t appear to think a 
different kind of politics is possible, or 
even desirable. 

And yet, as Russians know well, 
political change often happens grad-
ually, and then all at once. Fishman 
struggles to conjure his brighter 
counterfactual, even as a fantasy. Still, 
he was right before: Putin can physically 
rid the country of Nemtsov, Navalny 
and indeed Fishman, but ideas can’t be 
shot, poisoned or forced into exile. The 
seeds Nemtsov and Navalny planted 
may yet mature, in their own time. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The reviewer is an editor at Foreign Affairs 
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Boris Nemtsov, a Russian road not taken
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The experience with local area banks and RNBFCs  
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dizes the business class more.
The business section shrinks the coach, 

tightening the supply of economy seats, rais-
ing its price. That is why, though it’s not the 
only reason, a ‘Marxist’ who flies business 
class is a fraud. On the other hand, the bil-
lionaire in his private jet is a saviour of the 
coach class by not being in competition for 
seats in commercial airline. 

Generally, the people who fly business 
class are not the super-rich. They are the 
mere millionaires, even the upper middle-
class—the merchant, the lawyer, a Marxist 
finance minister, the essayist whose heart 
beats for Naxals, and sometimes me. (Given 
a choice between being a humanitarian and 
having the moral clarity to travel business 
class, I will choose the seat.)

The billionaire, by not being in competi-
tion for the business class seat makes it more 
affordable for the millionaire, whose 
encroachment on coach increases the price 
of economy seats. As in an aircraft, so in life. 
The millionaire occupies the same spaces as 
coach travellers, usurping opportunities in 
education, media, start-up culture, finance, 
arts, while the billionaire is in his own orbit.

But I must say, you may find the humani-
tarian in business class funny. I find the fan 
of capitalism in coach class funnier. 

to accept that the business class was their 
employer class. They regained their compo-
sure when they spotted the flight attendants 
and screamed only at them. It is an odd thing 
about people that no matter what their theo-
ries of revolution might be, in the real world, 
they first blame their equals for their misery. 

Generally, consumerism is filled with use-
less products, but I have respect for the busi-
ness class seat. It is probably the most expen-
sive real estate in the world. It contains an 
ugly overrated chair, 20 to 22 inches wide, 
whose greatest distinction is that it can go 
entirely flat. People pay lakhs for it. But its 
true value is not in the flatbed.

Some people love the idea of being seen in 
it; that awkward moment when economy 
passengers shuffle past. I am fairly confident 
that they would love it if a bold airline con-
figured business class seats facing the econ-
omy class, with no prissy curtains. But the 
joy of inequality is a small part of the price. 
The value of business class largely comes 
from the misery of not having it. And the 
misery of economy class comes from the 
existence of business class. This is why peo-
ple pay the price of a small car for a business 
class seat, and no amount of improvements 
in coach can save passengers from it.

I was reminded of all this when Air New 

T
he best business class flight I have ever 
taken was with Air India. As the flight 
was taxiing for take-off, it stopped on 

the tarmac. There was a snag, and we had to 
stay in the aircraft. It was over 40° Celsius 
outside. Peak Delhi summer. As though in 
apology, the cabin crew began serving a 
meal. At the time I didn’t realize the service 
was only in business class. There was wine 
too. After an hour, I heard commotion from 
the economy cabin. They were sweating as 
there was no air conditioning. Odd, I hadn’t 
noticed. The screams informed me they 
were hungry and thirsty too. A person had 
fainted. What a close shave for me, I thought. 
But then menacing voices grew.

Some alpha men barged in demanding the 
aircraft door to be opened or people in coach 
would die. At that moment, I was sipping 
golden wine. It looked like my moment of 
beheading. But the alphas immediately 
became meek on seeing us eating and drink-
ing, yawning distances separating each 
other. It was as if they had been programmed 

stani diplomatic endeavour. 
Beyond that, the question for us in 

India is what will Pakistan do with 
the international goodwill that it is 
receiving thanks to its newfound role 
as a peacemaker? Now miracles are 
possible in a complex world and the 
Pakistani establishment could discover 
that being a responsible actor is far 
better than being an international 
troublemaker and decide to turn over a 
new leaf. It would, however, be fool-
hardy to count on such an outcome.

It is far more likely that Pakistan’s 
trajectory will follow a pattern that has 
been recurring since its creation. That 
goes something like this: Global poli-
tics creates an opportunity for Paki-
stan, relieving the immediate eco-
nomic crisis; the military establish-
ment then corners the lion’s share of 
the benefits and the economy gets 
worse; the military takes up its anti-
India agenda and in the ensuing crisis, 
Pakistan goes back into the interna-
tional doghouse.

This happened in the 1950s when 
Field Marshal Ayub Khan joined the 
American camp in the then-unfolding 
Cold War; in the 1980s when General 
Zia-ul-Haq made Pakistan serve Wash-
ington’s interests in the anti-Soviet 
war in Afghanistan; in the 2000s after 
General Pervez Musharraf threw in 
Pakistan’s lot with America’s war on 
the Taliban; and in the 2010s when 
General Qamar Javed Bajwa hitched 
Pakistan’s wagon to the service of a dif-
ferent principal, this time China and its 
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor 
and Belt and Road Initiative. 

Each time, Pakistan benefited by 
offering its geopolitical services to a big 
power. Each time, the engagement 
with a global power bailed Pakistan out 
of the economic mess that it found 
itself in. And each time, Pakistan was 
unable to fundamentally transform 
itself for the better because the mili-
tary-jihadi complex used the financial 
and political benefits to strengthen its 
own hold on power and policy. 

It neither has the inclination nor 
competence to carry out the structural 
economic reforms necessary to take 
Pakistan away from dependency to 
development. Despite tens of billions 
of dollars in foreign aid since the 1950s, 
it also received 24 International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF) bailouts since 1947, 
roughly once every three years. 

Pakistan now needs about $20 bil-
lion in external financing to avoid a 
balance of payments crisis. Of this, 
around $17 billion is expected from 
debt rollovers from China, Saudi Ara-
bia, the UAE, IMF and other multilat-
eral sources, leaving it nearly $3 billion 
short. The government’s biggest 
expenditure is debt servicing, which 
amounts to 7% of GDP. To manage its 
fiscal deficit, it needs to reduce its debt 
repayments, cut its defence budget or 
raise tax revenues. Lenders won’t per-
mit the first, the military-jihadi estab-
lishment won’t allow the second and 
the elite will not accept the third.

For now, even if Pakistan were to 
succeed in helping the US and Iran 
make a deal, it is unclear how it will 
secure enough money to avoid eco-
nomic turmoil. It will need $170 million 
for every dollar increase in crude oil 
prices. This is in addition to the 
minimum of $3 billion a year it will 
need if all its foreign lenders agree to 
roll over debt. 

A back-of-the-envelope calculation 
suggests that a Pakistani general who 
explicitly takes power faces a crisis in 
an average of four years and becomes a 
lame-duck in eight. The distribution is 
bimodal though: generals who inherit 
instability (Yahya Khan, Musharraf and 
Asim Munir) meet their first crisis in 
around two years. Coups following 
relative stability (Ayub Khan and Zia) 
get around seven years before things 
get very messy.

If Field Marshal Munir survives the 
current upheavals, we can expect him 
to stick around for nearly a decade, and 
during this time, he will try to get his 
own shy at the Indian stumps. 

P
akistan has stepped up to play a 
useful role in mediating between 
the United States and Iran in 

attempting to bring the latest West 
Asian war to an end. It should not sur-
prise us that the Pakistani establish-
ment, which has a culture of geopoliti-
cal risk-taking, has turned adversity 
into an opportunity.

Not only does the continuation of 
the war mean economic disaster, there 
is a real chance that Pakistani armed 
forces can be summoned to a war that 
they do not want to fight. Saudi Arabia 
has already invoked their mutual 
defence pact to station 13,000 troops 
and a squadron of combat aircraft 
on its soil.

If these forces are deployed in com-
bat, Iran could decide to attack targets 
in Pakistan, as it has done across the 
Persian Gulf. That would add one more 
conflict to the two—with Afghanistan 
and India—that Pakistan is already 
engaged in. 

It’s a bad situation to be in, but Paki-
stan’s military and civilian leadership 
has invested serious political capital in 
meeting the challenge head on. As 
ironic as it is to see the Pakistani army 
attempt a regional peace initiative, we 
should hope it succeeds.

A quick end to this war is categori-
cally in India’s interests. We need not 
be churlish in giving credit where it is 
due and appreciating the current Paki-

It may relieve today’s crisis but will not stop the military-jihadi complex from tightening its grip

NITIN PAI
is co-founder and director of The 

Takshashila Institution, an independent 

centre for research and education in public 

policy.

What the business-class seat tells us about inequality
MANU JOSEPH

T
he blockade of the Strait of Hormuz 
has disrupted not just oil and gas 
supplies, but caused a global fertil-
izer shock as well. Of the world’s 
traded fertilizers, more than 40% 
of urea and 20-30% of potassic and 

phosphatic fertilizers—as well as 45% of the 
sulphur that goes into fertilizer manufacture—
are shipped from Gulf countries via that vital 
waterway. The blocked region also accounted 
for a fifth of all traded liquefied natural gas 
(LNG), some of which was feedstock for urea, 
before traffic through the strait came to halt. A 
shortage of all these products threatens food 
production and signals higher food prices 
globally, with hunger a distinct likelihood in 
countries that rely on imports for nutrition. 
Since energy and food are essentials, supply 
shocks in these two categories tend to have a 
ripple effect that leads to elevated inflation. 
That, in turn, would induce monetary policy 
responses that could dampen investment, eco-
nomic growth and incomes, thus tilting many 
parts of the world towards misery on more 
than one front. Gulf fertilizer exports are not 
easy to substitute. But it would help if the 
world does whatever is possible to boost the 
availability of natural gas for the production of 
urea, its most widely used fertilizer. This can 
be done if Europe takes action.

The impact of the US-Israel war against Iran 
on oil and gas prices has differed. Brent and 
West Texas Intermediate, the two major global 
indices of oil prices, have risen by 55-70% since 
hostilities began on 28 February, while Henry 
Hub prices for US domestic gas have nudged 
up only 8-12%, even as European LNG prices 
rose some 20%—mainly a result of Qatar’s Ras 
Laffan gas facility going out of service. The dif-

ference in price responses stems from the 
extent to which each commodity is globally 
traded. For gas, geographical proximity and 
pipeline infrastructure matter more. Gas can 
either be transported through pipelines or 
shipped after being liquefied and loaded onto 
specialized cold tankers. The US gas market is 
relatively isolated, while Europe has in recent 
years been sourcing LNG from America as 
well as Qatar in the Gulf to replace its pipeline 
imports from Russia. This shift followed the 
Ukraine war’s outbreak in 2022. Now with 
Gulf shipments disrupted, Europe should 
revert to using Russian gas. This would relieve 
the global LNG market of European demand 
and make this form of gas that much cheaper 
as an input for urea production elsewhere.

As a geopolitical decision, it should not be all 
that hard for Europe to suspend its boycott of 
Russian piped gas so that the LNG it imports is 
freed for fertilizer production. It would com-
bine wisdom with self-interest. Till some years 
ago, Russia used to pump gas into Europe 
through seven pipelines. Some of these lie 
damaged but most are reckoned to be usable. 
The Turkstream pipeline that runs from Rus-
sia to Turkey and thereon to Bulgaria, Serbia 
and Hungary, for example, carries plenty of 
Russian gas. The US-led West recently showed 
a pragmatic streak in its sanctions on Iran to 
help the world absorb the latest energy shock. 
The same spirit could ease its clamps on Rus-
sian gas. If not, Europe could find itself faced 
with another wave of migrants looking for a 
place to live where food sufficiency isn’t a daily 
struggle. This prospect should help focus the 
minds of European politicians on the value of 
acting against a fertilizer crisis while there’s 
still time to avert its worst effects.

A gas rethink could help 
fend off a food shortage 
Europe must start buying Russian piped gas again to relieve demand pressure on global LNG 

supply—and let more of it be used to make fertilizer. This could even pre-empt a hunger crisis 
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Creditors have given Essar
Steel India Ltd till the end
of June to find a buyer for

a majority equity stake in the
company, said two people famil-
iar with the matter. 

If that doesn’t happen, the
banks will find a buyer them-
selves, the two added, asking not
to be identified.

Loans to Essar Steel, which is
controlled by the Ruia family,
are among a large pile of bad
loans banks are trying to clean
off their balance sheets.

Essar Steel said in November
that it had around `30,000 crore
of debt on its books.

“The message has been com-
municated to the promoters that
we cannot keep waiting. If they
are unable to close a deal by
June, then banks may have to
drive this sale,” said a senior offi-
cial at a large state-owned bank. 

A spokesperson for Essar Steel
denied the existence of an ulti-
matum. 

“We deny your information.
Essar Steel had initiated a proc-
ess to induct a strategic partner,
and in this connection, SBI Caps
and ICICI Securities were
appointed. We are not aware of
any independent process that
the banks propose to run to
search for a strategic partner in
absence of any suitable buyer.
Essar Steel has not sought any
additional financial assistance,”
the spokesperson said in an
email response.

In November 2015, Essar Steel
mandated SBI Capital Markets
Ltd and ICICI Securities to find a
strategic investor, but a deal is
yet to be closed.

The Essar Steel spokesperson
said the process of finding a stra-
tegic partner is underway. 

DEBT LOAD

Essar Steel told 
to find buyer 
by end of June

A number of banks have
already classified Essar Steel as a
non-performing asset (NPA) in
the October-December period.
In an interview on 17 March, Jat-
inder Mehra, director at Essar
Steel, admitted as much.

“We are generally standard,
but there are a few banks where
technically we have been made
an NPA because of the guide-
lines issued by the Reserve Bank
of India. Otherwise, by and large,
the account is standard,” said
Mehra.

Bankers have been meeting
debt-laden companies, includ-
ing Essar Steel, on a regular
basis. During an all-lender meet-
ing that took place in March,
representatives from a number
of banks met with promoters of
several steel companies that fall
under this category, including
Bhushan Steel Ltd, Uttam Galva
Ltd and Essar Steel.

Following the meetings, bank-
ers communicated the kind of
action they would like promoters
to take. In most cases, bankers
are asking promoters to either
bring in more equity or induct
strategic partners. 

The other option for the banks
is to find buyers for their loans to
the firm but this could prove dif-
ficult. On 25 April, Mint reported
that Standard Chartered Plc was
looking to sell some parts of its
offshore loan book, which
included loans to Essar Steel.

It may make sense for the len-
ders to be patient, said an expert.

“As such, banks do not need a
promoter’s permission to take
over an asset. But the reality is
that the issues on the ground
will not allow anyone to find
quick solutions to the problems
in the steel sector. It makes sense
for bankers to wait it out with
the borrower after taking all nec-
essary hits on their exposure,”
said Nirmal Gangwal, founder
and managing director, Brescon
Corporate Advisors Pvt Ltd.

Indeed, lenders have had no
luck in finding buyers for the
equity they have acquired in
some companies by converting
debt.

In most of the 15 cases where
banks have converted their debt
into a majority stake, they are yet
to find buyers.

Like other steel firms, Essar
Steel’s problems have to do with
lower global demand and price
for the steel products, and an
increase in cheap imports. A
troubled expansion plan has
exacerbated matters.

Essar Steel invested `55,000
crore to build the Hazira steel
complex with a capacity of 4.6
million tonnes per annum in the
first phase and 10 mtpa eventu-
ally. Expansion from 4.6 mtpa to
10 mtpa was affected by many

TURN TO PAGE 2®

Banks tell firm to find 
buyer for majority 
stake by end of next 
month or they will look 
for one themselves

Sebi’s new view on 
settlements may 
resolve old cases 
such as RIL’s
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MUMBAI

The Securities and Exchange
Board of India’s (Sebi) new

line of thinking on the so-called
consent process could reduce
the administrative burden on the
stock market regulator and also
pave the way for the settlement
for some old cases. For instance,
they could see the settlement of
the nine-year old case involving
Reliance Industries Ltd (RIL).

According to two people famil-
iar with the matter, the Sebi will
allow most capital market infrac-
tions to be settled under the con-
sent mechanism where a fine is
paid without any admission of
wrongdoing.

Only those infractions that
have market-wide impact and
where the losses to investors are
significant can’t be settled under
the mechanism, added the two
people, requesting anonymity.

“The market watchdog has
issued an informal guidance
note prohibiting settlement or
consent only in those cases of
fraud or offenses that have a
market-wide impact and affect
investors substantially,” said the
first person.

Mint has seen a copy of the
note. A Sebi spokesperson did

TURN TO PAGE 2®
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Online fashion retailer Myn-
tra will relaunch its desktop

site on 1 June, driving the final
nail in the coffin of its failed app-
only move.

The company said it expects
15-20% of its sales in the current
financial year to come from the
desktop website, highlighting the
misstep it made last May when it
went app-only.

“We found that while a major-
ity of the growth is driven by
mobile, the volume of users on
desktop hasn’t decreased,” Myn-
tra chief executive Ananth Nar-
ayanan said. “We’ve launched a
number of new categories such
as home furnishing and (fine)
jewellery where customers want
to see the products on a larger
screen. Finally, according to our
data, women customers, who are
a key area of focus for us, in par-
ticular, want to have the option
of shopping across channels.”

Myntra, which is owned by
India’s largest e-commerce firm
Flipkart, shut its mobile website
in March 2015 and closed its
desktop website in May 2015 in
an attempt to dominate mobile
app-commerce. 
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Myntra blinks, 
to relaunch 
desktop site

shopkeepers from whom she
bought provisions on credit, and
to neighbours and relatives who
chipped in with what they could
spare. 

In the end, they could spare
nothing. “Everyone was strug-
gling to fill their stomachs,” she
says.

Now, with her husband dead,
Savita has to provide for herself,
her children and an elderly
mother-in-law. “The majdoori
(daily labour) rate is down. Ear-
lier it was `150 a day, now it’s
between `90 and `100—if you

can manage to find work,” she
says.

Killing fields
Marathwada’s current drought

cycle—some say the worst in liv-
ing memory—began in 2011.

Barring 2013, the rains have
failed every year since. In early
2014, a freak hailstorm destroyed
a significant portion of standing
crop. 

For an economically backward
region, this cumulative failure of
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BEED, MAHARASHTRA

From a distance, Gitanjali Kale
could see her father hanging

from a tree, and although this is
something no 12-year-old ought
to know, she sensed at once that
something was wrong as she ran
towards him, her six-year-old
brother trotting alongside. 

By the time they cut him down
and took him to the hospital, he
was long dead.

Gitanjali, now 14, remembers
25 December 2014—the day of
the weekly village market. Her
mother, impatient for her father
to return, had sent Gitanjali and
her brother Manish, the young-
est of the four children, to find
out what was taking him so long.
At this point of her story, Gitan-
jali stops and stares into her lap,
her eyes cloudy with tears.

Gitanjali’s mother Savita Kale
is dry-eyed when she recounts
the last days of her husband’s
life. “He had taken a loan and
was tense. He had started drink-
ing. But I never thought he
would do this,” she says. As the
cotton on Sanjay Kale’s 10-acre
field in village Pimpri Budruk in
Beed withered away for four
years in a row, the interest began
to mount, and so did the stress.

Savita says he owed more than
`2 lakh, money that she will now
have to pay back to the bank, to

MARATHWADA DROUGHT

The widows of Beed

On their own: Women in Poi Tanda village of Beed district who have lost 
relatives to the agrarian crisis affecting Marathwada.

ABHIJIT BHATLEKAR/MINT
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QUICK EDIT

Growth 

obstacle

A new analysis of Asian
economies by the 

International Monetary 
Fund once again shows the 
Indian economy will 
expand at a much faster 
rate than other major 
regional economies. It is 
also one of the few 
countries that is relatively 
insulated from the ongoing 
rebalancing of the Chinese 
economy towards higher 
consumption.

The optimism needs to
be tempered with three 
data points that continue 
to be a cause for concern. 
India is a clear outlier 
when it comes to the fiscal 
deficit, inflation and bad 
loans. India does far worse 
on these parameters than 
the average Asian country. 
The trajectory of bad loans 
is the biggest risk to 
economic stability because 
the fiscal deficit is far lower 
than three years ago while 
headline inflation has 
nearly halved. Indian 
policy makers deserve 
credit for using the windfall 
from lower oil prices well.

The state of banks 
continues to be the biggest 
worry—and the capital 
adequacy of Indian banks 
is low compared to their 
Asian peers.

CORP: Biyani appointed Bharti 
Retail managing director >8

MARKETS: KIMS Hospitals may raise 
`600 crore via IPO >9

MARK TO MARKET: Godrej Consumer—using 
lower costs to drive sales growth >18

SPORTS: Leicester City cap fairytale 
season with title triumph >32

INDIA’S BANK NPAs WORST 
AMONG ASIAN PEERS
The Regional Economic Outlook for Asia, released by the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) on Tuesday, shows that bank 
non-performing loans in India are 6% of total loans—way higher 
than its regional peers. The IMF data, however, doesn’t seem to 
have taken restructured loans into account.

Data as of 2015 for Hong Kong SAR, India, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, the 
Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand; as of 2015:Q3 for Australia; as of 2015:Q2 
for China; as of 2014:Q2 for Korea.

Bank NPAs as a % of total loans

Source: IMF, Financial Soundness Indicators database
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Whatever affects one 
directly affects all indirectly.
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passionately about equality, found himself 
flying first class (more than once) and wrote 
about his shame. This kind of shame con-
fuses me. One, you generally discover you 
are flying first class long before you reach 
the airport. Also, in the face of such unbeara-
ble shame, the easiest thing to do is 

exchange your seat with 
me, or, okay, a pregnant 
woman.

But then, the juxtaposi-
tion of the classes is exactly 
what makes commercial air 
travel possible. There is a 
symbiosis between business 
class and coach. A business 
class seat takes up about five 
times the floor space of an 
economy seat but generates 
about eight times the reve-
nue. If airlines could oper-
ate all-business-class 
flights, they would. Some  

niche airlines actually do. Historically, air-
lines have failed trying to do this as they can-
not find enough passengers. The economy 
cabin provides the volume for the aircraft to 
fly the route at all. The business class expands 
the margin and makes it a worthwhile busi-
ness. But in this relationship, the coach subsi-

Zealand recently announced it would be 
introducing bunk beds in economy—six of 
them, available in four-hour slots for $500. 
This, especially for its price, does not address 
the actual problem with coach—the very 
existence of business class. A sense of impov-
erishment is not an absolute condition; it is 
a relative experience. It is 
created by the visible fact 
that some people have a 
better life. That is why the 
argument that the modern 
poor are better off than 
medieval royalty is useless 
as a response to inequality. 
Every era and region has its 
own definition of poverty; 
and every aircraft too. 

In a world where nobody 
had invented the flatbed 
and there were only econ-
omy seats, people would be 
generally content and 
uncomfortable. If airliners only had flat beds 
and no coach, air travel would be only for the 
rich. It is the mixing of classes within a vessel 
that fills a mediocre chair with meaning and 
makes people react in complex ways. 

Former Greek finance minister Yanis Var-
oufakis, a self-declared Marxist who speaks 

Coach class 

passengers 

subsidize those 

who fly better in 

a relationship 

of dependence 

in the sky

Pakistan’s war diplomacy on Iran 
won’t improve its own prospects
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T
he political dust may have settled as 
West Bengal gears up for a new gov-
ernment, but the more profound ques-
tions are still to be settled. Elections 
offer the promise of renewal; govern-
ance must deliver it. For a state with 

such an intellectual legacy and political signifi-
cance, the challenge is not winning elections, 
but turning stability into enduring gains in the 
well-being of its people.

Data provides a note of caution and opportunity. 
The economic and social profile of West Bengal 
has changed marginally over the last decade. Based 
on PRICE’s ICE 360° surveys, almost 20% of 
households are in the destitute category, whereas 
more than half are aspirers, struggling to achieve 
stable upward mobility. The growth of middle class 
and affluent households has been modest. The 
state ranks high nationally in total households, but 
also in poverty. This duality encapsulates Bengal’s 
perennial paradox: resilience without progress.

The sharpest manifestation of this contradiction 
is Kolkata. The city is the economic and social hub 
of the state. West Bengal’s share of wealthy house-
holds plunges by almost 80% if Kolkata is removed 
from the picture. But inequality is increasingly 
defining Kolkata. It is a hub of growth but a magnet 
for deprivation too, reflecting the state’s uneven 
distribution of opportunity.

This overreliance on one metropolitan engine is 
not simply an economic issue. It is a structural 
weakness. A forward-looking agenda must priori-
tize the decentralization of growth. For emerging 
urban centres like Siliguri, Durgapur Asansol and 
Kharagpur, continuous investment in infrastruc-
ture, industry and human capital is necessary. Lack 
of multiple growth poles can lead to a situation 
where opportunity is concentrated, migration 
increases and regional disparities grow further.

An equally urgent challenge comes from rural 
Bengal. Almost half of the poor households are 
located in emerging and left-behind rural areas. 
While urban poverty often grabs headlines, rural 
stagnation quietly undermines long-term 
progress. Agriculture has been productive in the 
state historically, but this is no longer sufficient as a 
principal source of livelihood. There is a need for 
diversification into agro-processing, rural manu-
facturing and services. It is also crucial to improve 
physical and digital connectivity between rural 
economies and larger markets.

The next key pillar is education and skills. Ben-
gal has a good education legacy, but the current 
outcomes are patchy. Schooling and employability 
are weakly linked, especially for first-generation 
learners. A focus on vocational training, aligned to 
the needs of industry, can unlock the potential of 
its large aspirer segment. It’s not only an economic 
imperative but a social one. Upward mobility 

should be more predictable and less tied to geogra-
phy or social background.

Healthcare is another area where we need to 
move from incremental change to systemic 
reform. The pandemic brought out the strengths 
and weaknesses of public health systems across 
India. In West Bengal, improving access to primary 
healthcare, enhancing district-level facilities and 
investing in preventive care can greatly improve 
quality of life. Improving health outcomes will also 
raise productivity.

Industrial policy has long been a contentious 
issue in the state and a pragmatic reset is needed. 
Investment has been deterred by land acquisition 
conflicts and regulatory uncertainty, with their 
baggage of history. But the new national and global 
context that is emerging, with supply chain recon-
figurations, offers a new chance. West Bengal’s 
strategic advantage lies in its location, sharing bor-
ders with several countries and being a gateway to 
the Northeast. To tap this, we need clear policies, 
simplified approvals and a partnership mindset 
with industry. You cannot grow without private 
investment and trust is the currency of that.

That brings us to the most understated but per-
haps most critical issue, the state’s relationship with 
the Centre. Political differences are inevitable in a 
federal structure, but long-term friction has real 
costs. Fund flows are delayed, projects get stalled and 
policy misalignment all adversely affect citizens, not 
governments. A mature governance approach would 
stress cooperation where it can be done, even across 
ideological divides. Competitive federalism should 
not be turned into confrontational federalism.

We also must speak about social cohesion. Ben-
gal is proud of its cultural pluralism and intellec-
tual openness. Maintaining this ethos is a moral 
imperative and an economic one. Societies that are 
diverse and inclusive tend to be more innovative 
and resilient. Hence, development strategies must 
be inclusive by design to ensure that growth does 
not widen existing inequalities.

Finally, governance itself has to change. Trans-
parency, data-driven decision-making and citizen 
engagement are no longer optional. They are 
crucial. The income distribution has changed 
relatively slowly in recent years, suggesting that 
current policies are not without effect but not 
enough. Course correction requires an honest 
assessment, not rhetorical assertions. Outcomes 
should drive accountability and metrics should 
drive policy.

The new government in West Bengal inherits a 
state that is neither in crisis nor on an upward tra-
jectory. It is at a crossroads between incremental-
ism and transformation. The policy choice is not 
between politics and governance but between 
short-term optics and long-term results.

‘Oh, Calcutta!’ has long been an exclamation of 
nostalgia and complexity. Today, it can also be a 
call to re-imagine not just the city but the state that 
it anchors. West Bengal can move from being a 
story of contradictions to one of convergence if the 
next phase of governance can reduce dependence 
on a single metro, energize rural economies, invest 
in human capital and foster cooperative federal-
ism. The voting is over. And so the real work 
begins, as always.

Oh, Bengal! The state may have 
another opportunity to reboot

Its newly elected government should pursue all-round development and help the state fulfil the high potential it clearly has
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A
t his confirmation hearing last 
week, Kevin Warsh [US President 
Donald Trump’s nominee for Fed-

eral Reserve Chair] dodged questions 
about interest rates, tariffs and the 2020 
election. As his nomination to be chair of 
the Federal Reserve heads toward confir-
mation after clearing the Senate Banking 
Committee Wednesday, it’s worth focus-
ing on an equally troubling gap in his pub-
lic record: his near silence on anything 
related to employment.

Warsh gave a perfunctory nod to the 
Federal Reserve’s dual mandate—price sta-
bility and maximum employment—in last 
week’s testimony, but while he extensively 
discussed the former, he essentially 
ignored the latter. 

The two goals, enshrined into law in 
1977, are coequal under the statute, but in 
practice, the Fed has historically given pre-
cedence to price stability. As Fed Chair 
Paul Volcker put it in 1981: “We will not be 
successful, in my opinion, in pursuing a full 
employment policy unless we take care of 
the inflation side of the equation.” 

Over the past 20 years, the Fed has 
moved away from that inflation-first view, 
building a more rigorous understanding of 
what maximum employment means and 
how to pursue it.

As he is when it comes to much of what 
the Fed does, Warsh is a vocal critic of the 
Fed’s thinking on maximum employment. 
In a speech he gave a year ago, he charged 
that, by describing maximum employment 
“as a broad-based and inclusive goal,” the 
Fed had “redefined its legislative remit” 
and signalled “a willingness to accept 
higher inflation so that certain groups 
would achieve higher rates of employ-
ment.” That reading gets both the Fed and 
the labour market wrong.

“Broad-based and inclusive” reflects US 
labour market dynamics, not a plan to be 
soft on inflation. The reality of maximum 
employment is that the last worker hired 
before inflation heats up does not look like 
the first. 

For example, the African-American 
unemployment rate is almost always twice 
the Caucasian unemployment rate—
except late in an economic expansion. At 
the first sign of softening, the gap reopens. 
Employment rates also differ markedly by 
gender, class, education and other charac-
teristics.

Acknowledging those patterns is not 
“mission creep,” as Warsh often asserts. It 
is simply describing characteristics of the 
labour market the Fed is charged with 
maximizing.

When the Fed updated its framework 
last summer, months after Warsh’s speech, 
it kept the substance and softened the 
optics, saying: “Durably achieving maxi-
mum employment fosters broad-based 
economic opportunities and benefits for all 
Americans.” Warsh has not weighed in on 
this clarification. In fact, across years of 
speeches, op-eds and a confirmation hear-
ing, he has never offered his own definition 
of maximum employment.

In other words: We know what Warsh is 
against. We don’t know what he’s for.

This is more than word games. We don’t 
know how Warsh would weigh employ-
ment against inflation when they’re in con-
flict—except that when the Federal Open 
Market Committee has done it recently, he 
has objected. Both of the Fed’s cutting 
cycles in 2024 and 2025 were at least partly 
a response to softening in the labour mar-
ket. When the Fed cut by 50 basis points in 
September 2024, Warsh said the Fed was 
“lurching” without a clear rationale, and 
implied the move could look political 
before the election.

But the economic rationale was straight-
forward. The unemployment rate had risen 
by a half-percentage point in a year, a rare 
event outside a recession, and the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics had announced an 
800,000 downward revision to employ-
ment. This data came in August, so the Fed 
had effectively missed a chance to cut in 
July. The 50-basis-point move in Septem-
ber made up for it. It’s not that hard to fol-
low, if you take the dual mandate seriously.

The framework debate and the cuts of 
2024 are sideshows compared to the 
labour market challenges the Warsh Fed 
will have to navigate. Labour-supply 
growth has slowed sharply with low immi-
gration and an ageing population, altering 
the markers of a ‘good’ labour market. 
Warsh has invoked AI to argue that faster 
productivity will push down inflation and 
justify lower interest rates, but he has said 
almost nothing about the employment 
side—that is, the potential for mass layoffs 
or structural shifts in the workforce.

What does maximum employment look 
like when labour supply is shrinking and 
technology is reprogramming labour 
demand? We don’t know. And the man 
about to lead the Fed has shown very little 
interest in finding out. ©BLOOMBERG

Warsh’s silence on maximizing 
employment should worry us

The next chair’s view seems unclear on this part of the Fed’s dual mandate

How Kevin Warsh will weigh employment 

against inflation is not yet known. REUTERS

MINT
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tecture, scalability, acceptance and use 
cases. These tests and use-cases will finally 
determine the guardrails RBI decides to 
erect around the digital rupee in the domes-
tic economy. But the real test for the digital 
rupee will probably come from its cross-bor-
der usage.

It is well known that CBDCs hold the 
potential for rapid de-dollarization. Atlantic 
Council’s tracker shows at least 15 cross-bor-
der CBDC projects. RBI has already engaged 
bilterally with Singapore and the United 
Arab Emirates to test the e-rupee’s interop-
erability with other currencies. RBI has also 
joined multilateral projects launched by the 
Bank for International Settlements. This 
profusion of cross-border projects will need 
to be watched closely, making demands on 
RBI to choose carefully.

There is a larger problem: cross-border 
CBDCs remain experimental while interna-
tional usage of cryptos and stablecoins has 
been increasing apace, reviving concerns 
over a resurgence of money laundering and 
financing of terrorism. And, yet, the bar for 
any central bank like RBI is set high—any 
technological solution must continue to fos-
ter trust and integrity in official money and 
settlement systems, balancing privacy with 
regulatory intent.

report had found after scanning CBDC pilot 
projects across the globe that India’s e-rupee 
was the world’s second-largest CBDC pilot, 
behind only the digital yuan. Digital rupee in 
circulation had reached ₹1,016.5 crore by 
March 2025, up 334% over ₹234 crore in 
March 2024. While the figure for March 
2026 is not available, Reserve Bank of India 
(RBI) deputy governor T. Rabi Sankar pro-
vided an update last month: “As far as users 
are concerned, they are increasing gradu-
ally, now there are 1 crore users, there have 
been nearly 15 crore total transactions of 
about ₹34,000 crore…”

The deputy governor’s update indicates 
an increase in usage, both at the retail and 
wholesale levels. While some retail uses may 
have been introduced for India’s CBDC, it is 
perhaps a bit early to transact in this cur-
rency freely at your local supermarket. The 
e-rupee’s impact on the monetary system is 
also limited at the moment. A recent 
research note from State Bank of India noted 
that it is limited to 0.03% of the total cur-
rency in circulation.

At the same time, it is also unlikely that the 
rupee CBDC will go fully retail. Speaking on 
the sidelines of the Fund-Bank meetings in 
October 2025, RBI governor Sanjay Mal-
hotra had categorically stated that its CBDC 

T
his year’s first monetary policy meeting 
revealed an interesting data point on 
an emerging monetary product, an 

element that is bound to influence monetary 
systems and policies, including global pay-
ment systems. Its development has been 
characterized by caution, and while it is still 
some distance away from becoming widely 
accepted, its use-case scenarios present pol-
icy and regulatory challenges.

India’s central bank digital currency 
(CBDC), or e-rupee, is finally emerging from 
the shadows. It is being tested in the domes-
tic economy through managed pro-
grammes. But it will face its toughest test as 
a cross-border payment tool. As many devel-
oped and developing economies mount a 
challenge to dollar dominance, the e-rupee 
will invariably be seen as a strategic tool in 
these geo-economic power struggles.

But, before unpacking all that, take a look 
at a global CBDC tracker, housed in the 
Washington DC headquarters of think-tank 
Atlantic Council. The tracker’s July 2025 

The e-rupee’s adolescent stage needs careful handling
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transfers will have to adhere to the commit-
ment of greater privacy protection. This is 
likely to result in two types of CBDCs circu-
lating in the system: one where the central 
bank has some idea of usage and the other 
where there might be some veil of secrecy. 
This could potentially lead to complications.

What compounds the 
complications is the nature 
of the veil—probably more 
translucent than opaque. 
Welcome to the other fea-
ture of Indian CBDCs: 
intermediation. Under this, 
RBI will mint the CBDC 
and distribute it electroni-
cally to banks and non-
banks which, in turn, will 
be responsible for 
on-boarding customers 
and transferring CBDCs to 
their e-wallets. Customers 
can use these CBDCs as 

currency for payment to individuals or mer-
chants. There are some misgivings about the 
line-of-sight that intermediaries will have 
over their customers’ spending patterns.

These tricky questions will remain unre-
solved till  the e-rupee is in pilot stage, with 
RBI continuing to test the technology, archi-

was not that vital for the domestic economy 
because India already had an effective, fast 
and cheap payment system in the popular 
Unified Payments Interface. “CBDC actually 
is the answer for cross-border payments. We 
need to promote the CBDC because this has 
huge advantages over stablecoins. It is fiat.”

There are two ways to 
understand this duality of 
domestic and yet-not-do-
mestic characteristic. At 
one level, some CBDCs 
issued for use in the 
domestic economy come 
programmed for use 
within specified limits. 
The government and RBI 
are jointly testing CBDCs, 
programmed for specific 
end-uses, such as benefit 
transfers. For example, a 
CBDC distributed for food 
programmes can be used 
only at some designated ration shops or for 
a farm subsidy at select fertiliser outlets, 
allowing for a modicum of usage tracking. 
Many other central banks are also making 
their CBDCs programmable.

On the other hand, CBDCs issued to the 
general public outside the pale of benefit 

It must foster 

trust in currency 

and payment 

systems while 

balancing 

privacy with 

regulation
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