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BJP’s sweep in Bengal cannot be
reduced to one factor. Here are five
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Weakening rupee points
to challenges ahead

HEINDIAN rupee continues to weaken. On Tuesday,

it hovered around 95.36 against the dollar during

early trading. Since the beginning of this year, the cur-

rency has fallen by around 5.64 per cent. Sentiment
continues to be weighed down by the conflict in West Asia,
with fresh attacks rattling investors. But the pressure on the
Indian currency predates the Iran war. Last year, the rupee fell
by roughly 5 per cent against the dollar. The problem is on both
the current and capital accounts.

Global crude oil prices remain elevated due to energy market
dislocations, exerting pressure on the current account. Brent
crude is currently around $113 per barrel. In April, the price of
the Indian crude oil basket averaged $114.48 per barrel, accord-
ing to data from the Petroleum Planning and Analysis Cell.
There is the possibility of the current account deficit widening
toaround 2 per centin 2026-27. While this is considerably lower
than that around the period of the taper tantrum — the deficit
had widened to4.8 per cent of GDPin 2012-13 — financing it will
be challenging in the current environment. Capital flows are
under pressure. So far in the calendar year, foreign portfolio in-
vestors have taken out around $21.2 billion from the stock mar-
Kkets. This comes after outflows of $18.9 billion last year. While
the central bank has been taking steps to ease the stress on the
rupee, its short dollar book has swelled, the pressure on the cur-
rency continues. In previous episodes of such stress, the RBI at-
tempted to facilitate capital inflows through various instru-
ments. For instance, during the taper tantrum, funds were
mobilised through the FCNR-B deposits.

So far, retail fuel prices have not been adjusted to reflect the
higher global prices. But there are limits to the burden that can
be borne by the oil companies and the government — the war
has been going on for more than two months. Higher prices at
the pump will push up retail inflation across the country — retail
inflation edged up to 3.4 per cent in March. A few days ago, the
price of the commercial LPG cylinder was raised by Rs 993,
which will translate to higher input costs for restaurants, hotels,
commercial kitchens etc, feeding price pressures. A prolonged
conflict will impact economic momentum, worsening the
growth-inflation dynamics. The macroeconomic situation calls
for deft and delicate management.

On being left out and
left behind

N 2015, the late Sitaram Yechury wrote in The Marxist: “We

[communists] have, for many decades, been repeating the

Leninist dictum that the ‘concrete analysis of concrete con-

ditionsistheliving essence of dialectics’... Anincorrect esti-
mation of the concrete conditions, naturally, will lead to an er-
roneous political line and consequent tactical line.” The CPI(M)'s
current political nadir — in fact, the seemingly interminable de-
cline of all of India’s communist parties — is evidence, among
other things, of a prolonged “incorrect estimation”. With the de-
feat of the Pinarayi Vijayan-led LDF in Kerala, the communist
parties are not part of a single government in the country for the
first time in nearly SO years. This decline was not one foretold by
“historical forces”. It is, rather, a function of a series of intercon-
nected failures and complicities.

Vijayan's return to power in the last election bucked the trend
of anti-incumbency verdicts in Kerala, and it is conceivable that
the LDF may return in 2031. Even if that is the case, however, a
party that, at its height, was the third-largest in Parliament with
agovernment in three states, is now a contender in one. The de-
cline is not merely electoral; it is also reflected in the depletion of
ideas and organisation. Take the changing nature of work and
the ways in which workers’ rights can be undermined in the “gig
economy”. Parties and movements that claim to stand for those
left behind by the system should be at the forefront of articulating
their concerns. Yet, an absence of “concrete analysis of concrete
conditions” has meant that the CPI, CPI(M) and others are merely
playing catch-up. There is also a fundamental organisational
question. Foralongtime, the tension between the popular leader
and the party — as with Jyoti Basu in Bengal and VS Achutha-
nandan in Kerala — has deepened factional faultlines. If the left
is to recover, it must decide who is best placed to lead that re-
covery: Those with their ears to the ground or those who fear “re-
visionism” more than political extinction.

Over thelast four decades —beginning with the fall of the So-
viet Union — the obituary of the Indian left has been written
many times. The difference in the last decade is the rise of a politi-
cal force that, like the communists, is cadre-based and ideologi-
callydriven. Theleft, unless it comesup with fresh ideas, isbound
tobeleft behind.

In the name of country,
away from home

AR-SCARRED women footballers from Afghanis-

tan living in exile across the world, can finally play

in FIFA tournaments. After eight long years, they

can proudly bear their country’s name, and not
compete under the Afghan Women United banner. Although
FIFA hasnot officially recognised the Afghan Football Federation,
asthe ruling Taliban has banished all women’s sports, the world
football governing body’s council voted on Tuesday to circum-
vent the rule. It’s a resonant moment.

This moment offers hope and fires the imagination of athletes
who fled the country when the Taliban returned to power in 2021.
When it started restricting women’s sports, 70-odd women fled
their country just so that they could continue playing football,
with the help of expats around the world. Their captain, Shabnam
Mobarez, who was raised in Denmark, reached out to the com-
munity across the world and soon they found refuge in Australia,
England, where the women’s youth team trains, in partnership
with the Premier League side Leeds United, Portugal and Italy.

The team will have success stories like Mobarez, Nadia Na-
deemand Khalida Popal toemulate. They haverising talentslike
Fatima Foladi, who sneaked into the airport, showed her football
credentials to the US military retreating from the country and
managed toboard the flight to the US. Manoozh Noori buried her
medalsin herbackyard and escaped to Australia, where she plays
for a club in the top division. Nilab Mohammadi, the women’s
team captain, left her post in the Afghanistan Army and fled to
Australia. Some of their tales are stranger than fiction. They might
never be as famous as Brazil’s Marta or Spain’s Alexia Putellas,
but no law or custom could stop them from turning up for their
country and fulfilling their dream.

Leftneeds to find anew vocabulary

THAROORTHINK

BY SHASHI THAROOR

OR NEARLY a century, the

image of the hammer and sickle

hasbeen more thanjustarelic of

the Cold War in India; it has been

a governing reality. While the
Soviet Union collapsed and China pivoted
to state-sponsored capitalism, India re-
mained a peculiar outlier — a vibrant
democracy where card-carrying Commu-
nists didn't just protest in the streets, but
satin the halls of power, winning elections
and running states — West Bengal, Tripura,
and most enduringly, Kerala.

But today, as the news of the decimation
of the Communists in the Kerala Assembly
elections sinks in, that historical anomaly
faces a Francis Fukuyama moment: Is this
“the end of history” for Indian Commu-
nism? With the rout of the incumbent Left
Democratic Front (LDF), India will, for the
first time in nearly 50 years, be without a
single Communist-led state government.
Foramovement that once positioned itself
astheinevitable future of the Global South,
this isn't just an electoral dip; it seems the
sun has set on Indian Communism.

To understand the gravity of this mo-
ment, one mustexamine the Left’s rapid col-
lapse. Aslate asthe middle of the firstdecade
of the century, the Communists were the
kingmaker of Indian politics, holding over

60 seats in the Lok Sabha and providing the
crucial outside support that kept the central
UPA government stable. They were the ideo-
logical guardians of the welfare state, taking
a share of the credit for MNREGA, vetoing
aggressive privatisation and pulling support
to the government over India’s nuclear deal
with the United States.

The decline was swift and brutal. First
came the fall of West Bengal in 2011, ending
arecord-breaking 34-year reign. Then, in
2018, their second stronghold of Tripura col-
lapsed to the BJP.Inboth cases, it wasn’t just
adefeat but adecimation: The party was re-
duced to a cipher in states it had ruled with
such authority. This left Kerala — the first
state in the country to elect a Communist
government in 1957 —as the last redoubt,
bolstered by the fact that despite a half-cen-
tury practice of Kerala voters turfing out in-
cumbent governments every five years, the
Left won a historic re-election in the midst
of Covid, in 2021. So what happened to re-
duce them to 35 seats out of 140 today?

Today’s crisis isn’t merely one of arith-
metic; it’sone oflanguage. The Indian Left
has struggled to find a new vocabulary for
a“New India”. They have never quite come
to terms with the economy of aspiration.
Historically, the Left drew its strength from
organised labour and agrarian re-
form. But since the 1990s, India’s
growth has been driven by ser-
vices, gig work, and a soaring
middle-class aspiration. To a
young coder in Gurgaon or a de-
livery driver in Kolkata, rhetoric
opposingliberalisation or capital-
ism can sound lesslike protection
from exploitation and more like a
barrier to opportunity.

Atthe sametime, the Commu-

Even if the hammer and sickle
disappear from the map this
month, the questions the Left
raised — about inequality, the
unstable indignity of labour,
and the need for a social safety
net — will continue to haunt
‘New India’ for years tocome

nists have long ceased to hold the trade-
mark on social welfare. Every other party
is matching or beating the Left at its own
game. The Congress had its “Indira Guar-
antees” in Kerala; even New Delhi has re-
packaged welfare as targeted delivery. By
providing gas cylinders, toilets, and digital
cash transfers directly to the poor, other
parties and the central government have
overtaken the traditional class-based mo-
bilisation of the Left.

Nationally, the Communists also be-
came victims of the far-reaching change in
the patterns of political mobilisation from
class solidarity (in the era of strong unions
and the allure of global Communism) to
other formsofidentity politics — the latter
both caste-based and religious, as well as,
insome states, regional and cultural. While
the Left spoke of universal class-consolida-
tion, regional and caste-based parties
spoke a more intimate language of social
dignity. Indian Communism, dominated
largely by an ageing and mostly upper-
caste leadership, failed to reorganise itsin-
ternal hierarchy to reflect the rising power
of subordinated castes nationwide.

Despite the national trend, Keralahasal-
ways been different. Its Communists had a
strong lower-caste and OBC base and were
not above stigmatising the United
Democratic Front (UDF),led by the
Congress, as a party of minorities.
Butthatkind ofappeal to the Hindu
majority waned with the rise of the
BJPinthelast decade.

Finally, governance failures
took centre stage. The “Kerala
Model” — prioritising healthcare
and education over industrial out-
put — earned the state interna-
tional praise, helping win re-elec-

for the economy of aspiration

tion during the pandemic for its robust pub-
lic health response. However, by 2026, the
Communists carried a heavy burden of anti-
incumbency. The UDF attacked the govern-
mentonrisingstate debt, corruption and the
exodus of youth seeking opportunities else-
where. With the LDF’s rout, the arc that
began in 1957 has finally begun to close.

Isthisthe final chapter for Marxismin the
world’s most populous democracy? Not
necessarily. Unlike the stagnant administra-
tions of the past in Bengal, the Communists
in Kerala have proven to be more adaptive
and competent. And we can’t forget the
state’s political pendulum: Kerala has habit-
ually swapped its government every five
years. The LDF’sloss now after a second suc-
cessive term might not be arejection of Marx-
ism so much as a return to the state’s demo-
craticrhythm. Unless agame-changing UDF
government ensures otherwise, the “Red
Sunset” could just prove to be a scheduled
eclipse before the next cycle.

In the end, the “Communist” label in
India is less about Cold War ideology and
more about a unique brand of social-demo-
cratic welfare. Even if the hammer and
sickle disappear from the map this month,
the questions the Left raised — about in-
equality, the unstable indignity of labour,
and the need for a social safety net — will
continue to haunt “New India” for years to
come. Thered flagmay be lowered, but the
grievances it raised will have to be ad-
dressed by others.

Meanwhile, the issue for the Indian Left
isno longer whether history has ended, but
whether it still has acompelling story to tell.

The author is a fourth-term Congress MP
from Thiruvananthapuram and co-chaired
the party's campaign in 2026

A student’s grit, a Lucknow
school’s lesson in inclusion

KAUSH_IK DAS
GuprTA

Sarah Moin’s
achievement is
atestament to
her resolvein
the face of
layered
challenges, one
that was
nurtured by an
ecosystem that
responded
with empathy
and
imagination

HE DECLARATION of school

passing-out results often brings

to light accounts of remarkable

grit and fortitude — of young

peopletakingimportant stepsin
their aspirational journey despite formidable
odds. Among this year’s exceptional grad-
uates is Sarah Moin, who scored more than
98 per cent — the highest among 258 stu-
dents at Lucknow’s Christ Church College.
Butherachievementis much morethanaca-
demic excellence in conventional terms. It
is atestament to the 19-year-old’s resolve in
the face of layered challenges, one that was
nurtured by an ecosystem that responded
with empathy and imagination.

Sarah’s life took a difficult turn early. Di-
agnosed at the age of four with a rare condi-
tion that gradually dimmed her vision, she
would, within a few years, lose her hearing
as well, followed by the onset of speech dif-
ficulties. The youngster’s parents formed the
first circle of resilience around her. They
chose aschool that gave wingsto her dreams.
Christ Church College arranged individual-
ised classes, ensured that textbooks were
scanned and converted into accessible digi-
tal formats, and enabled her to engage with
them through a Braille-based device. Ques-
tion papers were adapted so she could read
them through touch, and her responses were
transcribed into standard text for evaluation.

In recent years, students’ enrolment has
increased appreciably. Yet, survey after sur-
vey has shown that this achievement re-
mains incomplete in the face of rigid peda-
gogies that are not sensitive to varied
learning experiences. Sarah’sjourney shows
that inclusion is not just about bringing the
child tothe classroombutalsoaresult of cre-
ative efforts to transform institutional cul-
ture to respond to diverse needs.

Therein alsolies anirony. Sarah’s story is
compelling because it directs attention to a
larger, more uncomfortable question. Is In-
dia’s educational ecosystem, as a whole,
equipped — oreven willing — tobecome an
enabler in the way her school did?

Flagship programmes and legislative
frameworks, such as the Sarva Shiksha Ab-
hiyan and the Right to Education Act, have
sought to institutionalise the idea that edu-
cation is a right, not a privilege. At the level
of policy, the government acknowledges that

education must respond to diversity — of
ability, gender, caste, language, and socio-
economic background. The National Edu-
cation Policy 2020 has foregrounded inclu-
sion, flexibility, and multidisciplinary
learning; it has spoken of teachers’ auton-
omy. Yet, teacherslike Salman Ali Qazi, who
stood by Sarah, enabling her to use the assis-
tivetechnologies and build bridges between
curriculum and cognition, are rare.

The scattered, but significant, instances
of schools and educators rising to the chal-
lenge of diverse learners also underline the
flipside — overworked, dissmpowered and
undertrained teachers and curricula that
often privilege rote learning. For every stu-
dent who gets adaptive support, a large
number of children at intersections of disad-
vantage — from marginalised castes, minor-
ities, girls, to those with disabilities —
struggle to navigate structures which donot
recognise their needs. India stands at a
demographic crossroads, with one of the
youngest populationsin the world. This divi-
dend can only beearned ifthe education sys-
tem equips young people —notaprivileged
subset, butall of them —with the confidence
and capabilities required to participate
meaningfully in the economy.

Thereis, of course, notemplate toaddress
diversity and inequality. And, it may not be
correct to replicate Christ Church College’s
programmes in another context. However,
Sarah’sstoryisillustrative of what aninclus-
ive system can achieve. The question, then,
iswhether the choices she had can be scaled
— whether the sensitivity and creativity
demonstrated by the Lucknow school can
become the norm rather than a rarity. Can
classrooms across the country be reoriented
to accommodate diverse learning needs?
Can teacher training programmes equip
educators to engage with difference notasa
challenge to be managed, but as an oppor-
tunity to enrich the learning environment?

These are not easy questions, and they do
not admit quick answers. Today, as Sarah
stands at the threshold of a major transition,
let’sall wish her the best. And, hope her story
becomes the catalyst for expanding the hor-
izons of many others.

The writer is senior associate editor, The Indian
Express. kaushik.dasgupta@expressindia.com

- AtMet Gala, arefusa
toeditthe artisan out

NIRBHAY
RANA

Manish
Malhotra’s
gesture
acquires a
significance: By
naming
artisans, he
collapses the
distance
between
creation
and creator

UXURY FASHION has perfected a paradox: It cel-
ebrates craftsmanship while depending on the invisi-
bility of the craftspeople. At the 2026 Met Gala —
where the theme invited fashion to be seen as art —
this contradiction was staged, illuminated, and, in
one rare moment, disrupted. An Indian designer did something
the global fashion system rarely allows: He made labour visible.

When filmmaker Karan Johar appeared in aRajaRavi Varma-
inspired ensemble, he translated Indian visual culture into the
language of global couture. The garment functioned asa canvas,
layering history, mythology, and identity into a form legible to
the West. Butif Johar’s appearance expanded what could be seen
as fashion, designer Manish Malhotra used his appearance to
question who gets to be seen within it.

His nowwidely discussed “Mumbai” cape did something the
global fashion system rarely permits: It named its makers. The
artisansbehind the garment were credited directly on the piece.

For decades, fashion hasrelied on anillusion. Craftis elevated
asheritage, skill, even artistry. But the artisan iskept at adistance.
The value of luxury depends not just on labour, but on its invisi-
bility. This is systemic. In global fashion, visibility is curated —
and labour is what gets edited out. Events like the Met Gala do
not produce fashion, but they define how fashion is understood.
They are stages of symbolic power, where garments are detached
from their conditions of production and reintroduced as art, fan-
tasy, or cultural capital. In this translation, labour disappears.

In recent years, the industry has adopted the language of
sustainability, craft revival, and ethical fashion. Yet much of it
remains aesthetic. The language has evolved faster than the
system itself. Craft becomes a signifier of authenticity; sustain-
ability becomes a visual cue. The deeper structures — wages,
attribution, and working conditions — rarely enter the frame.
This is not always outright deception. It is something more in-
sidious: A system in which ethics can be performed without
being redistributed.

Seen this way, Malhotra’s gesture acquires a significance.
By naming artisans, he collapses the distance between creation
and creator. He challenges the idea that design belongs to a
single author. It also showed that Indian designers and celeb-
rities are no longer peripheral participants; they are shaping
the narrative itself, bringing textile histories and artistic vo-
cabularies into the centre of global fashion discourse. At the
same time, it revealed the limits of this visibility. India may ex-
port craft at scale, butit has yet to export the right to authorship
that should accompany it.

If the future of fashion is to be sustainable — not just envi-
ronmentally, but socially — it will require more than the cel-
ebration of craft. It will require a redistribution of credit, vis-
ibility, and value. Until then, fashion will continue to display
craft, without ever truly acknowledging the hands that make
it possible.

The writer is associate professor and programme coordinator for
fashion design at IILM University, Gurugram
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passed by the Lok Sabha along with the six
officialamendments. A major section of the
opposition pressed for a division on the
amendment moved by many of them. But
all the amendments were overwhelmingly
voted out (370 to 61) with just one absten-
tion, whereupon most opposition members
staged a walk-out.

Effortsontosolve Akalicrisis

= vy AS THE Akali Dal dissidents lay low, the Pun-
— jab CM, Surjit Singh Barnala, gained some

more ground with Kulwant Singh Quadian,
the Akali MLA who had signed the dissidents'
statement denouncing the police action,
pledging support to Barnala.

AmendmenttoMuslimBill

THE MUSLIM Women (Protection of Rights
on Divorce) Bill, passed by the Lok Sabha
through an officialamendment, gives the
choice of seeking protection under sections
12510128 of the CrPC to the husband and
wife. Accordingly, the amendment intro-
duced by the Law Minister, Asoke Kumar
Sen, seeks toinsert the following sentence:
“4A.If, on the date of the first hearing of the
application under sub-section (2) of Section

New Delhi

3, adivorced woman and her former hus-
band declare by affidavit or any other dec-
laration in writing in such form as may be
prescribed, either jointly or separately, that
they would prefer to be governed by the
provisions of Sections 125 to 128 of the Code
of Criminal Procedure, 1973, and file such af-
fidavit or declaration, the magistrate shall
dispose of such application accordingly.”

Tokyo summit for East-West

LEADERS OF the seven main industrialised
democracies called for a “high level dia-
logue” to settle East-West differences while
vowing to maintain “strong and credible”
military capability in the Western alliance.
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Rs 50 crore and
counting: Inside
Jharkhand’s

‘treasury scam’

Shubham Tigga
Ranchi, May 5

A DIGITAL system meant to bring transparency in gov-
ernment spending has come under the scanner in Jhark-
hand, with investigators suspecting a treasury-linked
fraud that runs into tens of crores. Officials say the figure
may rise as more transactions are scrutinised. What has
raised concernsis notjust the scale but the mannerin
which alleged fraudulent withdrawals were routed
through a computerised financial management system
meant to prevent exactly such manipulation, prompting
comparisons to the infamous Fodder Scam of the 1990s.

The alleged scam

The alleged fraud involves government officials and
staff handling accounts and treasury-related work across
departmentsinJharkhand, who are suspected to have si-
phoned crores of rupees by misusing the state’s Integrated
Financial Management System (IFMS). IFMSisa
computerised platform implemented by the state govern-
ment for budgeting, bill processing, treasury operations,
e-disbursement of public funds, including salaries
through the Kuber portal (treasury payment) module.

The alleged treasury scam, however, did not involve
external hacking or system breach. It involved internal ma-
nipulation wherein the authorised employee “illegally
withdrew” the amounts in the name of salaries, taxes, ar-
rears, etc., of those employees who had either retired or
died. For many years, in some cases for around a decade,
the diversion of funds went undetected into various associ-
ates’ accounts of the accused, also called “ghost” accounts.

Last month, during the state Finance Department’s
routine analysis and audit of the treasury accounts, at-
tention was drawn to the financial irregularities. The first
case emerged from Bokaro SP’s office, with the alleged
initial fraud of around Rs 3.15 crore. This gradually
increased to other districts after the probe began.

Owingto the ongoinginvestigation, investigators from
the Crime Investigation Department (CID) and the Finance
Department’s Principal Accountant General refused to
share any details. Despite no official statement, the
amount stands at nearly Rs 50 crore. After the Bokaro case,
Chief Minister Hemant Soren and Finance Minister Radha
KrishnaKishore initiated a probe across 24 districts.

Sourcesindicated that suspected irregularities may
span 14 district treasuries, with over a dozen arrests re-
ported so far. While officials have pegged the detected
amount at about Rs 50 crore across five districts, some
senior officials and political leaders have suggested that
it could rise to Rs 100-150 crore or more.

Why it went undetected

While investigators have not yet publicly detailed how
the alleged fraud continued undetected for years, an of-
ficer posted in one of the 14 affected treasuries, requesting
anonymity, outlined the system and its vulnerabilities.

Accordingto the officer, bills — particularly salary
bills — originate at the department level, where a billing
clerk prepares them, an accountant or head clerk checks
them, and the drawing and disbursing officer (DDO) cer-
tifies details such as employees’ names, bank accounts,
and IFS codes. Once signed, the bills move to the treasury,
where they pass through clerical staffand a head
assistant before reaching the Treasury Officer for final
approval and payment through the Kuber portal.

The officer, however, admitted that in practice, scru-
tiny is largely limited to the summary sheet like gross
and net amounts, deductions, bill number, month, and
the DDO’s certification — especially in bulk submissions
that can run into hundreds of bills a day. “No one checks
each individual account or amount in such volumes; we
rely onthe DDO’s certification,” the officer said.

Thisreliance, coupled with high volumes and
multiple DDOs across departments, creates a systemic
blind spot where manipulated entries can pass through
layered approvals without detailed verification.

Interestingly, a2025 report by the Comptroller and
Auditor General detailed information technology con-
trol failures in the IFMS that have facilitated financial
irregularities and unauthorised payments.

While the report covered the period from 2007 to No-
vember 2022, it noted that its findings remain relevant
for subsequent periods.
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Bengal to J&K: Thellife &
politics of S P Mookerjee

VIKAS PATHAK

IN HIS victory speech at the BJP head-
quarters on Monday, Prime Minister Nar-
endra Modi said “the soul” of Syama Prasad
Mookerjee “must be at peace today”. Asthe
party won West Bengal for the first time
ever, the PM recalled Mookerjee, the Ben-
gali leader who founded the BJP’s prede-
cessor, the Bharatiya Jana Sangh, in 1951.

A year after its formation, the Jana
Sangh made amodest electoral debut, win-
ning just three Lok Sabha seats (two of
them from Bengal). The party merged with
the Janata Party in the 1977 election to de-
feat Indira Gandhi, but the Janata experi-
ment soon collapsed. It wasin 1980 that the
Jana Sangh’s successor, the BJP, was
founded, with Atal Bihari Vajpayee, who
had once been associated with Mooketrjee,
as its first president.

Earlylife and career

Born on July 6, 1901, Mookerjee — son
of Ashutosh Mookerjee, Calcutta High
Courtjudge and vice-chancellor of Calcutta
University — studied at Presidency Col-
lege, Calcutta, and Lincoln’s Inn. He be-
came the youngest vice-chancellor of Cal-
cutta University at just 33.

Hewaselected tothe Bengal Legislative
Council in 1929 and 1930, first as a Con-
gressman and then as an independent.
From1941t01942, hejoined the Progressive
Coalition government of Fazlul Haque as
Finance Minister. The government was
formed in opposition to the Muslim
League. Mookerjeejustified his decision by
saying that the need of the hour was to or-
ganise Hindus and cooperate with Muslims
who believed in working together.

A controversial letter decrying the Quit
India Movement, purportedly written by
Mookerjee to the British, has often been a
topic of discussion.

From 1943 to 1946, Mookerjee was the
Hindu Mahasabha president. He took up
the cause of Bengal’s Hindus in the run-up
to Partition, opposing Muslim League
leader and Bengal Prime Minister H S
Suhrawardy’s “United Bengal” plan —
which called for an independent state sep-
arate from India and Pakistan. Mookerjee

e POLICY

saw this as an attempt to ensure domination
of Hindus by a Muslim majority. He called
for the partition of Bengal, with Hindu-ma-
jority West Bengal staying with India.

His brand of Hindutva

After the assassination of Mahatma
Gandhi, Mookerjee made the Hindu Maha-
sabha’s Working Committee adopt resol-
utionsthat “expressed shame that Gandhi’s
assassin had been connected with the or-
ganisation, and declared support for the
government in its efforts to suppress ter-
rorism or subversive activities in any shape
or form”, writes BD Graham in Hindu Na-
tionalism and Indian Politics (2007).

In November 1948, Mookerjee resigned
from the Hindu Mahasabha after it rejected
his suggestion to broaden its membership
if it wanted to be a modern political party.

Bengal’s Hindus

When riots broke out in East Pakistan,
now Bangladesh, in 1949-50, large
numbers of Hindu refugees came to India.
Mookerjee, the minister of industry and
supply in the Jawaharlal Nehru govern-
ment at this time, spoke out for them.

In April1950, Nehru and Pakistan Prime
Minister Liagat Ali Khan signed a pact cal-
lingupon both countries to provide equality,
freedom and justice to their minorities.

Mookerjee resigned from the cabinet as
the pact did not include a clause sought by
him — sanctions against any side that failed
to honour the agreement. It was after this
that Mookerjee formed the Bharatiya Jana

Mookerjee backed
partition of Bengal
and ‘complete
integration’ of
Jammu & Kashmir
with India.
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JanaSangh
toBJP

Inits electoral
debutin1952,the
BharatiyaJana
Sangh won three
Lok Sabha seats
(two of them in
Bengal).

°

It merged with
the Janata Party
inthe1977
election. But this
experiment soon
collapsed.

In 1980, the
Jana Sangh’s
successor, the
BJP, was
founded.

Sangh with the help of RSS volunteers.

The Kashmirissue

The princely state of Kashmir acceded
toIndiain1947. Article 370 of the Constitu-
tion gave Parliament powersin the fields of
defence, foreign affairs and communica-
tion in the case of Kashmir. People from
outside required a permit to visit the state
and were barred from buying land there.

The state’s Prime Minister, Sheikh Ab-
dullah, abolished big land holdings in
Jammu and Kashmir in 1951 under the Big
Landed Estates Abolition Act without com-
pensation. He also adopted Urdu as the of-
ficial language. Dogra Hindu landlords re-
sented these steps. Prem Nath Dogra, a
former Swayamsevak and civil servant from
Jammu, launched an agitation against the
Sheikh Abdullah government through his
Praja Parishad, seeking the complete inte-
gration of Jammu and Kashmir with India.

Mookerjeejoined the movementin 1952.

Mookerjee and Kashmir

The Jana Sangh took up in Parliament
the arrest of Dogra and his followers after a
clash with the police in the state.

Both parties also opposed its adoption of
astateflag, adoptingaslogan: “Ek desh mein
dovidhan, do pradhan aurdo nishannahin
hosakte (one nation cannot have two consti-
tutions, two Prime Ministers and two flags).”

InJuly 1952, the Nehru government and
the Jammu and Kashmir government
signed the Delhi Agreement, under which
the state accepted thejurisdiction of the Su-

After the West Bengal victory, PM
Modi invoked the Bengali leader
who founded the BJP’s predecessor
in1951. A look at what he stood for

preme Court. It also accepted the suprem-
acy of the Indian flag, though the state’s flag
would also remain in use. It accepted the
President of India’s power to declare a state
of Emergency, subject to its concurrence,
in the event of internal disturbances.

The Praja Parishad, however, rejected
the Delhi Agreement. In November 1952,
Dogra and other leaders were again ar-
rested amid protests.

Mookerjee calls for agitation

At its first annual session at Kanpur in
December 1952, Mookerjee’s Jana Sangh
passed a formal resolution supporting the
PrajaParishad’s Jammu Satyagraha for the
complete integration of the state with India.

Nehru saw the Jana Sangh’s orientation
as ‘communal’ on this question. His condi-
tion for talks was that the Praja Parishad
should stop its agitation.

The Jana Sangh then decided to launch
its agitation. Vajpayee, who became private
secretary to Mooketjee in early 1953, was sent
across Hindi-speaking states, including
Uttar Pradesh, to popularise the movement.
Of the 1,200-odd agitators who came to the
capital, S00 were from UP. Mookerjee then
travelled to Madhya Bharat — the Gwalior-
Indore region of erstwhile princely states —
and Rajasthan, along with Vajpayee.

Mookerjee’s Jammu visit

In May 1953, Mookerjee decided togo to
Jammu without a permit — a symbolic re-
jection of the state’s special status — with
Vajpayee. They went by train to Pathankot
in Punjab, and addressed multiple public
meetings across the state for three days.
Mookerjee was informed at Pathankot that
he would be allowed to enter Jaimmu and
Kashmir without a permit.

On May 11,1953, Mookerjee crossed into
Jammu and Kashmir over the Ravi. How-
ever, the state police had put up barricades
for his arrest. Mentally prepared for this,
Mookerjee did not turn back and was ar-
rested. He told Vajpayee to return to Delhi
and tell everyone that he had entered
Jammu and Kashmir without a permit, if
only as a prisoner, writes Abhishek Choud-
hary in his biography of Vajpayee.

Mookerjee was kept in a cottage about
12 km from Srinagar. However, the heart
patient who had a blood pressure problem
could not cope well in the conditions of his
detention. On June 23, he suddenly fell ill
and died. The RSS family of organisations
views his death as “balidaan” or sacrifice
for the cause of Kashmir’s integration.

Why UP stepped back from mandatory prepaid smart meters

Maulshree Seth
Lucknow, May 5

FACING protests, the Uttar Pradesh gov-
ernment on Monday stepped back from its
push for mandatory prepaid smart electric-
ity meters. The decision is seen as the result
of several factors: protests, regulatory push-
back, shifting policy signals from the
Centre, and political calculations ahead of
next year’s Assembly elections.

Why the policy was brought

The policy was initially aimed at im-
proving billing efficiency and reducing
losses. Sources said that the state’s aggres-
sive rollout of prepaid smart meters over the
pastyear-and-a-halfwasrooted initsinter-
pretation of the Central Electricity Author-
ity’s (CEA) 2022 regulation notification.

According to Avadhesh Verma, Chair-
man of Uttar Pradesh Electricity Con-
sumers Forum and a member of the Cen-
tral Electricity Advisory Committee, the
move can be traced to clause 3(b) of the no-
tification. It said consumers in areas with
communication networks “shall” be sup-
plied electricity through smart meters op-

erating in prepayment mode.

Vermasaid the government interpreted
this as a mandate, and began rolling out
prepaid smart meters as the default for new
connections and converting existing con-
sumers. About 85 lakh smart meters have
been installed so far, but implementation
quickly ran into friction.

Why it ran into trouble

The rollout triggered protests across dis-
tricts. Consumer complaints ranged from
higher orinconsistent billing to automatic
disconnections and a lack of transparency
in prepaid deductions. The state initially
dismissed the concerns as being fuelled by
misinformation and political motives.

Asprotests continued, the government
held review meetings and issued directions
to resolve issues. The Uttar Pradesh Elec-
tricity Regulatory Commission (UPERC)
also took suo motu cognizance. Insomein-
stances, consumers removed or damaged
the installed meters.

“Atthe heart of the controversy was the
issue of consumer choice. Under the Elec-
tricity Act framework, consumers are gen-
erally entitled to opt between prepaid and

Shockto

consumers

® The policy wasin-
itially aimed at im-
proving billing effi-
ciency and reducing
losses.

@ But therollout led
to complaints rang-
ing from higher bil-
ling to automatic dis-
connections.

® Prepaid smart
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protests in Gujarat
and Rajasthanin
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spectively. Theis-
sues were similar:
implementation,
consent and fears of
power cuts once the
balanceran out.

postpaid systems. The state’s attempt toen-
force prepaid meters — especially for new
connections — without explicit consent be-
came a central point of contention,
strengtheningboth protests and regulatory
objections,” said Verma.

The government first announced a tem-
porary halt to the conversion of existing
postpaid metersinto prepaid smart meters,
but protests continued. Meanwhile, Union
Power Minister Manohar Lal Khattar clari-
fied in Parliament last month that prepaid
smart meters are not mandatory, undercut-
ting the interpretation that had driven
Uttar Pradesh’s policy.

Subsequently, the CEA issued a fresh
amendment in its 2026 gazette notifica-
tion, revising the earlier provision. The
amended clause removed the explicit
requirement of “prepayment mode”, while
allowing flexibility in implementation.

Adding to the pressure, the UPERC also
intervened by flagging concerns and seeking
explanations from the state power utility. In
a separate notice, UPERC pointed out non-
compliance with standards related to the
timely reconnection of supply in prepaid sys-
tems, even raising the possibility of penalties.

Inits April 23 order, it noted that recon-
nections within the mandated two-hour
window were achieved in only 77% of
cases, far below the 95% benchmark, and
questioned why a Rs11lakh per day penalty
should not be imposed on the Uttar Pra-
desh Power Corporation Ltd.

According to government sources,
these developments prompted a course
correction before any adverse direction
from regulatory authorities or courts could
come. The government began recalibrating
itsapproach in two phases, on April19 and
24. It first introduced immediate relief
measures, includingalimited pause in dis-
connections. SMS alerts were made man-
datory, giving consumers time to respond.

Politics in an election year

The timing of the rollback s also signifi-
cant. With state elections due next year, the
issue had begun to gain political traction.

Ultimately, the decision doesnotend the
smart metering programme, but removes
the mandatory prepaid billing aspect. The
broader challenge for the government now
liesin ensuringaccurate billing, reliable sys-
tems and responsive grievance redressal.

‘Ecocide’: Where international law stands in tackling war toll on environment

Bhaskar Sarma
New Delhi, May 5

A RECENT report by Lebanon accused Is-
rael’s military of committing “ecocide” dur-
ing its 2023-24 invasion of southern Leba-
non and reshaping both its “physical and
ecological landscape”.

Earlier, Iran’s foreign minister said Is-
rael's bombings of fuel depots in Tehran,
which led to "black rain", violated interna-
tional law and constituted “ecocide”.

Researchers and environmental organ-
isations have invoked the same term tode-
scribe the effects of Israel’s war on Gaza.

Environmental groups have called for
theinclusion of ‘ecocide’ as an international
crimeunder the Rome Statute that governs
the International Criminal Court (ICC).

Whatis ecocide?

Ecocide refers to the worst harms
caused to the environment by human ac-
tions, usually on a major scale or affecting
ahuge area.The term was coined in 1970 by

Prof Arthur W Galston, a Yale plant biol-
ogist whose early research contributed to
the development of the herbicide Agent Or-
ange, which the US Army used to devastat-
ingeffectin the Vietnam War. Galston used
‘ecoside’ to describe the massive, long-term
environmental devastation particularly
caused by the herbicide’s use.

Two years later, at the UN Conference
on the Human Environment in Stockholm,
Swedish Prime Minister Olof Palme used
the term in context of the Vietnam War.

Indeed, Vietnam became the world’s
first country to codify ecocide in its do-
mesticlawin1990. Since then, the use of the
term has become more widespread, with
many countries —such as Russia, Ukraine,
Chile, France and Belgium — incorporating
ecocide (or its equivalent) into their laws.

How does ‘ecocide’ differ from
provisions ininternational law?
Many international conventions and
statutes deal with widespread environ-
mental damage, even if they don’t ex-

plicitly mention ‘ecocide’.

For instance, under the Rome Statute,
it is a war crime to intentionally launch a
disproportionate attack knowing that it will
cause “widespread, long-term and severe”
damage to the natural environment that di-
rectly impacts humans, such as causing
displacement, inflicting great suffering or
injury on victims, or causing death.

The Geneva Conventions, which estab-
lish standards for treatment of non-com-
batants, require that warring parties not
use methods of warfare that cause “wide-
spread, long-term and severe damage to
the natural environment”.

The widely adopted Environmental
Modification Convention (ENMOD), in force
since 1978, prohibits the deliberate manipu-
lation of natural processes when it causes
“widespread, long-lasting or severe effects”.

So how does ‘ecocide’ differ from the
present international law framework?
Delhi-based senior advocate Avi Singh,
who has extensive experience in interna-
tional criminal law, told The Indian Express

epaper.indianexpress.com

that the difference isin the focus. “The laws
we have are anthropocentric. They put
human beings at the centre of harm, while
ecocide putsthe environment as a separate
entity that is being damaged.”

Where do current laws stand?

The Rome Statute recognises four seri-
ous crimes — the crime of genocide; crimes
against humanity; war crimes; and the
crime of aggression. It classifies serious
damage to the environment under ‘war
crimes’ — meaning it would be considered
only during war.

Another hurdleisjurisdiction. Iran and
Lebanon, for instance, are not State Parties
to the ICC, which could complicate the
prosecution pathway, pointed out Mrinalini
Shinde, Visiting Lecturer of International
Environmental Law at the University of Co-
logne, Germany. ICCjurisdiction, however,
could still arise through a UN Security
Council referral or ad hoc acceptance.

One moreissueis criminalisation. Most
existing international instruments do not

establish enforceable international crimi-
nal liability for environmental destruction.

The International Union for Conserva-
tion of Nature (IUCN), a global body on en-
vironmental policy, limited itself to “recog-
nising the crime of ecocide” in October
2025. “It will hopefully encourage more
States Parties to push for inclusion of the
crime domestically and within interna-
tional law,” said Shinde.

This is what is behind the advocacy to
include ‘ecocide’ as an international crime
in the Rome Statute.

Inclusion, however, is easier said than
done. “For inclusion into the Rome Statute,
aState Party tothe Rome Statute would in-
troduce the amendment of the Statute at
the Assembly of States Parties, and would
require 2/3rds majority of States Parties to
be successful. There will be further condi-
tions for such an amendment to come into
effect,” said Shinde.

What’s the enforcement challenge?
The Council of Europe adopted the

New Delhi

Convention on the Protection of the En-
vironment through Criminal Law in 2025.
This is the first legally binding interna-
tional treaty to criminalise severe and
large-scale environmental destruction —
“conduct that many term ecocide”, it says.

Under this convention, even acts com-
mitted abroad can be prosecuted in Euro-
pean domestic courts.

“There is universal criminal jurisdiction
for crimes against humanity. With this, there
is a potential to bring actions in domestic
criminal law irrespective of where the event
happens,” said Singh. “For instance, if
whoever is committing an environmental
crimetravels to Europe, then somebody can
bringacriminal action against them, saying
that they have committed ecocide, and they
should nowbe criminally charged and tried.”

According to both Singh and Shinde,
however, no direct prosecution has ever
been launched over environmental de-
struction caused by war.
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The announcement of the withdrawal
of US troops from Germany underlines
the urgency of a pan-European
defence strategy.— The Guardian
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Our Al question: How to become producer
of intelligence rather than its tenant?

Rodrtr LAMBA
AND RAGHURAM RAJAN

AST WEEK, on a 600-acre site

near Visakhapatnam, Google

broke ground on what is being

dubbed asIndia’slargest Al hub.

The infrastructure partners are
AdaniConneX and Airtel’s Nxtra. The sili-
con will be designed in California and fab-
ricated in Taiwan. The model weights,
when the data centre lights up, will be
Google’s. India’s contribution is the land,
the power, the construction, and the oper-
ations. Itisa triumph of sorts. Alas, we have
done something like this before.

Thirty years ago, the IT-services boom
began with arelated bargain. India offered
low-cost engineeringlabour, fluent in Eng-
lish, to American firms that needed some-
one towrite and maintain the systems they
had designed. The arrangement worked.
Infosys, Wipro and TCS came of age. A
middle class emerged. A reputation was
earned. Indian services climbed the value
chain, and the global capability centres in
Bengaluru and Hyderabad now do genuine
research and product work for the world's
largest firms. We were not wrong to cel-
ebrate this. But the task was incomplete.

What we did not do was use the pro-
ceeds to build the next layer. We did not
fund research universities of global rank.
We did not raise national R&D intensity
from below 1 per cent of GDP, where it has
remained for decades. We did not develop
deep-tech venture capital, manufacturing
depth, or patient state-aligned industrial
finance. Korea built Samsung. Taiwan,
smaller than Karnataka, built TSMC, which
now sits at the chokepoint of the global Al
economy. India built outsourcing. We

LETTERS
ToTHE EDITOR

What the verdicts say

THE EDITORIAL rightly notes
that votersin states like West Ben-
gal, Tamil Nadu and Assam are
signalling a demand for better
governance rather than simple
revenge against ruling parties
(‘Verdicts frame people’s push for
change - BJP seized thatimpulse,
rivals paid for their standstill’, IE,
May 5). Yet the gap between elec-
toral verdictsand delivery
remains wide. Parties on all sides
would dowell toinvestin steady
local work instead of constant na-
tional posturing. Clear account-
ability mechanisms, regular pub-
licreporting on promises, and
greater space for state-level inno-
vation could turn these mandates
intoreal progress. Indian democ-
racy has shown maturity; it now
needs adequate political will.
Abbharna Barathi

THE ASSEMBLY outcomes across
four states and one UT underscore
how decisively voters can reshape
political narratives (‘Verdicts
frame people’s push for change -
BJPseized thatimpulse, rivals
paid for their standstill’, IE, May 5).
Actor Vijay’s victory signals that
many voters were seeking a
change and responded to anew
option. Mamata Banerjee’s defeat
reflects public fatigue with
corruption and violence. The les-
sonisevident: Sustained credibil-
ity, grassroots connection and re-
sponsiveness matter more than
broad slogans.

SSPaul, Nadia

Maintain unity

learned magnificently to deploy systems
that other people had designed. We post-
poned the work of designing them.

The bill on that postponement is now
arriving, in the form of artificial intelli-
gence. The leading edge of Al demands
capital, research depth, and concentrated
talent at a scale India has not built. A fron-
tier model costs hundreds of millions of
dollars to train, draws on decades of ac-
cumulated research, and depends on a
talent pipeline that runs through a few
dozen universities in the United States,
China, the United Kingdom, and Canada.
India has none of this.

Inthe past fortnight, two voices
haveread thismoment differently.
Ruchir Sharma, at the Express
Adda, warned that global investors
now see India as the “anti-Al play”.
Nandan Nilekani, in a recent essay

The deeper danger is that
India’s public conversation is
too quick to convert constraint
into strategy. Because we

ILLUSTRATION: C R SASKUMAR
high-rentlayers and seeing India’s absence.
Nilekani is reading the diffusion layer and
treating it as India's destination. Both stop
short of the harder question. Neither asks
how a country with talent and ambition be-
comesaproducer of intelligence rather than
atenantof it.

Whatweare doingin Vizag,and in Hyde-
rabad and Mumbai and Pune, risks making
the same trade we made in the nineties, with
stronger lock-in this time. The data centres
are real and useful. They will be optimised,
for the next decade, to serve foreign models
efficiently rather thantotrain Indian onesat
scale. Every Indian-language infer-
ence running on a foreign model
from a server in Vizagis a small re-
curring rent paid to Mountain
View, on infrastructure built by
Adani. The arrangement is not
new. The technology is.

with Ravi Venkatesan, argued that
India's edge lies in diffusing Al
across its small firms and informal

cannot yet win at the frontier,
we tell ourselves the frontier
does not matter

The stakes go beyond produc-
tivity. As Al diffuses into military
systems and strategic decision-

THE INCREASING use of
regional identity, polarisation,
and aggressive political strategies
may strengthen electoral gains
for parties, but it also risks
weakening democratic harmony
and national unity (‘Assam-Ben-
gal template will go national. It
fuels support for BJP, not resis-
tance, IE, May 5°). While political
successisimportant, governance
should prioritise inclusive devel-
opment over divisive tactics. In-
dia’s diversity isits greatest
strength, and political parties
must ensure that electoral ambi-
tions do not overshadow consti-
tutional values and social cohe-
sion. Constructive leadership,
rather than confrontation, is es-
sential for a healthy democracy.
Krish Bareja, Haryana

economy. Sharma is reading the

making, thisgapwillbearonIndia's

strategic autonomy ina world where security
partnerships cannot be assumed. Indiadoes
not need to beat OpenAl at frontier reason-
ing today, but it needs to learn to compete:
Alternative model architectures and ap-
proaches at meaningful scale, sovereign
compute, and foreign deals structured
around expanding Indian capability rather
than only power and land. The Indian state
knows how to create a gigawatt of power for
a foreign data centre. It needs to learn how
tocreatearesearch department, alaboratory,
ageneration of scientists. Concrete it under-
stands. Cognition it does not.

The Economic Survey of 2025-26 noted
thatonly 2 per cent of the world's Al training-
data startups are based in India, against 40
per cent in the United States and 21 per cent
inthe European Union. The state knows the
gap. The announcements still say far more
about infrastructure than about capability.

The deeper danger is that India’s public
conversation is too quick to convert con-
straint into strategy. Because we cannot yet
winatthe frontier, we tell ourselves the fron-
tier does not matter. Because we are good at
diffusion, we tell ourselves diffusion is
enough. Some of this is an honest assess-
ment of what India can do. Some of it is an
alibi for what we will not do.

We must not forget, however, that even
diffusion rests on uneven foundations. UPI
worked because Indian banking had spent
30 years digitising, Aadhaar because the
state had been identifying citizens for 60.
Where those railswere missing, in health, in
school education, in agricultural extension,
the same stack thinking has produced archi-
tecture without adoption. Al diffusion may
run into the same problem.

This past week in Visakhapatnam, we
poured the foundations of buildings that will
host someone else's intelligence. The build-
ings will be ours. The intelligence will not.
Whether thatisenough thistimeis the ques-
tion we should ask before the concrete sets.

Lamba is assistant professor, Cornell University
and Rajan is professor, University of Chicago and
former governor, Reserve Bank of India

AVANI BANSAL

“KHELA HOBE” — the game will be
played — once rang out as a slogan of de-
fiance. In the quiet after an electoral de-
feat, it begins to sound like something else:
Areminder that for women, the game has
never been played on equal terms.

In this election cycle, across four major
states, leadership contests were largely
defined by men. In Assam, Tamil Nadu
and Kerala, the faces of power remained
overwhelmingly male. West Bengal stood
apart because it placed a woman, Mamata
Banerjee, at the centre. That difference
matters because when a woman is central
to power, the terms of evaluation shift.

A day after a political loss, the instinct
is to reduce a leader to numbers. Seats
won, seats lost, margins that shifted. The
harder task is to ask what a political life
reveals about the system it inhabits — not
the individual alone, but the conditions
under which women are allowed to lead.

Across the world, the relationship be-
tween women and power remains
uneasy. In Iran, women have risked im-
prisonment and violence to assert control
over their bodies and identities.
In democracies elsewhere,
women in politics navigate a nar-
rower band of acceptable behav-
iour, where strength is recast as
excess and ambition as over-
reach. The question persists:
How much space is a woman
allowed to occupy before she is
seen as too much?

When awoman insists on
occupying space, sheis not
merely participating in politics;
sheis altering its terms. The test
is not how women win or lose
elections, but how we choose to
read them when they do

India reflects this tension in its own
way. From Indira Gandhi to President
Droupadi Murmu, women have exercised
power in different registers. Sonia Gandhi
shaped a national party through restraint
and institutional endurance. Sushma
Swaraj commanded admiration through
astyle that made authority feel accessible
and humane.

Within this spectrum, Banerjee’s
political life is a case study in what it takes
for a woman to enter and survive a
space that does not easily accommodate
her. Her confrontational, highly visible
methods reflect a structural reality:
Entry without inherited networks de-
mands a different political language. She
has often been described as volatile, shrill,
and difficult — traits that are more readily
read as conviction or strength in male
readers. That difference shapes how auth-
ority is perceived.

Banerjee’s party, the Trinamool Con-
gress, has been accused of political viol-
ence and misgovernance in West Bengal.
The electorate has spoken. In the after-
math of defeat, however, it is
worth noticing whether the
critique remains focused on sys-
tems and accountability, on per-
formance and failure or whether
it collapses into a personalised
reading of her flaws. The distinc-
tion matters because for many
women watching, especially
young girls, such moments carry

Didi has paid the price of
staying in the game

an unspoken lesson. They are not only
watching a result, but how quickly auth-
ority becomes failure, confidence excess,
and persistence defiance.

In that sense, “khela hobe” offers a
metaphor beyond politics. It asks: Who
getsto play at the centre? What leaders like
Banerjee signal is that entry is possible,
but it comes at a cost — part of a broader
moment in which women are renegotiat-
ing their relationship with power.

It is also a moment to reflect on how
easily women are positioned against other
women. Competing claims are inevitable
in a democracy. But when one woman’s
legitimacy rests on diminishing another’s,
something more limiting is at work.
Women in politics will differ in ideology,
temperament and method. They need not
be reduced to opposites.

Elections will come and go. Parties will
win and lose. That churn is essential to
democracy. But something else must en-
dure: When a woman insists on occupying
space fully, she is not merely participating
in politics; she is altering its terms.

Banerjee’s defeat belongs to electoral
arithmetic, and there will be analyses on
that. But the questions her career raises
belong to a wider landscape. The real test
is not how women win or lose elections,
but how we choose to read them when
they do.

Bansal is a Supreme Court advocate and
national spokesperson, Congress

In Tamil Nadu,

mandate against
party that lost
touch with people

=1
A KALAIYARASAN

HE SURPRISE victory of the Tamilaga Vettri Kazha-

gam (TVK) under the leadership of Joseph Vijay in

the Tamil Nadu Assembly elections has, for the first

time since the DMK’s rise to power in 1967 and the

launch of the AIADMK in 1977, broken the duopoly
of Dravidian parties. It also appears to have upended electoral
arithmetic, moving beyond tactical alliances, money, and caste.
In that sense, the verdict is a break from the past.

It signals an anti-incumbency sentiment against the DMK-
led government. The scale of the upset is reminiscent of the his-
toric 1967 election, when K Kamaraj — once hailed by Periyar as
a “trueborn Tamilian” — was defeated by a relatively unknown
studentleaderin Virudhunagar. TVK may not have along history
of grassroots mobilisation that characterised the DMK’s rise. But,
MK Stalin’s defeat is no less significant than that of Kamara,j.

The DMK often highlighted Tamil Nadu’s relative success
compared to BJP-ruled states, but did not do enough to address
concerns such as job creation, wage stagnation, and govern-
ance deficits. Disillusionment with the DMK also stemmed
from what many, particularly the youth, perceived as an alien-
ating style of governance.

Historically, the DMK rose by mobilising ordinary people. In
the 1960s, amid allegations of vote-buying by Congress, CN An-
nadurai urged voters to accept whatever was offered but vote for
DMK. Something similar seems to have happened this time.

Vijay’s rise is often compared to that of M G Ramachandran
(MGR). This comparison hasitslimits. MGR’s stardom in politics
and cinema was organic. His association with the Dravidian
movement gave MGR a strong ideological foundation. Vijay’s
political journey is relatively shorter. His appeal seems to derive
less from ideology and more from the dissatisfaction of ayounger
electorate frustrated by unfulfilled promises.

Vijay operates within the broad contours of Dravidian sensi-
bilities — Tamil identity, secularism, state autonomy, and social
justice. He talks of drawing inspiration from Kamaraj, Periyar,
Ambedkar, and Anjalai Ammaiyar. However, unlike the DMK,
which built a sustained politi-
cal movement over nearly two
decades before coming to
power, TVK lacks a com-
parable foundation. In that
sense, itiswrongtothinkofthe
TVK as an ideological alter-
native to the Dravidian parties.
The verdictstill calls for serious
introspection. It appears the
DMK has used ideological
tropes at the expense of probity
in political life.

Irrespective of its political
regime, Tamil Nadu’s indus-
trial policy hasbeen consistent
since the 1990s. The state’s re-
centdouble-digit (11.2 per cent) economic growth was celebrated
by the government. However, the earlier phase of industrialisa-
tion was more closely linked to small-scale industries, generating
broader employment opportunities. In contrast, new invest-
ments have created fewer jobs. The shift isreflected in labour mar-
ket trends. Contract-based employment, which once accounted
for around 10 per cent of formal jobs, has risen to approximately
25 per cent, approaching levels seen in states like Gujarat.

The DMK's emphasis on national politics, secularism and fed-
eralism might be important in itself, but it’s irrelevant when it
does not resonate with people’slives. The party’s narratives and
carefully curated (some say controlled) rhetoric didn’t resonate
with the people, especially the youth, Dalits and women.

The verdict should, however, not be seen as a rejection of the
DMK’s social schemes or the Dravidian model of development.
Vijay is yet to articulate a new vision. The mandate reflects dis-
satisfaction with the way DMK exercised power. By focusing
heavily on intellectual and ideological narratives, it appears to
have neglected the everyday concerns of people. The party seems
tohave falleninto the trap of intellectualism. In some cases, sup-
porters of the ruling party dismissed Vijay’s voters as “ignorant,”
further deepening the disconnect and alienating younger voters.
The party also seemed to have ignored the anxieties of Dalit com-
munities, who have been victims of violence of late.

Everyachievement contains the seeds of its destruction. The
Dravidian model is no exception. Despite notable success, it must
be sensitive to the concerns of those who have been excluded
fromits benefits. State autonomy, secularism and Tamil identity
are important ideals. But they must be grounded in the lived ex-
periences of people and their needs.

The writer is associate professor,
Madras Institute of Development Studies

(GURU PRAKASH

THERE ARE election results, and then
there are verdicts of history. What the
people of West Bengal have delivered in
this assembly election belongs to the sec-
ond category. The trends leave little room
for ambiguity: Bengal has not merely
changed its government, it has altered the
direction of its political destiny.
Thisisnotan ordinary electoral victory
for the BJP. It is a landslide and a historic
mandate that signals the complete rejec-
tion of a political order built on fear, patron-
age, appeasement, and institutional intimi-
dation. The TMC once appeared electorally
invincible. It now finds itself humbled by
the democratic will of a people determined
to reclaim their future. “Andhera chatega,

Bengal has spoken with remarkable clarity:

surajniklega, kamalkhilega.” The promise
made at the BJP’s founding has found one
of its most symbolic fulfilments in Bengal.
A land that gave India Swami Viveka-
nanda, Rabindranath Tagore, Netaji Sub-
has Chandra Bose, and Sri Aurobindo had,
for decades, remained trapped in a political
culture where violence too often over-
shadowed vision, and power was preserved
through division rather than delivery.

The Leftinstitutionalised a long culture
of cadre-based coercion. What followed
was not renewal, but its mutation, a politics
packaged as welfare but sustained through
intimidation, selective inclusion, and sys-
tematic erosion of democratic confidence.
The Marichjhaapi massacre, where Dalits
became victims of state-sponsored viol-
ence, isan example of Left violence against
the socially marginalised.

Syama Prasad Mookerjee, founder of
the Bharatiya Jana Sangh and one of Ben-

epaper.indianexpress.com

gal’s most distinguished sons, dedicated
his life to the cause of national unity and
constitutional integrity. ABJP government
in Bengal carries with it the symbolism of
ideological homecoming, an overdue
tribute. Bengal is the land of renaissance,
reform, and resistance. From the Brahmo
Samaj to the Swadeshi movement, from
Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay to Ta-
gore, Bengal has shaped India’s intellectual
and national consciousness.

What made this victory possible is the
BJP karyakarta. No political organisation
in India matches the scale, discipline, and

The TMC once appeared
electorally invincible. It now finds
itself humbled by the democratic
will of a people determined to
reclaim their future

year-round commitment of the BJP’s
cadre. Much of the organisational credit be-
longs to Amit Shah, whose political clarity,
booth-level precision, and ability to ener-
gise the cadre transformed aspiration into
execution. This victory also strengthens the
expandingarc of governance and develop-
ment under the BJP-NDA framework.
The transformation of Assam and the
wider Northeast under PM Narendra Modi
hasalready demonstrated what political sta-
bility, infrastructure expansion, connectiv-
ity,and developmental focus can achieve in
regionslong neglected by Delhi’s political es-
tablishment. This momentum is no longer
geographically confined. In Tamil Nadu too,
the politics of cynical division, cultural hos-
tility, and selective antagonism towards
Hindu identity has begun facing serious
democratic resistance. Simultaneously, the
BJP’ssteady organisational rise in Keralare-
flects an unmistakable truth: Politics rooted

New Delhi

-nough

in development, governance, and national
integration is finding resonance even in
states once considered electorally imperme-
able. At the centre of this expanding man-
date remains PM Modi, whose politics has
fundamentally reoriented governance to-
ward direct delivery, welfare inclusion, and
aspirational citizenship.

For Bengal’s women, youth, Scheduled
Castes, backward communities, and econ-
omically marginalised populations, this
mandate reflects a desire to be seen not as
fragmented vote banks but as equal stake-
holdersinIndia’s growth story. The people
of Bengal have endured decades of political
violence, broken promises, and stalled as-
pirations. This election was not merely a
transfer of power; it was a democratic cor-
rection. Bengal has spoken with remark-
able clarity: Enough.

The writer is national spokesperson, BJP
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Building bridges
Battery storage capacity must keep pace
with solar energy generation

l ndia scaled a record peak demand of 256.1

GW on April 25 with solar plants supplying

21.5% of the afternoon load — an all-time
high, and the clearest signal yet that the country’s
installed solar fleet can do real work when the
sun is overhead. But the same day’s full 24-hour
ledger told a more sobering story. When there
was accounting for the whole day of April 25, so-
lar contributed only about 10.8% of daily genera-
tion, and just 0.1% of the evening’s needs after
sunset. Solar’s share of India’s installed electric
capacity has nearly doubled from about 15% in
2022 to nearly 28% in early 2026. However, solar
accounted for roughly 5.6% of generation on In-
dia’s peak-demand day in 2022 and only in-
creased to the 10.8% of April — a clear indication
of the yawning gap that remains between the
realities of the present and what is possible. The
bottleneck is not panels, land or ambition but the
inability to use the vast stores of generated elec-
trons through batteries. In fact, such is the pauc-
ity of battery storage that States which are prolific
producers of solar power are being asked to halt
their supply, lest it compromise the stability of In-
dia’s electric grid. In 2025, India had to curtail 2.3
terawatt hours of solar generation between late
May and December, equivalent to 18% of average
monthly solar output, with 0.9 TWh (terra-watt
hours) wasted in October alone. Given that pro-
ducers of such electricity must be compensated,
this ends up being a cost to the public exchequer
which pays for power that was never delivered.
The India Meteorological Department’s forecast
of a below-normal monsoon at 92% of the Long
Period Average — the first such warning in 11 years
— only sharpens the argument: a hotter, drier
summer means greater daytime demand, which
is precisely when solar should be doing the heavy
lifting.

The encouraging news is battery economics.
Standalone two-hour battery storage tariffs fell
from around %2.21 lakh per MW per month in ear-
ly 2025 to %1.48 lakh by year-end. The challenge is
execution. Only 0.7 GWh of battery storage was
operational in India by end-2025, with another 2
GWh expected by December 2026. The Centre
and States must now focus less on tendering and
more on commissioning — pairing every fresh so-
lar auction with mandatory co-located storage
and resolving the financing wall facing aggres-
sively bid low-tariff projects. Solar capacity with-
out storage is a half-built bridge.

At sea

The expansion of high-end frigate fleet
must be in step with perceived threats

T he Indian Navy’s Project 17A is a ¥45,000-

crore programme to build seven ‘Nilgiri’-

class frigates, with anti-air, anti-surface,
and anti-submarine capabilities, as an advanced
complement to the ‘Shivalik’ frigates and a pre-
cursor to Project 17B. The Project delivered the
INS Mahendragiri on April 30, completing six de-
liveries in 17 months, but had previously faced
multiple delays. The Comptroller and Auditor
General (CAG) of India has flagged hundreds of
design changes in previous warship classes dur-
ing construction. Deliveries had been delayed
even though ships were nominally complete be-
cause they lacked critical components such as en-
gines and sensors, allowing the projects to meet
commissioning dates on paper while leaving the
hull unprepared for combat. A 2025 CAG report
found that the Navy was inducting platforms
without building the supporting infrastructure.
While Project 17A used 75% indigenous compo-
nents by value, many critical parts were sourced
from abroad, and without them the vessels’ final
integration was withheld. Currently, India can
build most of each ship but exercises limited con-
trol over timelines.

The Indian Ocean carries most of India’s ener-
gy imports as well as Chinese naval deployments,
but the nature of these challenges alone does not
resolve the kind and scale of response they merit.
India built the Chain of Static Sensors after the
2008 Mumbai attacks, with radar hardware in-
volving imported parts. The Chain has been ex-
tended to Mauritius, Sri Lanka, and the Sey-
chelles, and together with naval platforms forms
a detect-decide-respond system. But while naval
satellites and underwater sensor networks pro-
vide the ‘detect’ aspect, the frigates’ radars and
sonars remain the most imported —and thus
most delayed — components, limiting the vessels’
ability to function as mobile sensors. Adding
more surface combatants is like adding receivers
to a network still transmitting a fuzzy picture.
Granted, securing sea lanes and addressing non-
traditional threats such as Houthi drone and mis-
sile activity justify some number of multi-role fri-
gates. However, these platforms are also overkill
for countering piracy and smuggling. Heightened
surveillance and the Indian Coast Guard also ad-
dress the 26/11 scenario. And while the People’s
Liberation Army Navy has been increasing its
submarine presence in the region, an Indian hull
lacking the premium sensors required to find
these vessels is effectively not responding to Chi-
na’s presence. What then is the purpose of ex-
panding the high-end frigate fleet? One possibili-
ty is to sustain domestic shipyards and absorb
new technologies, but this risks allowing industry
interests to supersede the demands of the threat
environment. In sum, India has a response fleet
facing delays, a sensor grid with incomplete cov-
erage and overdue upgrades, a domestic indus-
trial ecosystem that still depends on imports,
and, ultimately, investments that are out of step
with the threats they are meant to address.

CM
K

Silencing academia, weakening democratic space

ccording to the Varieties of Democracy

(V-Dem) Institute 2026 report, India is

still classified as an “electoral

autocracy”, ranking in the lower half
globally. The report notes a steady decline in
democratic freedoms, especially in free
expression, media independence, and civil
society, placing India among the “worst
autocratizers”. This signals a growing dismantling
of institutions and norms that support
accountability and pluralism, drawing increasing
international scrutiny.

The Scholars at Risk Free to Think 2024 report
classifies India as having “completely restricted”
academic freedom. It cites declining university
autonomy linked to rising political interference,
and pressure on institutions. Notably, it
emphasises the systematic enforcement of a
Hindu nationalist agenda within higher
education, with changes to curricula, limited
scholarly exploration and reduced space for
intellectual dissent.

This classification is not an isolated judgment.
It aligns with a broader pattern of democratic
erosion documented by global indices, from
V-Dem to Freedom House. For Indian universities
— once celebrated as arenas of critical thought
and pluralistic debate — the message is
unequivocal: the freedom to teach, to learn, and
to question is no longer guaranteed.

What is less discussed is how shrinking
academic freedom weakens democracy itself.
Beyond elections, voting rights and laws, a
healthy and functioning democracy depends on a
strong civil society, open access to
evidence-based information, and space for
genuine public debate — areas now under
growing pressure, especially in academia.

These freedoms are under direct strain, most
visibly in academia. Universities —meant to foster
inquiry and debate — face funding cuts,
regulatory pressure, and growing self-censorship,
eroding their autonomy. The Viksit Bharat
Shiksha Adhishthan Bill proposes to further
centralise control, prioritising conformity over
academic freedom. As these spaces shrink, so
does society’s ability to think critically and
sustain a pluralistic democracy.

A disturbing pattern

According to The Wire, 62 academics faced
punitive action (2014-26) for their opinions or
political stances. Freedom of expression is
penalised on campuses using service rules that
define faculty as “government servants”. In
Nature (April 2024), Yamini Aiyar cites an India
Academic Freedom Network report that
documents a series of disrupted events, arrests of
faculty and students, and visa hurdles for foreign
researchers.

The contrast with British scientist J.B.S.
Haldane who became a citizen of India in the
early 1960s and who openly criticised the
government while working in India is striking. It
highlights how space for dissent in academia has

C.P. Rajendran
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sharply narrowed. Data from 2024-26 show a
broad assault on academic freedom, targeting
students, researchers, and faculty. Driven by
political pressure, institutional failures, and social
biases, these trends signal that certain topics are
off-limits, certain voices are dangerous, and the
pursuit of knowledge must bow to political
convenience.

A consistent and disturbing pattern emerges:
institutions are accused of failing to act against
perpetrators. Internal complaints committees,
mandated to provide oversight and justice, are
described by critics as “ornamental”, existing
more for formal compliance than for substantive
accountability. When the very bodies designed to
protect students and faculty become complicit
through silence or inaction, the chilling effect
deepens. Trust erodes, fear takes root, and the
message is unmistakable: power will be
protected, and voices that challenge it will find no
refuge within the walls meant to nurture free
inquiry.

A worrying erosion

These actions undermine the ability of civil
society and academic institutions to hold leaders
accountable, eroding the very basis of a
knowledge sector essential to Indian democracy.
When violence goes unpunished, when caste and
religious prejudice are replicated rather than
challenged, when sexual predators are protected,
and when dissent is criminalised, the message is
unmistakable: the pursuit of knowledge must not
disturb power.

India’s stance on political rights is reflected in
its refusal to sign the First Optional Protocol to
the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights (ICCPR). Although a party to the ICCPR
treaty since 1979, it does not accept the UN
complaint mechanism, meaning citizens cannot
seek international redress for rights violations
after exhausting domestic remedies.

The contrast is striking. India’s Constitution,
through Articles 14, 19, and 21, guarantees many
of the same rights enshrined in the ICCPR. The
Supreme Court of India has often drawn upon
international human rights norms to interpret
and expand fundamental rights. Yet, the
government remains unwilling to subject itself to
the international complaint mechanism that
would allow its own citizens — particularly those
from marginalised communities who face
disproportionate human rights violations — to
seek justice beyond domestic courts when those
courts fail them.

This issue is highlighted in an insightful article
by Ravi Nair, “The Umar Khalid and Sharjeel
Imam case: An international campaign within the
realm of possibility” (The Leaflet, January 7,
2026). The young academic scholars, Umar
Khalid and Sharjeel Imam, have been in jail as
undertrials for the last five years. On January 6,
the Supreme Court rejected their bail application
and barred them from applying for bail for a year,
stunning many legal experts.

When journalists such as Irfan Mehraj and
humanists such as Sonam Wangchuk (now
released) struggle through prolonged legal
battles, even for bail, some high-profile gopdmen
accused of serious crimes have repeatedly
secured parole or furlough. The contrast could
not be more telling. On one side, a voice for
justice, dignity, and democratic rights is treated
as a threat. On the other hand, figures accused of
serious crimes are granted leniency. In this
asymmetry lies a disturbing truth about whose
freedoms are protected and whose are quietly
abandoned.

The cost of homogenisation

Why does a self-proclaimed “Mother of
Democracy” prefer homogenisation of thought
rather than freedom of thought? Higher
education institutions have always been refuges
for those who challenge orthodox thinking and
work toward generating new ideas.

This is not a bug but a feature of university life.
Democracies are revitalised by such encounters,
even when they mean questioning majority
opinion.

History offers sobering evidence:
authoritarianism does not always arrive with a
crash. More often, it emerges from within
democracies — slowly, quietly, and with the
acquiescence of those it will eventually silence. It
springs not from sudden rupture, but from the
gradual conditioning of publics through
manufactured victimhood, cultivated fear, and
the steady erosion of norms that once seemed
unshakeable. In this process, citizens and
institutions can become complicit in the
dismantling of their own freedoms, unaware that
the protections being stripped away were the
very foundations of the democracy they took for
granted.

The decline documented in the Academic
Freedom Index is not an abstract metric. It is a
measure of the health of Indian democracy itself.
When scholars, activists and students are
silenced, when dissent is criminalised, and when
political interests capture academic institutions,
the foundation upon which democratic
accountability rests is systematically
dismantled—brick by brick, case by case, silence
by silence.

The numbers tell a story. However, the true
story is developing on our campuses, where
voices once raised in inquiry now whisper; in our
courtrooms, where justice is increasingly
influenced by power; and in the silence of those
who once dared to speak, a silence that grows
louder each day, while the state itself becomes
more bureaucratic, punitive, and regulatory.

The key question is whether institutions will
continue down this path or reclaim their original
purpose. For society, it is whether we choose to
protect the spaces that allow critical thinking,
challenge power, and help young people engage
meaningfully with issues of justice and
governance.

The Iran conflict and the future of Shia identity

conflict; it is a crucible for the future of

Shia identity. For nearly half a century,
Shiism has been shaped by the Iranian
revolutionary model — an assertive fusion of
clerical authority, state power, and transnational
political ambition. This conflict could disrupt,
reinforce, or redesign that synthesis. The war
may fragment Shia identity, pulling it back toward
national forms. But it may equally consolidate
and radicalise it, deepening a shared narrative of
oppression and reviving its most powerful
theological motifs — martyrdom, sacrifice, and
resistance.

T he Iran war is not merely a geopolitical

Simultaneous trajectories

These two trajectories are unfolding
simultaneously, in tension with one another,
across different Shia societies. The first points
toward fragmentation. Since the 1979 Iranian
Revolution, Shia identity has been closely tied to
the idea of “political Shiism” — a model in which
religious authority is ensconced as the supreme
decision maker within a state and projected
outward through networks of religious and
political influence. Iran positioned itself as the
guardian and leader of Shia communities
worldwide, building alliances with groups such as
Hezbollah in Lebanon, the Houthis in Yemen, and
various militias and political factions in Iraq.

The current war places this model under
severe strain. With Iran immeasurably weakened
— militarily and economically — its ability to
sustain this transnational network is considerably
diminished. This could lead to what might be
called the “nationalization” of Shia identity.
Shiism will not be seen as a vehicle for
geopolitical struggle but a religious tradition that
coexists with multiple political arrangements.

Yet, this is only one side of the story. Wars do
not merely fragment identities; they also forge
them. The same conflict that has weakened
institutional structures can intensify emotional
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and symbolic bonds. The alternative trajectory is
one of consolidation and radicalisation. If the war
is framed — and experienced — by Shia
communities as an assault not just on Iran but on
Shia identity itself, it could reinforce a shared
sense of collective victimhood.

For centuries, Shia consciousness has been
shaped by the memory of oppression under
Sunni-dominated empires. The Islamic Republic
successfully tapped into this historical narrative,
recasting contemporary conflicts as continuations
of a long struggle against injustice. The current
war adds a further dimension: the perception of
being targeted not only by regional Sunni
oppressors such as the House of Saud but also by
powerful external actors, particularly Israel and
the United States. In such a context, differences of
nationality or political orientation may recede in
importance, overshadowed by a shared narrative
of existential threat.

What Karbala represents

At the heart of this consolidating and radicalising
narrative lies the Battle of Karbala in 680 CE, in
which Imam Hussain and his small band of
followers were martyred by the forces of the
Umayyad caliph Yazid. This is the foundational
event of Shia identity. It is not merely a historical
episode but a living symbol, reenacted annually
in rituals of mourning and remembrance. Karbala
represents the triumph of moral truth over brute
power, the willingness to make the supreme
sacrifice in the face of injustice. If Shia
communities perceive themselves as under siege,
Karbala provides a ready-made narrative through
which to interpret their experience.

This consolidation and radicalisation would
also reinvigorate the concept of “resistance”. This
war and especially the near total devastation of
South Lebanon, which is predominantly Shia,
and the uprooting of its population by Israeli
invaders could deepen this orientation.
Resistance would no longer be simply a strategic

choice; it would be an expression of identity
itself. The juxtaposition of these two trajectories
captures the uncertainty of the present moment.
These dynamics are not evenly distributed. In
countries such as Iraq, where the Shia are a
demographic majority and deeply invested in
state institutions, the pull toward nationalisation
may be stronger especially if Grand Ayatollah
Sistani and the Najaf religious establishment
throw their weight behind it. In Lebanon and
Bahrain, where identity is more closely tied to
perceptions of oppression, consolidation may
prove more compelling. In Iran the suffering
inflicted by the United States-Israeli attacks, seen
by Iranians of all political hues as unprovoked
and unjustified, is likely to reinforce the Karbala
syndrome and, therefore, aid consolidation as
well as radicalisation.

Looking ahead

The outcome will depend not only on the course
of the war but on how it is interpreted. For in
Shiism, as in all living traditions, identity is not
merely inherited; it is continually reconstructed
through the interplay of history, memory, and
experience.

While on the surface it appears like a toss up
between the two trajectories, given the
transnational nature of Shia suffering, it is more
than likely that consolidation as well as
radicalisation may prevail over fragmentation or
at the very least inspire a significant section of the
Shia population into action across national
boundaries.

If the latter prediction holds true, the war
against Iran may end up spawning a Shia variant
of al-Qaeda that, like the original version, could
make the U.S. its primary target. Lebanon, a
failing state, could provide the breeding ground
and sanctuary for such an organisation as the
failed Afghan state did for the original al-Qaeda.

The law of unintended consequences works in
unpredictable ways.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

A new chapter
Actor-turned-politician C.
Joseph Vijay has secured an
astounding electoral victory
in Tamil Nadu. Analysts
view it as a significant
achievement, noting his
self-belief and also the
strong support from youth
and women voters under

the age of 30. Despite

intense political criticism
and the impact of the Karur
tragedy, his campaign drew
large crowds. His on-screen
image as a “virtuous hero”
is seen to have helped him
connect with voters. But as
the saying goes, winning is
one thing; governing is

another. Mr. Vijay’s real test
begins now, as expectations
are high for a transparent,
inclusive and
corruption-free
administration. As he often
said during his campaign,
the public will now watch
whether “Vijay” truly
translates into “Vijayam” for

the State of Tamil Nadu.
‘Kalaimamani’ Appa Ramesh,
Chennai

An undemocratic stance
The West Bengal election
has delivered a historic
verdict, yet Trinamool
Congress Mamata
Banerjee’s refusal to resign

is a disgraceful defiance of
democracy. Despite her
party’s decimation and her
defeat, she remains

and desperate excuse. A
mandate is the ultimate
expression of the people’s

will; to reject it as a
“conspiracy” is to insult the
electorate. True leaders
must learn the basic tenets

obstinate. Blaming the of democracy.
Election Commission of N. Sadhasiva Reddy,
India for this loss is a hollow | Bengaluru
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How “bulldozer justice’ undermines the law

he sight of a

five-year-old gifting a

toy to Uttar Pradesh

Chief Minister Yogi
Adityanath on March 27 at
Gorakhpur made for a tender
photo moment. The Chief Minister
returned the gift and asked the
child to focus on her studies.

A child showing her admiration
for a political leader is nothing out
of the ordinary, as leaders are
meant to be role models for the
younger generation. But the
five-year-old’s choice of toy — a
replica of a bulldozer — raises
uncomfortable questions. The
episode not only shows public
approval for “bulldozer justice”, it
also reflects the normalisation of
extrajudicial action by the state.
What is arguably a problematic
political symbol is now part of our
everyday consciousness and holds
the potential to influence
impressionable minds.

The much-hailed “bulldozer
justice” model isn’t just a negation
of the concept of due process but
a direct challenge to it.

Not the first time
Though “bulldozer justice” is now
part of India’s political lexicon, the
concept of bulldozers being used
as an instrument of state policy is
not new. Instances of bulldozers
being used to clear
encroachments and demolish
unauthorised houses in Old
Delhi’s Turkman Gate area in 1976
— when the country was under the
Emergency imposed by the then
Prime Minister Indira Gandhi—
have been well chronicled.
However, there is a key
difference in how such actions
have been perceived over time.
From being examined as part of
the excesses of the Emergency by
a judicial commission, bulldozer
action is now being amplified as a
symbol of the state’s firmness in
dealing with those who break the
law. It is premised on the fact that
judicial processes are
cumbersome and come in the way
of delivering instant retributive
justice. In an era of 10-minute
deliveries, government authorities
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are not immune to the same
pressure. And since the judicial
process does not follow a fixed
timeline, some argue that this
pressure is multiplied.

The drive for ‘instant’ justice
The backlog of cases across all
courts in India has crossed 5.5
crore, with the figure in the
Supreme Court alone accounting
for over 90,000 cases. The India
Justice Report 2025 noted that
there are only 15 judges for every
million Indians, as against a 1987
Law Commission of India
recommendation of 50 judges per
one million. In 22 of the 25 States,
the same report noted, cases
pending for over three years in
subordinate courts amount to 25%
of all pending cases. And across 25
High Courts, the number of cases
which are pending for over five
years account for 51%.

The burden of proof and the
long road to litigation often act as
a deterrent and, therefore,
common citizens prefer quick
justice. And when government
authorities are under constant
scrutiny and quick feedback, the
pressure of “instant delivery of
justice” is quite high.

But what an individual prefers,
even a majority of them, cannot
be the state’s choice. In a state
governed by the rule of law, there
is no place for majoritarian
populism. The tenets of criminal
jurisprudence consider any crime
against an individual as one
against society. And the state can
dispense justice only in
accordance with the law.

The problem with bulldozer
justice lies precisely in the fact
that it substitutes spectacle for
procedure. Demolitions carried
out immediately after an alleged
offence, often before
investigations are completed, blur
the distinction between
punishment and an extrajudicial
action carried out by the state. In
such cases, the state assumes the
role of investigator, judge and
executioner at once. This
dissolution of power between the
organs of the state undermines the

very principles that underpin a
constitutional democracy.

There is another aspect that is
often overlooked. If the
demolitions of the homes of the
accused are for purported
violations of land or municipal
laws, it begs the question: why did
the government allow such a
structure in the first place? Is it an
admission that a corrupt system
allowed such a home to be built
right before the gaze of law
enforcers? But if the demolitions
are meant to convey a message of
zero tolerance towards crime,
then it runs foul of the law. The
state cannot reduce itself to the
level of vigilante groups, whose
main purpose of existence is to
hand out “instant justice”.

The image of swift destruction
creates an impression of decisive
leadership, but it also normalises
the idea that executive authority
can override legal safeguards
whenever public anger demands
immediate retribution. Over time,
this risks weakening institutional
credibility and erodes citizens’
trust in lawful processes.

Strengthen institutions
The real solution to public
frustration with the justice system
lies not in bypassing it, but in
strengthening it. Expanding
judicial capacity, filling vacancies,
modernising court infrastructure
and improving investigative
processes would address the
underlying causes of delay far
more effectively than theatrical
displays of coercive powers. Cases
involving heinous crimes must be
mandatorily assigned to fast-track
courts that are focused on speedy
disposals with frequent hearings.
However, a constitutional state
derives its legitimacy not from the
speed of punishment but from its
unimpeachable principles and the
fairness of its processes.
“Bulldozer justice” may satisfy a
demand for instant retribution,
but it erodes the foundations of
the rule of law and risks reducing
the state to a vigilante group.

sandeep.phukan@thehindu.co.in

A shifting political arithmetic in Punjab

The BJP intends to ride solo in the State polls next year

STATE OF PLAY

Vikas Vasudeva
vikas.vasudeva@thehindu.co.in

uoyed by electoral vic-
B tories in West Bengal,

Assam, and Puducher-
ry, the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) seems eager to carry that
momentum into Punjab, treat-
ing it as the next domino in a
long line waiting to fall. In a
bold move, it is readying itself
to go solo for the Assembly
polls in Punjab, due in 2027.

The BJP has been present in
Punjab since the country’s in-
dependence. People know
what it stands for, what it has
done and what it has not
done. Before 1992, when the
BJP (earlier known as the Bha-
ratiya Jana Sangh) was fighting
alone, it secured, on average,
6%-7% of the vote share during
the Assembly elections. Later,
when the BJP entered into an
alliance with the Shiromani
Akali Dal (SAD) in 1997, its vote
share went up a tad to around
8%, according to the book
Electoral Politics in Punjab. In
2022, the BJP contested the
Assembly elections in alliance
with the Punjab Lok Congress
and got 6.6% of the vote.

In Punjab, the BJP and the
SAD have been alliance partn-
ers since 1996, and have long
contested Assembly elections
together, with the SAD fielding
candidates in 94 seats and the
BJP in 23. The BJP contested
these electoral battles as a ju-
nior partner’ in the alliance,
which many in the party’s
State unit believed restricted
the BJP’s growth. However, af-
ter the SAD chose to sever ties
with the National Democratic
Alliance (NDA) over the con-
tentious farm laws in 2020,
the BJP has been pushing for
its expansion across the State.
To achieve its solo ambitions,
in March this year, Union Mi-

Punjab

nister Amit Shah sounded the
party’s poll bugle at the ‘Ba-
dlav rally’ in Moga, declaring
that the party would be con-
testing the Assembly elections
alone in Punjab.

A changing political pulse
Nevertheless, the political
arithmetic keeps changing.
The century-old party, the
SAD, has weakened, even
though it saw a modest resur-
gence in last year’s rural body
polls. The ruling Aam Aadmi
Party (AAP), which swept into
power on a wave of anti-esta-
blishment energy, now ap-
pears to be running well be-
low its earlier strength after
the exit of seven AAP Rajya
Sabha MPs, six of them from
Punjab, on April 24.

The timing of the AAP MPs
leaving the party is seen to be
as damaging as the defection
itself. With Assembly elections
due early next year, the party
has been going to the public,
and presenting its accomplish-
ments and projecting confi-
dence about forming the next
government. Against this
backdrop, the exit of sitting
MPs sends out a contradictory
message, implying that those
who knew the party best
chose to walk away. The defec-
tions could also crack open
factional feuds and internal
power struggles. The allega-
tion that Punjab Chief Minister
Bhagwant Mann appeared in a
“drunk state” during the State
Assembly proceedings on May
1, has handed the Opposition

ready ammunition. The BJP
has been quick to capitalise off
it.

Meanwhile, the Congress,
which is the State’s principal
Opposition and has been posi-
tioning itself as the primary
challenger to the ruling AAP,
appears to be struggling with
internal discord. In January
this year, Congress leader and
former Chief Minister Charan-
jit Singh Channi called for
“greater Dalit representation”
in the party, pointing out that
Dalits were not getting due re-
presentation, bringing the dis-
cord within the party into pu-
blic view. In February,
Congress leader Rahul Gand-
hi, during his visit to Punjab,
gave a stern message to the
State unit of the party, asking
them to work as a “team”.

The BJP seems to believe it
can expand into this fractured
space. While Punjab presents
a distinct political landscape
where religion, region and
caste-based coalitions remain
central to the State’s electoral
arithmetic, the party has al-
ready been reaching out to
Other Backward Classes
(OBCs) and Dalits in a bid to
pull-off another case of ‘social
engineering’ in order to get a
foothold in the State. The
Scheduled Castes account for
31.91% of the population in
Punjab, while the OBCs ac-
count for around 25%-30%. Si-
multaneously, the party has
also been working to project
its pro-Sikh image by propa-
gating the Central govern-
ment’s steps taken in the inter-
est of Sikhs since 2014.

With the BJP buoyed by re-
newed confidence, the AAP
weakened from within, and
the Congress consumed by its
own internal discord, Punjab’s
electoral space is shaping up
to be unusually crowded. In
such a multi-cornered contest,
the possibility of a clear man-
date could be remote.

RE meets global electricity demand for the first time

Despite rapid renewable capacity growth globally, geopolitical shocks expose India’s dependence on fossil fuel imports from West Asia

DATA POINT

Areena Arora

eration increased by roughly

850 terawatt-hours (TWh), ac-
cording to data from the Ember
Energy Institute. This increase was
supplied almost entirely by solar
and wind energy, contributing 636
TWh and 204 TWh respectively.
Other renewables added another
23 TWh. Coal generation and oil
meanwhile fell by 67 TWh and 12
TWh respectively. This is the first
year in which expanded electricity
demand did not require an in-
crease in fossil fuels.

Over the past decade, the cost
of solar and wind energy has
dropped steeply, and battery stor-
age and grid integration capacities
have improved drastically, sup-
porting an uptick in reliance on re-
newable energy sources. In 2025,
coal’s share of global electricity
production fell by just over 1% and
solar energy increased by nearly
2%. The dependence on oil also
went down.

Major superpowers are embrac-
ing the change. China, for in-
stance, saw its fossil fuel genera-
tion fall for the first time since
2015. The country saw a strong 5%
growth in electricity demand and
a 15% growth in clean energy gen-
eration, met largely by solar and
wind energy. Solar energy in China
grew by 40% compared to 2024
and wind energy increased by 14%.
Solar energy alone met two-thirds
of the increase in the country’s
electricity demand in 2025, ac-
cording to a report by Ember
Energy.

Fossil fuel demand fell in India
as well. Together, the fall in de-
mand in India and China has
pushed global fossil fuel genera-
tion to stagnation, according to the
report. Fossil fuel generation fell in
both India (down 3.3%) and China
(down 0.9%), driven by clean pow-
er usage and demand growth.

How is this different from the
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l n 2025, global electricity gen-

earlier years? For two decades,
even as renewable electricity ca-
pacity grew at double-digit rates,
fossil fuel generation remained re-
levant and kept climbing because
absolute electricity demand was
rising faster than what renewables
could cover. The rising consump-
tion relied on coal and gas-fuelled
energy. Even as renewable energy
gained market share, it could not
displace fossil fuels in absolute
terms. However, that pattern re-
versed in 2025.

Globally, coal’s share in electric-
ity production declined from 36%
in 2015 to 33% in 2024 (Chart 1).
Coal generation fell in absolute
terms for the first time last year, as
renewables outpaced demand
growth. Natural gas also saw a
modest 45 TWh increase, entirely
offset by renewable gains.

The effect of war

India’s crude oil imports fell by
17% year-over-year in March 2026
to 18.9 million tonnes, compared
with 22.8 million tonnes in March
2025 (Chart 2). The decline comes
amid the closure of the Strait of
Hormuz starting March 1 due to
the U.S.-Israel conflict with Iran.
This narrow waterway handles a
significant share of global oil and
gas shipments. India imports 89%
of its crude oil from mostly Qatar,
the UAE and Saudi Arabia. The In-
dian basket crude (simplify) price
averaged $113.49 per barrel in
March 2026, compared with
$72.47 in March 2025, a 56% in-
Crease year-over-year.

India’s primary energy supply
consists of coal, followed by oil,
natural gas and then renewables
(Chart 3).

India’s natural gas consumption
rose in March 2026 despite supply
disruptions. Natural gas available
for consumption went up by 7%
from March 2025. This increase
came despite a 4.9% decline in
domestic production. The gap was
filled by LNG imports, which
jumped by 20.5% by March this
year. India’s LNG imports reached
27 million metric tonnes (mmt) in

2024-25, the highest on record and
double the 13.5 mmt imported in
2011-12. India’s LPG imports also
surged with expanded household
access. The Pradhan Mantri Ujjwa-
la Yojana increased LPG connec-
tions from 62% of households in
2016 to nearly 100% by 2025, driv-
ing imports to 18 mmt in 2025-26
from 16.48 mmt in 2020-21.

Crude oil, LNG, and LPG are all
imported heavily from West Asian
suppliers. The closure of the Strait
of Hormuz disrupted all three si-
multaneously. India’s response in-
cluded accelerating renewable ap-
provals, maximising refinery
output, and paying 30,000 crore
to oil marketing companies in FY
2025-26 to cushion LPG losses.
LPG prices rose by 60 per cylin-
der after the conflict began.

On the flip side, India’s renewa-
ble capacity grew by over 210% in
the past decade. In FY 2024-25, re-
newable energy accounted for
89% of India’s new capacity addi-
tions. Yet absolute energy depen-
dence on imports has also dee-
pened. India imports 89% of crude
oil, 47% of natural gas, and 26% of
coal despite being the world’s
third-largest coal producer. The re-
newable buildout has not yet re-
duced India’s reliance on import-
ed fossil fuels.

Renewable capacity takes years
to translate into reliable, usable
power and geopolitical shocks af-
fect energy supply in the instant
short-term. When the Strait of Hor-
muz closed in early March, India
could not wait for wind farms to
reach completion or battery ca-
pacity to scale. It responded by
maximising output from existing
coal and gas infrastructure, in-
structing domestic suppliers to
prioritise domestic users and ac-
celerating imports of LNG and LPG
from alternative suppliers.

The global energy transition ad-
vanced significantly in 2025. In-
dia’s renewable capacity is grow-
ing at the fastest rate globally.
However, import dependence on a
conflict zone exists alongside
clean energy progress in India.

FROM THE ARCHIVES
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Perilous present, cleaner future

Towards sustainability: Solar panels being placed at the CNNC Tianwan
tidal flat photovoltaic power plant in Lianyungang, in China’s eastern Jiangsu
province, on April 19.

Chart 1: The shift towards renewables for global electricity generation, with an uptick

in solar and wind energy (Figuresin %)
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Supreme Court defines life
imprisonment

New Delhi, May 5: The notion that life
imprisonment implies imprisonment for 20 or
14 years is wrong. Life imprisonment means
“imprisonment for the entire life of the
prisoner” unless the Government chooses to
remit the same earlier, the Supreme Court
to-day ruled.

A sentence of life imprisonment did not
automatically come to an end after 20 years.
After serving a jail term of 20 years, including
remissions, a life convict could not ask to be
released as a matter of right, the Court held.

Under Section 401 of the Code of Criminal
Procedure, it was the “undoubted discretion” of
the “appropriate Government” to “remit or
refuse to remit” the sentence and where the
State Government refused to remit the sentence,
a High Court could not issue a writ under Article
226 of the Constitution directing the
Government to release the prisoner, the Court
ruled.

One Rattan Singh was convicted by the
Sessions Judge Bhind (Madhya Pradesh) on
charges of murder and sentenced to life
imprisonment on October 16, 1957. He appealed
for a transfer to Amritsar in Punjab. The same
was granted.

On May 7, 1971, the prisoner made a
representation to the Government seeking
release.

The Punjab Government forwarded the
representation to the Madhya Pradesh
Government and the latter, rejected it.

The prisoner then filed a writ petition under
Article 226 of the Constitution before the Punjab
and Haryana High Court on the ground that
oil: 2.6 having already served sentence of more than 20

32.96

21.78

1985 1990

1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

2005 years, he was entitled to be released “as a matter
of course” under the provisions of the Jail

Chart 2: The fall in India’s crude oilimports in March

25K A

0

Total petroleum imports (thousand MT)

~L Figures in %

Chart 3: The makeup of
India’s energy sources

’7 297

Manual and the Prison Act.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 6, 1926

. 6.99
] N The British Gazette
Crude oil imports (thousand MT) 29.83
L A Coal makes . Lo
01, April 2025 01, Oct. 2025 01, March 2026 up the London, May 4: The Government is publishing a

Data for the charts were sourced from Ember (2026),
Energy Institute- Statistical Review of World Energy
(2025) - with major processing by Our World in

Data; Petroleum Planning and Analysis Cell; Energy
Statistics India 2025 report by the Ministry of Statistics
and Planning Implementation
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penny newspaper called “The British Gazette”.
The first issue to-morrow will be distributed in
the whole of London area.

The “British Gazette” is being distributed at
Liverpool, Manchester, Newcastle and the
surrounding districts by air.

Renewables
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Growth recorded by
Hong Kong in the first

Percentage increase in

THESE

Sub-sectors identified

:HINDU

Amount approved by

Villages dependent on

India’s coffee exports

for faster clearance of

the M.P. cabinet for

three months of 2026

in January-April 2026

FDI proposals by India

various departments

tankers for water
supply in Marathwada

in per cent. Hong Kong’s
9 economy grew by 5.9% in
® the first three months of
2026, the government said on Tuesday
while also warning of “downside risks”
from the West Asia crisis. The figure was
the strongest since the 7.6% growth
recorded in the second quarter of 2021.
Hong Kong has set an annual growth

target of 2.5 to 3.5 percent for 2026. arp

in per cent. India's
coffee exports rose
® 26.6 per cent to 1.74

lakh tonnes in the January-April period of
2026, mainly driven by higher shipments of
robusta and instant coffee, government
data showed. The country had exported
1.37 lakh tonnes of coffee in the year-ago
period. India ships arabica and robusta
varieties, as well as instant coffee. p1i

Rare earth magnets and
40 printed circuit boards are

among 40 sub-sectors
identified by the government for clearance
within 60 days of FDI proposals from China
and other countries sharing land borders
with India. The government has also laid
out guidelines for FDI proposals from
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan,
Myanmar and Afghanistan. e

Pradesh cabinet on Tuesday approved
funds of % 38,555 crore for various
departments. The cabinet earmarked
332,405 crore for road infrastructure and
maintenance of government housing for
2026-2031, 32,442.04 crore for the
“Self-Reliance in Pulses Mission”. et

With rising summer heat, 92
92 villages across three districts

of Maharashtra's Marathwada
region are now dependent on tankers for
the supply of water, a report has said. As of
Tuesday, 156 tankers are supplying water
to 92 villages and 36 settlements in the
districts of Chhatrapati Sambhajinagar,
Jalna, Latur and Hingoli. pni
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India’s energy security amid conflicts

The conflict in West Asia has shown how geopolitical shocks can transmit to India’s domestic economy, given that the country imports over 85% of its

crude needs. In a fragmented energy market, India’s edge lies not in self-sufficiency but in optionality.

EXPLAINER

Deepanshu Mohan
Aditi Lazarus

he conflict in West Asia has

demonstrated the speed with

which geopolitical shocks have

been transmitted to India’s
domestic economy. The head of the
International Energy Agency has
described the current geoeconomic crisis
as more severe than the combined shocks
0f 1973, 1979 and 2022.

The price of Brent crude oil rose to
$109.03 per barrel after hitting highs of
around $120 during the conflict. At a
domestic level, India is projected to see its
economy slow from 7.4% growth in FY26
to 6.5% in FY27 with a projected increase
in inflation from 2.3% to 4.4% due to the
impact of disruptions observed in the
energy supply chains.

Energy security can no longer be
defined solely as purchasing fuel at the
lowest possible price. It now rests on
resilience, diversification, and protection
of macroeconomic stability.

Breakdown of the old energy market
order

The Russia-Ukraine War was the first
major warning to the pre-existing energy
market order. It exposed the perils of
energy dependence overnight.

Europe once relied on Russia for 45%
of its gas imports. By 2025, that had fallen
to 12%. Europe did not respond by
chasing efficiency, it did so by buying
insurance. Gas consumption by European
Union (EU) countries fell by 20% between
2021 and 2024, while the combined
imports of gas and liquified natural gas
(LNG) declined by 18%.

Even when average LNG terminal
utilisation was only 52% in the first half of
2025, Europe accepted spare capacity as
the price of security.

While the war in Ukraine revealed the
reliance on pipeline-based supplies, the
conflict in West Asia demonstrated the
reliance on sea transportation.

The Strait of Hormuz, through which
approximately 25% of the world’s crude
oil is transported, has once again become
an extremely important chokepoint,
transmitting price shocks rapidly across
global markets.

Other powers have adapted differently.

China has locked in nearly 25 million
metric tons of LNG per year through
contracts, South Korea has secured 273
million barrels of crude oil that will transit
from outside the Strait of Hormuz, while
Japan has stockpiled 470 million barrels,
which is equivalent to 254 days of
consumption.

Gulf shore exporters have regained
much of their bargaining power due to
spare capacity. The International Energy
Agency (IEA) forecasts a contraction of 80
kb/d in the global demand for oil on
average in 2026, with a decrease of 236
kb/d for OECD (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and
Development) and 254 kb/d for Middle
East, while non-OECD demand still rises
152 kb/d. In this weaker market, India’s
demand growth becomes strategically
valuable.

How India gained more room to

manoeuvre

The potential threat of disruption of the

Indian oil imports is real and immediate,

since the country imports over 85% of its

crude needs, with roughly 45% of its

imports transiting through the Strait of
Hormuz.
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Navigating the crisis: An Indian-flagged tanker carrying crude oil that tran
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Energy requirements

India is now the world’s third-largest oil consumer, with high dependence on crude imports. As a
result, fluctuations in crude oil prices, freight rates, and currency exchange rates remain a concern,

especially during geoeconomic conflicts

India and China oil demand (2025-26)
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For years, India has depended heavily
on imports. But the country has handled
repeated shocks better than many
comparable importers. It is now the
world’s third-largest oil consumer.

According to OPEC’s forecast, India’s
consumption is expected to reach 5.74
million barrels per day (mb/d) in 2025 and
5.99 mb/d in 2026, while the IEA projects
that Indian crude demand will rise
approximately 130 kb/d, compared with
80 kby/d for China.

As Chinese demand becomes flatter

Saudi Arabia UAE USA

and more cyclical, India has become one
of the few large engines of incremental oil
demand.

Before 2022, Russia supplied barely 2%
of India’s crude imports, however, by
FY2024-25, that figure was around 36%,
making Russia India’s largest supplier.
Flows from Russia picked up again as Gulf
disruptions intensified.

Now, India’s import basket also
includes countries such as Iraq, Saudi
Arabia, UAE, and the United States, while
remaining geographically diversified. In a

sited through the Strait of Hormuz, is seen docked in Mumbai. AFp
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fragmented energy market, India’s edge
lies not in self-sufficiency, but in
optionality.

Tactical gains and structural risks
India has managed successive shocks
well. First, India’s crude oil dependence is
extremely high, reaching 89.4% in
FY2024-25. During that period, India
produced only 28.7 million metric tons of
crude oil domestically. As a result,
fluctuations in crude oil prices, freight
rates, and currency exchange rates
continue to be a concern.

Second, geography still constrains
strategy. Significant reductions in flows
along Gulf sea lanes occurred due to
tensions in 2026, and Indian LPG carriers,
carrying a combined cargo of 97,000
metric tonnes required naval escort
under Operation Sankalp. Diversification
cannot bypass chokepoints.

Third, the energy transition creates
fresh vulnerabilities. India’s expansion
into solar, batteries, electric vehicles (EV),
and storage may reduce oil use over time.
However, the reliance on lithium, cobalt,
nickel, copper, and rare earths may
increase in the future.

The way forward
India’s dependence on critical minerals is
tied to processing networks dominated
elsewhere, especially by China, which
controls over 91% of global rare-earth
production, while India currently
processes less than 5% of its projected
2035 battery-grade mineral requirements
domestically. While India has adapted to
the new oil order with considerable
agility, having such tactical flexibility does
not provide security in the long-term.
The next phase must focus on
increasing larger strategic reserves,
reducing the oil intensity in transport,
strengthening maritime resilience, and
ensuring security for supply chains of
critical minerals. The real question is no
longer whether India can switch suppliers
during crises, but whether future crises
will carry lower economic costs when
they occur.
(Deepanshu Mohan is professor and dean,
O.P. Jindal Global University. He is a visiting
professor at LSE and a visiting academic
fellow at University of Oxford. Srisoniya
Subramoniam contributed to this column.
Srisoniya and Aditi Lazarus are both
research analysts with Centre for New
Economics Studies, O.P. Jindal Global
University)
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India has long relied on crude
oil imports but has handled
repeated geoeconomic shocks
better than many comparable
importers.

v

Its import basket—spanning
Irag, Saudi Arabia, the UAE,
Russia, and the United States,
remains geographically
diversified.

v

While expansion into solar,
batteries, and EVs may reduce
oil use over time, reliance on
lithium, cobalt, nickel, copper,
and rare earths may increase in
the future.

A ND-NDE



Wednesday, May 6, 2026
DELHI

THE HINDU

Text&Context

11

CACHE

W

#h

e

GETTY IMAGES

Industrial heat pumps and the case for
cleaning industrial heat

Industry accounted for nearly half of India’s final energy consumption in 2025, much of it still tied to fossil fuels. Cleaning up industrial heat is

therefore not just a climate issue, but also one of air quality, competitiveness, energy security, and worker health.

Srinivas Ethiraj

ndustrial decarbonisation is often

framed through solutions that

promise deep emissions reductions

(e.g. green hydrogen and carbon
capture). These pathways are essential,
particularly for hard-to-abate sectors, but
are still several years away from
large-scale adoption.

Even so, a significant share of
manufacturing functions under very
different operating conditions: one
defined not by extreme temperatures but
by the widespread demand for

low-to-medium temperature process heat.

Across sectors such as textiles, food
processing, chemicals, pharmaceuticals
and paper and pulp, this heat forms the
backbone of production and continues to
be largely met through combustion.

Industry accounted for nearly half of
India’s final energy consumption in 2025,
much of it still tied to fossil fuels. The
story becomes even sharper when we
look at process steam. Industrial process
steam alone is estimated to have
generated 182 million metric tonnes of
CO2 annually in India, along with 595
kilotonnes of SO2, 520 kilotons of
particulate matter, and 516 kilotonnes of
NOx.

This is why cleaning up industrial heat
is not just a climate question. It is also an
air quality, competitiveness, energy
security, and worker-health question.

The opportunity is especially
important for micro, small, and medium
enterprises (MSMEs) in India. Spread
across millions of units, MSMEs form the
backbone of the country’s manufacturing
economy. Although they account for a
smaller share of total industrial emissions
(around 17%), their emissions are more
fragmented and concentrated in sectors
such as textiles, food processing, and
paper. These are the sectors where coal,
firewood, biomass, gas and furnace oil
continue to run the conventional thermal
systems such as boilers, thermic fluid
heaters, dryers, evaporators and
hot-water systems, etc.

Heat pumps as a solution

Heat pumps enter this conversation as
one of the most practical technologies for
this specific frontier of industrial heat.
Unlike boilers, heat pumps do not create
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heat by burning fuel. They move and
upgrade heat from one stream to another,
using electricity. This is why they can
deliver more useful heat than the
electricity they consume. Industrial heat
pumps often have a coefficient of
performance of 3 to 5, meaning they can
provide three to five units of heat for
every unit of electricity consumed. Even
at higher output temperatures, where
performance falls, they can remain more
efficient than simple electric
resistance-based heating. This efficiency
is the core of their decarbonisation value.
It reduces the amount of electricity
needed to electrify heat and improves the
economics of switching away from
combustion. If renewable electricity is
available at competitive rates, the
effective cost of heat from a heat pump
becomes attractive even against
conventional fuels.

What makes this transition compelling
is the way industrial heat is currently
produced and used. In a medium-sized
textile finishing unit studied in Surat,
around 92 percent of energy load was
thermal, delivered through steam and
industrial heat using a mix of Indonesian
coal and lignite. The unit consumed
roughly 0.42 kg of Indonesian coal per
meter of processed fabric, illustrating the
material intensity of fuel use embedded in
routine operations. Despite this, steam is
often used indirectly for generating hot
water, maintaining vessel temperature, or
heating surfaces rather than directly
heating the product.

This reflects a central inefficiency.
Conventional industrial thermal systems

in such factories are often designed
around the highest heat requirement,
with boilers sized to meet peak demand.
But many loads require lower-quality
heat. In such cases, steam is generated at
higher temperature and pressure, then
reduced or diverted for
lower-temperature applications. However,
industrial heat pumps require a different
engineering mindset: start with the
lowest-temperature heat demand, then
boost heat only where needed. This
reverses the legacy boiler approach and
can reduce overall energy use by 40-60
percent in suitable applications.

This right-sizing logic is particularly
relevant in brownfield MSME clusters.
Many boilers are old, oversized, manually
operated in such settings, and run below
optimal capacity. Replacing every boiler
with a single large electric system is often
not practical. But heat pumps can be
modular. They can first serve specific
loads: pre-heating boiler feedwater,
supplying hot water, supporting dyeing
and washing processes, recovering waste
heat from effluents, or reducing steam
demand in evaporators and drying
streams.

Their role becomes even more
interesting when heating and cooling are
considered together. Industrial heat
pumps can simultaneously generate hot
water, steam, or hot air while producing
cooling or dehumidified air as a
by-product. In food processing and digital
textile printing, where process heat is
required alongside controlled cooling for
process stability and equipment
performance, heat pumps can

simultaneously supply useful heat while
reducing chiller or air-conditioner loads.

Health, safety and emission control
Beyond system efficiency, heat pumps
can also improve worker health and
safety. Workplace heat exposure is
emerging as a serious occupational health
risk, especially in labor-intensive factory
environments where internal process
heat compounds rising ambient
temperatures. Globally, over 2.4 billion
workers are exposed to excessive heat at
work, with the highest exposure rates in
Asia and the Pacific. Prolonged workplace
heat is linked to heat exhaustion, heart
stroke, cardiovascular strain, kidney
disease, accident risk, and reduced
cognitive performance.

In parallel, combustion-based process
heat contributes to emission of harmful
air pollutants exacerbating respiratory
and cardiovascular health risks. The
public health dimension is significant:
fossil-fuel-driven air pollution caused an
estimated 1.72 million premature deaths
in India in 2022, with industrial heat
systems being a key source of these
emissions. In this context, increasing the
use of electrified heating systems such as
industrial heat pump technologies,
particularly within the temperature
ranges in which they are technically
feasible can significantly improve air
quality, mitigate greenhouse gas
emissions and reduce health harms
associated with both air pollution and
climate change. By displacing on-site
combustion and enabling the integration
of heating and cooling, heat pumps can
create opportunities for spot and space
cooling to improve thermal comfort on
factory floors.

What emerges, then, is not just a
technology shift but a systems transition.
Scaling industrial heat pumps will depend
on how well they are embedded into
existing industrial ecosystems through
better process integration, reliable access
to low-cost electricity, and financing
models that work for industries,
especially MSMEs. Done right, it can
unlock not just emissions reduction, but a
more resilient, efficient, and safer model
of industrial growth.

(Srinivas Ethiraj is assistant manager,
Energy Transition, at the Vasudha
Foundation.)
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Actor-turned-politician Vijay’s TVK emerged as the single largest party in Tamil Nadu.
Vijay has played several socially conscious roles. Here is a quiz on some of them:

Radhika Santhanam A

QUESTION 1:
TVK candidate Seenivasa A
Sethupathy defeated DMK
leader K.R. Periyakaruppan
in the Tiruppattur
Assembly seat by one vote
in the Tamil Nadu
Assembly elections. Which
Vijay movie directed by
A.R. Murugadoss
popularised the power of a
single vote?

A A
QUESTION 2:

This man directed Vijay’s
first film in a leading role
and also gave him the title
of ‘llaya Thalapathy (young
commander)’. Name him.

CM
K

the tagline?

QUESTION 3:
A Vijay played triple roles in a
film directed by Atlee. Name it.

QUESTION 4:

The film Thamizhan launched
the career of a famous
Bollywood actor. In it, Vijay’s
character spreads awareness
about the law to the common
man. Name the Bollywood
actor and name Vijay’s
character, which is also the
name of another Tamil actor.

QUESTION 5:

This film’s tagline annoyed
former Chief Minister
Jayalalithaa. What was the
name of the film and what was

Visual question: This is a poster of a Vijay film that remains
unreleased. Name the film which was stalled due to intense
CBFC disputes. SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT

5.The ___

parties merged together specifically to defeat then Prime Minister
Indira Gandhi. Ans: Janata Party

Visual: Name the founder the Israeli party Kadima, who was also
called the ‘Butcher of Beirut’ Ans: Ariel Sharon

Early birds: C Saravanan | K.N. Viswanathan | Arun Kumar Singh |
Sukdev Shet | Piyali Tuli

Questions and answers to the previous day’s daily quiz: 1.
The Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna (SLPP) party was formed as a
vehicle forthe _____
party. Ans: Rajapaksa

2. The firebrand South African politician who, after being expelled
from the African National Congress, formed a communist, black
nationalist party that in its first electoral outing won 25 seats.
Ans: Julius Malema

3. Barely a year old and led by billionaire Thanathorn
Juangroongruangkit, the X party contested the 2019 elections in
Thailand while banking on progressive platform. Name X. Ans:
Future Forward

4. Name of the movement that comedian Beppe Grillo launched
that made its national debut in the 2013 general election in Italy.
Ans: Five Star Movement

__family after it lost control of its previous

was formed in 1977 after several opposition

Know your
English

S. Upendran

Why do we say “love all” in tennis?
(A. Umar, Kadayanallur).

You have been watching the matches on
T.V., haven’t you? “Love,” I understand,
comes from the French “1'oeuf,” which
means “an egg.” The egg, has for a long
time symbolised “zero.” So, when the
umpire says “love all,” what he means is
that the score is “zero-zero.” No one has
scored a point as yet. This is one of the
explanations. Some others have suggested
that “love” comes from the phrase “for
the love of the game.” In the old days,
people played because they enjoyed the
game. They didn’t play for money. Things
have really changed since then, haven’t
they? Nowadays the first thing that most
sportsmen say is, “Show me the money!”

What is the meaning of “to take a dig
at”? (Vivek Srinivasan, Kerala).
This is a slang expression which is
commonly used in American English.
When you “take a dig at someone,” you
deliberately insult or annoy someone. It is
also possible to say “to take a jab at
someone.” Here are a few examples:

In his speech, the Vice-Chancellor took
several digs at the academic staff.

Mala loves to take jabs at people she
doesn’t like.

What is a “hen party”? (Abdul Jabbar,
Vikarabad, A.P.).
A “hen party” is a party to which only
ladies are invited; the men are strictly
kept out. Before a wedding, for example,
the bride and her female friends usually
get together and have a good time. This
would be called a hen party. Know what
the opposite of a “hen party” is? A “stag
party.” It is a party to which only men are
invited. Here is an example:

There was too much commotion at the
hen party last night.

Should the word “government” be
followed by a singular or a plural
verb? (M. Muralisankar,
Virudhnagar).

It can be followed by either a singular or a
plural verb. For example, we can say:

The Government have decided to call
off the meeting with the terrorists.

The Government has decided to call off
the meeting with the terrorists.

Both sentences are grammatically
acceptable. The meaning however is
slightly different. In the second sentence
— the one with the singular verb — you are
thinking of the Government as a single
entity. In other words, the various
departments of the government form one
big unit. In the first sentence, on the other
hand, you are thinking of the government
as consisting of distinct individual units.
In this case, you don’t see the various
departments coming together to form a
single entity. They all exist independently.
So, whether you use a singular or a plural
verb depends on you. It depends on the
meaning that you wish to convey.

Here are some more nouns which can
be followed by either a singular or plural
verb: committee, jury, or staff.

Does one “eat” or “drink” soup? (C.
Jayaraman, Secunderabad).

It depends on the soup. If it is thin soup,
then you “drink” it. If, on the other hand,
it is thick — it contains vegetables or large
chunks of meat — then you definitely eat
it. So it is O.K to say “Eat your soup.”
Published in The Hindu on July 11, 2000

Word of the day

Astute:

marked by practical hardheaded intelligence

Synonyms: sharp, shrewd

Usa g€ The minister’s astute handling of the
crisis helped avert further unrest.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/ydo2E8/astute

International Phonetic
Alphabet: jastju:t/

For feedback and suggestions for
Text & Context, please write to
letters@thehindu.co.in
with the subject ‘Text & Context’
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cientists build metamaterial
that can ‘learn’ to change shape

All life must adapt over time to changing conditions or they could go extinct; on the other hand, most non-living materials do not actively adjust their

internal structure in response to conditions once they are made, but in a new study researchers from Europe have challenged this difference

Vasudevan Mukunth

hen you exercise, your
muscles become stronger.
When you sow a plant, its
stem will bend so that its
leaves get more sunlight. Both these
changes are examples of adaptation —
when a biological material senses its
environment, then reorganises its internal
structure to survive better. All life must
adapt over time to changing conditions.
Populations that don’t could become
extinct.

However, most non-living materials do
not actively adjust their internal structure
in response to new conditions after they
are made. When a metalsmith forges a
bar of steel, its internal structure is mostly
fixed from that point on, though it can
still change due to heat, stress, etc. If you
want a new bar with different properties,
you need to engineer it anew.

However, in a new study in Nature
Physics, researchers from Europe have
challenged this difference. The team has
reportedly built a synthetic material that
can learn physically, by actively changing
their internal mechanical properties
based on external conditions.

Chain of units

The team used metamaterials for this
work. These are special materials whose
properties are not determined by their
chemical composition alone but also by
the structure, or the way in which they’re
physically arranged. As a result, they
often have properties that natural
materials don’t.

In the last decade or so, scientists have
used metamaterials to bend light in
counterintuitive ways, shield buildings
from earthquakes, and hide objects from
radar, among other feats.

In the new study, the team built a
robotic metamaterial consisting of a chain
of connected units. Each unit had a small
motor, an angle sensor, and a
microcontroller.

Using these components, a unit could
send and receive data to/from its adjacent
units and change how much it bent in
response. This way, the whole
metamaterial could be as rigid as a metal
spring or as flexible as a rubber band, or
something else in between, based on how
each unit responded to feedback from the
two units attached to it. The researchers
used a method called contrastive learning
to ‘teach’ the metamaterial a particular
shape.

While contrastive learning exists in
machine-learning as an algorithm, the
researchers implemented it here using
only a hardware-based system.

Four steps to learn

First, the researchers kept the
metamaterial chain in a straight line and
set starting values for the stiffness of each
unit. The stiffer a unit, the lesser it would
bend in response to feedback.

Second, they applied an input: bending
one unit in the chain by a fixed angle.
This would change the rest of the chain
into a particular shape, called the free
state. Then, they would hold the input
fixed and manually turn the other units so
that the chain formed a new shape, like a
‘U’ or an ‘L. This was called the clamped
state.

Finally, the microcontroller in each
unit would compare its angle in the free
state to that in the clamped state, and use
the difference to adjust its stiffness using
the motor. When the researchers
repeated these four steps again and again,
the metamaterial chain went from the
free state to the clamped state in fewer
steps. This is called contrastive learning
because each unit ‘learns’ by contrasting
the free and clamped states to figure out
what it should do.

Thus, as the researchers explained in
their paper, “Unlike traditional materials
that are designed once and for all, our
metamaterials have the ability to forget
and learn new shape changes in
sequence, to learn several shape changes
that break reciprocity, and to learn
multistable shape changes, which in turn
allows them to perform reflex gripping
actions and locomotion.

“Our findings establish metamaterials
as an exciting platform for physical
learning, which in turn opens avenues for
the use of physical learning to design
adaptive materials and robots.”

The researchers reported that in one
test, a chain of six units eventually ‘learnt’
to form a U-shape in a single step from a
straight line.

Another 11-unit chain also ‘learnt’ to
spell each letter of the word ‘LEARN’ in
sequence, at each step ‘forgetting’ one
shape and ‘learning’ the next one.

CM
K

Top, A robotic metamaterial spells the word
‘LEARN’. A metamaterial is a special material whose
properties are not determined by its chemical
composition alone but also by its structure, giving
rise to unusual properties.

COULAIS LAB/UNIVERSITY OF AMSTERDAM

The researchers likened this ability
(with some qualifications) to the
adaptability of simple organisms.

Talking to each other

A usual question that arises after
researchers report a successful finding in
a lab is whether they would find the same
thing at a larger scale or in the real world.
The authors of the study addressed this
question using only simulations, where
they ran computer models of
metamaterial chains with thousands of
units. These models were not very
complicated, however, as each unit had
only the three components and ‘learnt’
only based on two inputs — the units on
either side.

However, the models showed that as
the chains became longer, the
metamaterial ‘learnt’ at a slower pace.
This was because the amount of
deformation passing through the chain
decayed over a particular length. Put
differently, a ‘signal’ arising from one unit
weakened significantly by the time it
reached a distant unit.

The researchers found a simple fix:
they allowed each unit to ‘talk’ to the
nearest unit as well as the next-nearest
unit, i.e. the units one and two steps
away. With this rule, each unit’s
microcontroller received data about the
angle of the unit two steps away, and used
it with the ‘knowledge’ that the angle was
X two steps away, not one. This allowed
the inputs to propagate further along the
chain than before. The researchers were
able to have a 48-unit chain morph into
the outline of a cat using just three inputs
as aresult.

The way the chain works is an example
of local decision-making. It is unlike, say,
the human body, where the brain receives
inputs from multiple senses and makes
many decisions, which the nervous
system finally relays to different parts.
Machine-learning models also use
techniques like backpropagation, where
the output generated near the end of a
model is used to ‘teach’ computers near
the beginning.

The metamaterial chain, however,
made no such effort. Its ‘learning’ was
based on the units before and after (or the
next-nearest). This is useful in
technological applications because it
removes the need for complex networks
to transfer data.

Taking a walk

The researchers also found that the chain
responded differently depending on
which side it was nudged. When they
nudged one six-unit chain from the left
end, the right end bent one way. But
when they pushed it from the right end,
the left end bent in a different way. This
non-reciprocity, the researchers argued,
allowed the metamaterial to ‘learn’
different ways to attain a final shape
without requiring separate training.

In a commentary accompanying the
paper, Karen Alim, of the Technical
University of Munich, Germany, who
wasn’t associated with the study, wrote
that such non-reciprocity tests scientists’
understanding of ‘intelligence’ in
materials beyond the bounds of
traditional physics.

For example, physics dictates that

An artist's rendition of a metamaterial that refracts light the 'wrong' way when it enters the material.

KEITH DRAKE
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The programmable metamaterial wire
presented by [the team] is a brilliant
reduction in complexity that is key to
disentangling the essential physics
concepts that enable learning and
constrain the space of learnable states

KAREN ALIM
Researcher at Technical University of Munich, Germany

when you push a spring, it will push back.
This is because the spring wants to settle
into its lowest energy state: where it is not
compressed.

In this context, the spring can be said
to ‘learn’ by finding the valley in its
energy landscape. That is, if you take the
spring to a different point in this
landscape, by compressing or extending it
by some amount, it will respond by
making a beeline for just one spot: the
valley.

However, per Dr. Lim, the chain
metamaterial is non-reciprocal, so it
doesn’t have a simple energy landscape.
In non-reciprocal systems, the energy
required to move from point A to point B
depends on the path the object takes —
since there is more than one option. In
these cases, it becomes a question of how
much physical effort each path takes.

So while the spring ‘learns’ by
minimising energy, the metamaterial
chain ‘learnt’ by minimising work — in
this case the work done by the motors. As
aresult, the chain was able to ‘learn’
different paths to a final shape the way a
spring never can.

“Breaking down the complexity of
learning in artificial intelligence systems
and the brain into physical concepts

appears to be an insurmountable task.
The programmable metamaterial wire
presented by [the team] is a brilliant
reduction in complexity that is key to
disentangling the essential physics
concepts that enable learning and
constrain the space of learnable states,”
Dr. Lim wrote.

Like a switch

The researchers also unexpectedly found
bistable units — meaning they could act
like switches. For example, when a
moving object came in contact with a
six-unit chain, the chain coiled itself
around the object and gripped it. To
release the object, the researchers only
had to nudge one particular unit, which
uncoiled the rest of the chain. (This unit
was bistable.)

This is also why Dr. Lim wrote that the
metamaterial chain should thus be seen
as a dynamical system, i.e. something
capable of adapting. According to her, the
chain was able to perform life-like actions,
like gripping an object, because it could
‘navigate’ through different stable states
by minimising the work along specific
paths.

Indeed, while the chains in the team’s
experiments illustrated what a
metamaterial chain with just a few
controllable parameters was capable of,
they are also not ready for real-world use.
The team needed an air table and
impractically large components to make
them work. But if these requirements are
eased, such metamaterial chains could in
future be used as advanced prosthetic
limbs and in soft robots that need to
respond agilely to obstacles.

Overall, they concluded, their “work
paves the way for the design of adaptive
metamaterials as well as soft and
distributed robotics”.

mukunth.v@thehindu.co.in

Scientists examine a specialised refrigerator for
cooling quantum computing chips at the Google
Quantum Al lab in California, U.S. in 2024. REUTERS

A radiation
olitch’ limits
quantum
computing

Vasudevan Mukunth

hat is the world’s next great
W frontier in technology? There
are multiple contenders:

artificial general intelligence,
programmable biology, sustainable
energy, metamaterials, human-machine
interfaces, and quantum computing. The
future could in fact be more wondrous
but also more difficult to predict because
of how some of these technologies can
work together. But there is still a long way
to go — and quantum computing of late
has illustrated that well.

Quantum computers are a new type of
computer that promises to solve
calculations significantly faster than
today’s ‘traditional’ computers. The
problem is that these machines are also
very fragile. They operate in temperatures
lower than outer space and the slightest
vibration or heat can cause them to stop
working.

On May 4, researchers from Google
Quantum Al published a paper in Physical
Review X reporting that they had found a
new ghost in the machine that poses
another major threat to these computers
— called correlated phase error bursts.

Scientists are working on a
technology called quantum error
correction — a safety net to allow
a quantum computer to keep
working even if a few qubits fail

High-energy particles from outer space
and trace elements in the earth’s crust
both emit ionising radiation. When even a
small dose of it strikes the silicon
substrate of a quantum chip, it creates a
splash of vibrations that ripple across the
chip. These vibrations break apart the
pairs of electrons that allow a
superconductor to work. Many quantum
computing chips are based on
superconductors. The break-ups create a
swarm of quasiparticles. It’s like a cloud
of electronic debris has flooded the chip.

A conventional chip is made of many
semiconductors. A quantum chip is made
of many qubits. Scientists were worried
that the quasiparticles would interfere
with sensitive parts of the qubits, causing
a crash. So they developed a hardware
design where a component acts like a
fence that prevents the quasiparticles
from jumping into sensitive parts of the
qubit.

The solution worked too — until the
current study revealed the new problem.
Its authors found that even if the
quasiparticles couldn’t jump the fence,
their mere presence near a qubit caused
its frequency to shift. This is like some
soldiers walking at a different pace than
others in a march-past, falling out of sync
and breaking up the parade.

A single dose of radiation could shift
the frequencies of many qubits together
by as much as 3 megahertz for 1
millisecond — an eternity in quantum
computing. Because these shifts happen
to many qubits at once, they hit the
computer like a sudden loss of
coordination.

Scientists are working on a technology
called quantum error correction — a
safety net to allow a quantum computer
to keep working even if a few qubits fail.
Among others, it depends on the
assumption that errors in different qubits
are independent of each other. The
correlated burst nullifies this assumption.
In fact, the authors of the study have said
correlated phase error bursts could set an
upper limit on how reliable current
quantum computers can be.

Gianluigi Catelani, a scientist at the
Jiilich Research Centre, Germany, wrote
in Physics that researchers already have at
least two solutions in the works: ‘traps’
that absorb the static before it hits the
qubits and technologies to dampen the
splash.
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Goldrush

ETF-driven rise in gold demand needs watching

ullion, after energy;, is the biggest contributor

to India’s import bill. Bullion imports have

traditionally declined when gold prices
increased. Buyers cut back on grammage to meet
their budgets. However, data from the World Gold
Council (WGC) suggests that this long-held pattern
is being disrupted. In January-March 2026, gold prices
surged 81 per cent year-on-year, and yet domestic
buyers actually increased their gold purchases by 10
per cent in volume terms and 88 per cent in the value
terms ($25 billion against $13 billion).

Since India mines very little gold, this new

trend in gold demand (its rising alongside

||I 1 || | || price increase) can escalate the country’s
import bill, skew the trade balance and
trigger foreign exchange outflows. Unlike
energy or electronics imports, which power
economic activity, household savings
invested in gold are stockpiled and locked
out of the financial system. WGC data
provides some insights into this change in
behaviour. Historically, the bulk of India’s
gold purchases has been from jewellery
buyers looking to meet wedding
commitments, or to use as collateral during
distress. Lately though, investors have
overtaken jewellery buyers as the main
drivers of demand. Until 2024, over 70 per
cent of gold demand, in volume terms,
originated from jewellery buyers, with 30 per
cent coming from bar and coin buyers. In
2025, demand from ETFs (exchange traded
funds), bar/coin buyers picked up to 40 per
cent of the total. In Q1 2026, purchases by
investors in bars, coins and ETFs (exchange
traded funds) at 54 per cent actually
overtook jewellery buying as the main source
of bullion demand. Jewellery buyers singed
by the higher prices, cut back their volumes
by 19 per cent, but bar/coin and ETF buyers
upped their purchases by 34 per centand 197
per cent respectively. Clearly, asset investors
and consumers are acting in contrary ways.
When prices spike, investors buy more. If
investment demand continues to rise, India
could face a secular surge in gold imports,
irrespective of prices, widening the trade
gap.

There are no easy policy fixes here. As
households ramp up equity investments,
they do need gold as a hedge against market
volatility. Gold is also necessary insurance
against geopolitical risks, a depreciating
Rupee and debt returns that no longer match
inflation. Rather than curb gold imports —
which only pushes the activity underground
— enabling remonetisation of the 30,000
tonne gold stockpile held by households
presents a neat solution. Gold Monetisation
Schemes which have failed in the past due to
inadequate assaying infrastructure, need to
be revived.

The Gem and Jewellery Council recently
mooted a monetisation scheme where
consumers deposit their physical gold with
banks against electronic receipts, freeing up
gold for re-use by jewellers. Remonetisation
of gold and its re-use can be incentivised by
exempting them from capital gains tax. In
that case, demand from ETFs and jewellers
can to an extent be met domestically,
without recourse to imports.

OTHER VOICES.
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Trump, Merz and Europe’s security

As Donald Trump’s second term has become overshadowed by plunging poll
ratings and an illegal, ill-advised war in the Middle East, European governments
have regularly been singled out to bear the brunt of the US president’s growing
frustration. Sir Keir Starmer’s refusal to militarily back the attack on Iran led to
unfavourable comparisons to both Winston Churchill and King Charles.
“Unfriendly” Spain has been threatened with a trade embargo for similar
reasons. Italy’s prime minister, Giorgia Meloni, previously seen as a key political
ally, has also been on the receiving end. Currently it is Germany’s chancellor,
Friedrich Merz, who finds himself in Washington’s crosshairs. In the wake of Mr
Merz’s accurate observation that the US has no convincing strategy on Iran,
the Pentagon has announced the future withdrawal of 5,000 US troops from
bases in Germany.Lonpon, may 4

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL.

EUROPE

Iran’s Regime Ends the Cease-Fire

The cease-fire in the Persian Gulf has been broken, and the culprit is the
regime in Iran. President Trump now faces a decision about how he plans to
reopen the Strait of Hormuz: Give Iran’s regime what it wants in negotiations
or use the U.S. military to get ships through. On Sunday the President
announced Project Freedom to guide commercial ships out of the Strait.
Framed as a humanitarian mission to help ships and starving crews locked up
in the Strait against their will, this was also a tactical move to break the Iranian
blockade and restore energy flows. On Monday U.S. Central Command advised
vessels to transit Hormuz on a route near Oman, away from Iran, explaining
that it had “established an enhanced security area.” mav 4, new York

PRATIM RANJAN BOSE

he BJP has wrested a

two-thirds majority in the

West Bengal election. For a

party with overwhelming

presence in the rest of the
country, this is not just another win. It’s
ahomecoming. BJP’s earlier avatar, the
Jan Sangh, was founded by legendary
educationist Dr Syama Prasad
Mookerjee from Kolkata.

His untimely death in 1953 and the
rise of the Communists weakened the
space for BJP. The 2026 win will
contribute significantly to
strengthening the party’s ideological
position.

Typical of the State’s political
tradition, BJP’s rise is largely attributed
to negative voting against the Trinamool
Congress. Bengali Hindus, however,
overwhelmingly voted for change. The
outcome will strengthen the nation’s
security apparatus.

West Bengal is not merely a border
State but also maintains connectivity to
8 per cent of India’s landmass in the
North-East, accounting for nearly half of
the India-China border. A tectonic shift
in the political landscape will, therefore,
have definite geopolitical significance.

STRATEGIC STATE

The strategic importance of the State
had gone up dramatically in the last few
years with the rising interests of the
US-led West in the Bay of Bengal region
and tensions in Bangladesh and
Myanmar. India-China rivalry remains a
strategic constant.

Mamata Banerjee’s politics of
confrontation and tepid interest in
growth and infrastructure development
was a serious impediment to India’s
strategic planning. West Bengal missed
the infra-building rush of the country
over the last decade. Land was not
provided even for border fencing.

The growing muscle of Islamists with
connections across the border was an
imminent concern. West Bengal
witnessed a dozen or more riots in the
Mamata era. The police force became
politicised and misused, impacting law
and order.

Given West Bengal’s history of
political violence, coupled with the
sustained decline in its economic
fortunes over the last half a century, the
State became a drag on the national
economy. BJP has to revive the State’s
fortunes and the job will not be easy.

Decades of Left rule (barring a few
years of the Buddhadeb Bhattacharjee
government) and TMC, destroyed the
economy.

The Left rose to power through
destruction of industry and so did

19

Dunti t

DELHI
businessline.
WEDNESDAY - MAY 6 - 2026

A

ask for

BJP in West Bengal

ECONOMIC REVIVAL. The BJP has to revive the State’s moribund economy and
overhaul the bureaucracy. But it faces a serious funds crunch

Mamata. The results were visible in this
poll season when high voter turnout in
Bengal triggered a house-help crisisin
the rest of the nation.

From third in terms of relative per
capita income, Bengal now stands 24th.
The decline is visible in a 200-300 per
cent difference in agri-wages between
West Bengal and Kerala, Tamil Nadu or
Gujarat. The gap is wider if compared to
North Bengal.

Nowonder that Bengalis are crowding
out the low-skill job markets from
Kashmir to Kanyakumari. The
comparison with neighbouring Bihar is
revealing. Bihar suffers from high
population growth. Bengal, on the other
hand, reports India’s lowest total
fertility rate (TFR) — lower than China.
Population has been shrinking in cities,
starting with Kolkata, where TFRis
lower than Japan.

Atleast two generations of small
families have triggered aspirations

Given West Bengal’s
history of political
violence, coupled with the
sustained decline in its
economic fortunes over
the last half a century, the
State became a drag on the
national economy. The
BJP’s task will not be easy

which remained unfulfilled. Jobs are
low-paying and offer limited prospects
for upward mobility. Politics has
patronised dole-oriented, sub-optimal
living.

The decimation of Bengal has been
all-encompassing. Bihar not only sends
out its poor, it is also churning out
white-collar professionals in great
numbers. Bengal’s bureaucracy and
police administration are run by Biharis.
Kolkata, however, lost much of its
national eminence in areas like law and
finance.

FARM DISTRESS

The rural economy is struggling from
the ill-effects of land reforms. The small
land parcels have become uneconomic.
Strict land ceiling and share-cropper
rule limit prospects of land
consolidation.

The poor give land to the rich on an
annual lease. The rich do everything to
keep it under their control, but in the
absence of ownership they do not make
major capital expenditure. Crop
diversification and value creation
prospects suffer. Bihar does not face
such constraints.

The Buddhadeb Bhattacharjee
government of CPI(M) tried to reverse
the trend by allowing entry of
corporates in agri-marketing. His party
blocked it. Mamata Banerjee’s politics
thrived on the status quo. Less said
about her industrial policy the better.

Inabizarre decision in 2025, West

Bengal retrospectively scrapped all
industrial incentive schemes offered to
businesses over the last three decades.
The trigger lies in a lack of resources.

Lack of industries and low income
have limited the scope of central tax
share. The own-tax collection
(approximately 45 per cent) is
disproportionately dependent on liquor
sales for growth. Own tax revenue
buoyancyis low (below 1).

With its promises to double the doles
offered by Mamata and implement the
Seventh Pay Commission for State
government employees and pensioners
within 45 days of assuming power, the
BJP government will be in a financial
crunch from day one.

The saffron party promised to build
industrial hubs on land available in the
steel city of Durgapur, the port city of
Haldia and Singur. This is surely doable
but not easy. Any positive impact will
take at least a decade to reflect in the
overall economic health of the State.

The biggest problem lies in the
availability of resources. The problem
starts from the bureaucracy, which lacks
quality officers, thanks to political
interference. BJP has to undertake a
thorough but careful overhaul of the
system. A roughshod approach may end
up creating more problems.

The challenge is huge. People have
high expectations from the BJP. Can the
party fulfil them?

The writer is an independent journalist

Fundamentals are under some stress

War effects are working their way through trade, economy and financial channels. A structured response is called for

—
Saumitra Bhaduri
Shubham Anand

he ongoing pause in hostilities in

West Asia has brought immediate

relief to the people in the region,
but the aftershocks to global energy
infrastructure and supply chains persist.
The war has disrupted the flow of crude
oil and fertilizers creating bottlenecks in
logistics and trade. Brent crude remains
elevated, and India’s economic outlook
is clouded by persistent volatility.

Oil makes up 26-27 per cent of India’s
imports, and the oil trade deficit has
averaged close to 3 per cent of GDP in
recent years (see figure). In FY26, India’s
current account deficit was about 0.8 per
cent of GDP, cushioned by services
exports and remittances. Butina supply
shock, that cushion shrinks fast because
oil demand is relatively price-inelastic in
the short run. Therefore, any price spike
quickly inflates the import bill.

Next, the rupee, which had been
stable for two years has come under
pressure. By March 2026, it fell past the
95 mark against the dollar, nearly 10 per
cent depreciation over the fiscal year.
This was driven by higher oil prices and
persistent capital outflows as global
investors reassessed risk. In March
alone, foreign portfolio outflows topped
¥1.31akh crore. While a weaker rupee
can help exporters, it also raises the cost
of essential imports and adds to
inflation.

Despite these pressures, India’s
foreign exchange reserves remain

India’s oil share over years
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strong, covering more than 10 months of
imports. Short-term debt relative to
reserves is also low, around 20 per cent.
These buffers provide protection, but
their resilience depends on how long
global volatility persists and how deep
the shocks go. For instance, remittances
have provided a strong buffer, but these
are at risk as nearly 38 per cent come
from the Gulf.

RBI’S RESPONSE

Against this backdrop, the RBI’s

Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) has

chosen to keep policy rates unchanged.
The RBI has acted with targeted

measures such as limiting banks’ foreign

currency positions, easing capital rules,
and improving access to working capital
for small businesses. Its move to limit
net open positions of banks in onshore
markets helped the rupee recover a bit.
While these actions have provided
short-term relief, relying heavily on
foreign exchange intervention and
engineered stability is not a viable
long-term strategy.

The stress on the Indian economy is
coming through several channels. First
is supply disruption. Energy-intensive
sectors are directly affected, but the

impact quickly cascades to other sectors.

The non-availability of fertilizers and
other chemicals may affect the output of

agricultural and industrial products,
compounding the inflationary impact.
Second, logistics costs are rising, as
storage and transport are highly energy
intensive. Increased logistics costs
cascade through the economy, raising
the prices of all final products.

Third, Indian exports are taking a hit
from both demand and supply sides. The
war has affected not only direct trade,
but has also caused a slowdown in other
major markets. With West Asia
accounting for over 16 per cent of
India’s exports in 2023-24, any sustained
disruption will hit export earnings.

Fourth, fiscal slippage against the
budgeted 4.3 per cent of GDP remains a
risk, owing to lower excise duty and
corporate tax collections, reduced
dividend payouts by oil marketing
companies (OMCs), and a higher
subsidy burden.

Policymakers must remain vigilant.
The outcome of the conflict, US tariff
investigations, and the monsoon’s
performance will all shape the next steps
of monetary policy. Until there is more
clarity, the RBI’s cautious approach is
justified.

Resilience will depend on maintaining
a strong services surplus and remittance
inflows, while expanding manufacturing
so the non-oil tradable base grows.
Attracting stable, long-term capital and
encouraging local currency financing
will be crucial. Structurally, energy
security must be addressed.

Bhaduriis Professor and Anand is Ph.D scholar at
Madras School of Economics (MSE), Chennai
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Learning from the enemy
This refers to the Editorial “Power
shift” (May 5).

Despite a series of defeats by
Opposition parties including the

ones in West Bengal and Assam now, unchanged. decisive collapse of Mamata anti-incumbency lifting the UDF over
they continue to blame the BJP for YG Chouksey Banerjee’s TMC. Fatigue, corruption, the LDF.

real and imaginary derelictions of Pune nepotism,and creeping N Sadhasiva Reddy

Constitutional responsibility and thuggishness, combined with the Bengaluru

nothing else. BJP’s committed cadre
and a leadership which is ready to
investin time and a ceaseless energy
to guide and perform ensured its
victory.

BJPinsisted on Hindutvain Assam
and campaigned for the
“poriborton” of a “corrupt”
government in Bengal, but the
Opposition kept its anti-BJP rhetoric

Apropos, ‘Power shift’, (May 5).
India’s latest Assembly round
delivered a split but emphatic verdict
— sweeping rejection of
incumbency in key States, alongside

continuity in Assam and Puducherry.
Voters proved impatient, exacting,
and ready to disrupt the status quo
when governance falters. In West
Bengal, the BJP’s surge marked a

limits of welfare-led governance,
triggered a backlash that upended 15
years of dominance.

Tamil Nadu saw a structural rupture
as Vijay’s TVK broke the Dravidian

Building resilience

Apropos of the article ‘An agenda for

risk mitigation” (May 5).

duopoly, sidelining DMK and
AIADMK. Younger voters, untethered
to old legacies, backed an untested
force promising sharper governance.
Kerala reaffirmed its cycle, with

The author rightly highlights the risks

from volatile foreign portfolio flows
and the persistent current account
deficit. While diversifying financing
sources is essential, we also need
steadier progress on the ground.
Encouraging household financial
savings through better products,
pushing manufacturing and exports
beyond afew sectors,and
maintaining fiscal discipline would
help reduce dependence on hot
money.

M Barathi

Bengaluru
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Implications of Manus

Slow erosion of rule of law in tech geopolitics

—
GBS Bindra

nattempt by Meta
A Platforms to acquire

Manus, an artificial
intelligence start-up, and its
subsequent blocking by Chinese
authorities, marks more thana
routine regulatory intervention.
It signals a deeper shift in how
states are exercising power over
global technology flows, not
merely to regulate markets, but to
shape them in alignment with
strategic and political priorities.

Taken inisolation, China’s

move is consistent with its
long-standing emphasis on digital
sovereignty. When viewed
alongside recent US actions
against TikTok, however, a more
concerning pattern begins to
emerge: the gradual side-lining of
rule-based processes in favour of
discretionary state power.

TIGHT CONTROL

For years, China has maintained a
tightly controlled technology
ecosystem, justified on grounds of
national security, data
governance, and political stability.
The reported Manus decision fits
within this broader framework.
‘What makes the current moment
distinct, however, is not China’s
behaviour alone, but the
convergence of approaches across
geopolitical rivals that once
claimed fundamentally different
philosophies of governance.

The US, historicallya
champion of open markets and a
rules-based order, offered an
instructive example in its posture
towards TikTok, owned by
ByteDance. The effort to compel
divestiture of TikTok’s US
operations, under the threat ofa
ban, was framed as a national
security imperative. While such
concerns may be valid, the
process extended beyond
established mechanisms such as
the Committee on Foreign
Investment in the United States
(CFIUS), combining executive
pressure and legislative
intervention in ways that raised
questions about transparency and
procedural consistency. When
legal frameworks appear to be
stretched or supplemented in this
manner, the predictability they
are meant to provide weakens.

It is within this evolving
context that China’s actions must
be understood. When one major
power normalises interventionist
behaviour under broad and
sometimes opaque justifications,
it lowers the threshold for others
to follow. The result is the
emergence of a global
environment in which legal
principles risk becoming

TECH FIRMS. Operate in
fragmented regulatory environment

secondary to strategic
imperatives. The implications are
far-reaching. At its core, the rule
of law provides predictability,
fairness, and accountability. It
assures investors that decisions
will be governed by transparent
criteria rather than shifting
political considerations. It
enables firms to plan cross-border
investments with confidence that
regulatory processes will remain
consistent. When state action
begins to appear selective or
contingent, that assurance
weakens.

The effects are already visible.
Global technology firms
increasingly operate in
fragmented regulatory
environments, where compliance
involves not only adherence to
formal rules but also anticipation
of political sensitivities. Capital
flows become more cautious, and
innovation ecosystems risk
becoming siloed. Smaller firms,
lacking the capacity to navigate
such uncertainty, are
disproportionately affected.

This is not to suggest that
economic decision-making can be
insulated from geopolitical
considerations. It rarely has been.
The more relevant question is
whether strategic interests are
pursued through mechanisms
that offer transparency,
consistency, and recourse, or
through ad hoc exercises of power
that leave affected parties with
limited avenues of challenge.

Institutional frameworks do
exist. CFIUS, despite its
limitations, provides a structured
review process.

For India, the erosion of
predictable regulatory norms
presents a complex challenge.
Balancing openness with strategic
caution becomes more difficult in
an environment where major
powers themselves appear to be
redefining the boundaries of
acceptable intervention. The
Manus episode may fade quickly
from public attention. The
broader trend it reflects will not.

The writer is Distinguished Fellow at the
Avinyum Foundation and former Managing
Director of CGl India

thehindubusinessline.
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Tatas plan supercomputer venture

The Tata Group is likely to float a new company whose focus will be top-end
supercomputers, according to reliable sources in the group. The first initiative
of this new venture, in which the Group Chairman, Mr Ratan Tata, is said to
have taken personal interest, will be to build a machine based on a parallel
supercomputing architecture that Prof Narendra Krishna Karmakar, the
well-known Indian computer scientist, has claimed to have developed.

India aiming for Pan-Asian FTA: Manmohan

Having concluded free trade agreements with SAARC, Singapore and Thailand,
India is pursuing similar arrangements with other Asian countries, the Prime
Minister, Dr Manmohan Singh, said. Addressing the Board of ADB, he said India
is working closely with ASEAN, Japan, China and South Korea.

Hyundai plans 1.2-litre diesel compact car
In a bid to take on car market leader Maruti, the country’s second largest

Can the WTO getback on track?

UNCERTAINTY AHEAD. The Yaounde Ministerial Conference has mired the WTO in a deeper deadlock than ever

ABHUJIT DAS

ith the meeting of
World Trade
Organization’s
General Council
scheduled to be held
on May 6-7, WTO members have an
opportunity to pick up the pieces after
the failure of the 14th Ministerial
Conference (MC-14) held in Yaounde
recently. While on the issue of
Investment Facilitation Agreement
(IFA) a pathway for breaking the
deadlock might be in sight, on some
other issues the developments at MC-14
may have made the task of putting the
WTO back on track more difficult. These
developments are discussed below.

At MC-14 India continued its resolute
opposition to the inclusion of IFA as an
Annex 4 plurilateral agreement at the
WTO. India also signalled the possibility
of taking this issue forward by
undertaking multilateral negotiations
on guardrails for plurilateral
agreements. At MC-14 some other
countries also adopted a similar
approach on this issue. This holds the
promise of bringing clarity and certainty
on IFA and systemic issues related to
plurilateral agreements.

Let us turn to issues on which
developments at MC-14 may have
deepened the divide among the WTO
membership. First,at MC-14 itbecame
evident that the US was interested in an
outcome on just one issue —
moratorium on customs duties on
electronic transmissions. Unlike the
past ministerial meetings where the
members agreed to a two-year extension
of this moratorium, at Yaounde the US
insisted on alonger period of the
moratorium. Almost all countries,
including India, showed little appetite to
resist the US demand and quickly
acquiesced to a four-year moratorium.
At the end, on account of the stiff
opposition of Brazil and Turkiye to this
unreasonable demand of the US, no
decision could be taken. If the US had

STATISTALK.
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confined its ambitions to what had been
agreed to on this moratorium at some of
the earlier ministerial conferences, a
deadlock could have been avoided at
Yaounde.

Second, at MC-14 the US strongly
opposed the extension of the
moratorium on another issue of
particular interest to many developing
countries: non-violation complaints
related to disputes under the agreement
onintellectual property rights (TRIPS
Agreement). In past ministerial
conferences, WTO members had agreed
to two-year extension of this
moratorium, which mirrored the period
of extension of the moratorium on
customs duties on electronic
transmissions. This provided an
assurance to WTO members, especially
the developing countries, that they
would not be sued for resorting to
various flexibilities under the TRIPS

Perhaps the most
controversial issue is the
declaration made by a
group of 66 WTO
members to implement the
Agreement on Electronic
Commerce through interim
arrangements

Compiled Nisk

TRADE AGENDA. The forthcoming meeting of the WTO General Council is likely to provide pointers on the trade body’s future

Agreement. With the US aggressively
seeking at least a four-year period of
moratorium on customs duties on
electronic transmissions but firmly
opposing the moratorium on
non-violation complaints under the
TRIPS Agreement, the stage is set for
another negotiating logjam.

ELECTRONIC COMMERCE

Third, and perhaps the most
controversial, issue is the declaration
made by a group of 66 WTO members to
implement the Agreement on Electronic
Commerce (AEC) through interim
arrangements, with the ultimate
objective of subsequently addingitasan
Annex 4 plurilateral agreement at the
WTO. Controversially, the AEC
stipulates that even when it is
implemented through the interim
arrangements and is not yet part of the
WTO, it will be serviced by the WTO
secretariat with the Director-General of
the WTO (DG) administering certain
aspects of the agreement. This is highly
problematic for many reasons.

First, WTO rules do not provide for
the DG and the secretariat to administer
even limited aspects of agreements that
are outside the WTO. What is envisaged
under the interim arrangements of the
AEC amounts to the DG unilaterally
arrogating to herself role and
responsibilities going beyond the WTO
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Microfinance sector finds its feet

The crisis in the microfinance sector was the most talked about in banking circles in FY25. With players pushing for
growth despite borrowers being overleveraged, bad loans spiralled out of control. In response, the industry adopted
stringent underwriting standards, which led to a decline in disbursements. Its portfolio shrank to 3.2 lakh crore from
the FY24 peak of 4.4 lakh crore, led by repayments and write-offs. However, these measures have paid off and a
recovery is underway, as shown in the charts below. Nevertheless, with the ongoing scramble for energy, likely higher
fertilizer costs and a below-normal rainfall looming large, sustainability of this recovery remains to be seen.

Disbursements recover...
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rules. Second, this development
represents a surreptitious attempt by
certain WTO members to curtail the
role of the entire membership but
expand the powers of the DG through
the backdoor. Third, this would divert
resources away from activities
mandated by WTO rules and instead
direct them towards initiatives with
questionable legal status. Finally, this
would take forward the attempts by
some developed countries to
delegitimise the WTO and push forward
their agenda of WTO reform, which
would further bend the organisation in
line with their interests.

In conclusion, developments at the
Yaounde Ministerial Conference have
mired the WTO ina deeper deadlock
than before. It remains to be seen
whether developed countries limit their
vaulting ambitions and seek to get this
inter-governmental organisation back
on track, or they manufacture another
crisis for pushing their agenda of
remoulding the WTO to further serve
their interests at the cost of most
developing countries. The forthcoming
meeting of the WTO General Council is
likely to provide pointers about the
future of this organisation.

The writer is an international trade expert and author
of the book ‘Strategies in GATT and WTO
Negotiations’. Views are personal
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Rising longevity: A threat
to social security

With reforms that
combine public policy,
employer engagement
and financial innova-

. tion, societies can
support healthy ageing,

S W say US Mishraand
%ﬁﬁ;ﬂﬁgg & Santosh Kumar Dash

https://tinyurl.com/4nymtc57

Odisha and West Bengal’s
contrasting growth paths

While Odisha has made
strides in growth and
fiscal health, Bengal

3 do=y  fares betterin human
Y-EE-E‘?‘- L::"%: development, argues
EEF=EE"  AmarendraDas
https://tinyurl.com/y838xz9v

The employment profile of
India’s young adults

The labour market is
increasingly polarised
between extreme
overwork and
underemployment, say
Vidya Mahambare,
Niharika Gowthaman,
Poonam Munjal and

%v-.ﬁ. ﬂr“i@
Active lender association represents the number of lenders a ey o= O
borrower is indebted to at the same time [8):2# 5% Palash Baruah

PAR stands for portfolio at risk. PAR 91-180 represents the share of loans
(by value) that are overdue by at least 90 days but not beyond 180 days.

Source: CRIF Highmark

carmaker Hyundai Motor plans to introduce a compact car, which could be
powered by a 1.2-litre diesel engine. The new car would enjoy the benefit of
the excise duty cut announced in this year’s Budget.
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https://tinyurl.com/ye3zruéu
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EASY NOT SO EASY

ACROSS

1. Harbinger of Spring (6)

4. Northern sea-duck (6)

9. Ancestry (7)

10. One resisting authority (5)
11.Inafrenzy (4)

12. Welfare payment order (4)
13. First woman (3)

15. Turn up with the snout (4)
16. Succeed in test (4)

19. Reverential wonder (3)
21. Return sound (4)

22. Parasitic insect (4)

24. Forefinger (5)

25. Persevere (7)

26. Latest, most recent (6)
27.Male parent (6)

DOWN

1. Joint working (13)
2. Sincerity, frankness (7)
3. Gemstone (4)

5. Two-striper (8)

6. Furniture item (5)
7. Switchback
railway (6-7)

8.Satan (5)

14. Strikes down as if
with halbert (8)
17.Void of regard to
others (7)

18. Give form to (5)
20. Settle permanent

ACROSS
1. Clocked a bird for intruding into one’s home (6)

DOWN
1. Joint effort at making robin coo at all (13)

4. Might provide escort for sea duck (6) 2. Frankness with which cheer-leader can get
around (7)

3. Stone for ring given to a friend (4)

5. Eucharistic cloth for an NCO (8)

6. Times list may be on the board (5)

9. One’s descent from angel that is not straightforward (7)

10. Be up in arms with beer about a pound (5)
11. Running so wild in the forenoon is all right (4)

12. Welfare cheque one had in growth being halved (4)

13. Cain’s mother would go to and fro (3)
15. There’s nothing in decay that’s at the bottom of it (4)
16. Don't answer the question, but get through it (4)

7. Or, sell car to re-fashion a ride at the fair (6-7)
8. A wicked person starts decrying

wickedness (5)

19. Wonderment one may find in a weekend (3)

21. Asound return to be had from the oche (4)

22. Caught on the hop it will sound as if it will run away (4)

14. Fells one in order to please ox (8)

17. Flesh is turned to it when not thinking
of others (7)

18. Form heaps of it (5)

20. We’d no alternative but to enrich it with
agift (5)

23. A'song giving one a change of air (4)

24. Finger that points to the list of contents (5)
25. Obstinately continue with press it represents (7)

provision on (5) 26. The most recent we sent out (6)

23.Song in opera (4) 27.Sire, or an address to priest (6)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2672

ACROSS 1. Humanity 7. Phial 8. Million 9. Garment 10. Lock 12. English 14. Shelved 17. Wine 18. Quondam 21. Ailment 22. Eland 23. Deserter
DOWN 1. Humble 2. Molecule 3. Naik 4. Tingle 5. Dice 6. Clutch 7. Paragon 11. Divided 13. Incident 14. Sequel 15. Damage 16. Fetter 19. Oval 20. Flue
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{ OUR TAKE }
Don’t jeopardise
Iran ceasefire

The war and blockade have hurt the global
economy. No country should derail the ceasefire

ta time when a fragile ceasefire is all that is

preventing West Asia from tipping over the

brink, Iran’s attack on a crucial oil industry

complex in the United Arab Emirates (UAE)
is a development that could lead to a dangerous
flare-up that everyone is keen to avoid. Talks
between the US and Iran for a negotiated end to the
war that began in February are clearly stalemated
and the attack — which Iranian officials have
indicated was a response to US President Donald
Trump’s “Project Freedom” that is aimed at forcing
open the Strait of Hormuz — could jeopardise
already frail energy supply chains.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s move to
condemn the attacks on the Fujairah Petroleum
Industries Zone, which injured three Indian citizens,
has to be seen in this context. The Fujairah oil
complex is currently the only operational energy
export facility in the UAE, and Modi said the
targeting of civilians and infrastructure is
“unacceptable”, while expressing solidarity with the
UAE and reiterating India’s support for a peaceful
end to the West Asia conflict through dialogue and
diplomacy. India, which has kept a wary eye on
energy and fertiliser prices that have been creeping
upwards, also reiterated its call for safe and
unimpeded navigation through the Strait of Hormuz
in the interest of global energy security. The World
Bank has already forecast a 24% surge in global
energy prices in 2026 and any fresh hostilities, and
further strikes on energy facilities across West Asia,
will squeeze the economies of the Global South.

The Iran-US negotiations are unlikely to lead to an
understanding until there is a realisation by all the
stakeholders that there is no military solution to the
West Asia crisis. The conflict has already challenged
many of the concepts that have been basic to the
management of security in the region and a clear
vacuum has emerged that can be filled by regional
players such as Egypt or Tiirkiye or a global player
such as China. The West Asia conflict has also cast a
shadow over India’s presidency of Brics this year,
primarily because of the divisions between Iran and
the UAE. India and the Global South should do more
to nudge all parties to the conflict back towards the
negotiating table so that steps are taken towards a
more lasting peace and stable global energy supplies
and unimpeded commerce.

For the Indian Left, the
battle is to stay relevant

The defeat of the Left Democratic Front (LDF)

government in Kerala has significance beyond

the borders of the state. For the first time since
1977, when the CPM-led Left Front won office in
West Bengal, India will not have a single government
led by a Communist party. Ironically, this comes two
years after the Communist movement in India
marked its birth centenary.

The Communist movement has had a chequered
history in both pre- and post-independent India.

The internationalism underpinning its ideology has
led to the organisation adopting tactics that often
went against nationalist undercurrents and the
State. The Communist Party of India (CPI) went
underground in 1948 for a brief period, only to
emerge as the largest non-Congress opposition in
Parliament in 1952. In 1957, the Communists won
office in Kerala and, since then, the party has helmed
governments in West Bengal and Tripura in the past
50 years. In the recent polls, the CPM, which
emerged from the CPI in 1964, and became the larger
party, lost office in Kerala, failed to revive in West
Bengal, and remained irrelevant in Tamil Nadu and
Assam.

What happens next? Will it reflect on how it lost
the plot? Or will it self-destruct by refusing to change?
In European and Latin American democracies, the
Communist parties mutated into new Left outfits,
engaging with market economies and the idea of
social democracy to remain electorally relevant.
Governments led by the CPI and CPM in Kerala
have had some success in building welfare societies,
though these parties are reluctant to acknowledge
their engagement in social democracy. Contradictions
arise when demands of governance clash with the
party’s ideological goals and the leadership fails to
communicate with cadres, as it happened in Kerala.
The battle between dogma and electoral pressures,
when combined with anti-incumbency and poor
tactics, creates the perfect storm.

Operation Sindoor & the
doctrine of consequence

Operation Sindoor made
it clear to those behind
cross-border terrorism
that a major attack
would not necessarily be
absorbed through
mourning, dossiers and
diplomatic appeals —
that the cost might be
more direct

or years, India was asked to

turn grief into restraint.

After Pahalgam, it turned

grief into consequence.

Families had been shattered

before. The nation had
mourned before. Television studios
had been filled with anger before.
Leaders had condemned before. For-
eign governments had sympathised
before, and then, almost in the same
breath, urged India to show restraint.
A few days later, the world would
move on. India would be expected to
carry its grief with dignity.

In May 2025, under Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, India broke that
script.

Operation Sindoor matters because
it sent a message. The old cycle had
become intolerable. Cross-border ter-
rorism could no longer remain a low-
cost instrument for those who
planned, financed or enabled it. India
was not seeking war. It was restoring
consequence.

The conceptual core of Sindoor was
simple. Not revenge, but consequence.
Revenge is emotional; consequence is
colder. It asks who enabled the vio-
lence, what infrastructure sustained it,
and what cost can be imposed without
losing control of the crisis. Revenge
seeks satisfaction; consequence seeks
deterrence.

This was the logic of India’s strikes
on terrorist infrastructure in Pakistan
and Pakistan-occupied Kashmir. The
objective was not to start a war with
Pakistan. It was to tell those who had
treated India’s caution as a permanent
shield that they had made a dangerous
assumption. India’s desire
for stability could not be
exploited endlessly.

Sindoor did not abandon
restraint. It redefined it.
Restraint did not mean

doing nothing. It meant Syéd
Akbaruddin

choosing targets carefully
and striking terrorist infra-
structure without turning
the crisis into an open-ended cam-
paign. The aim was not reckless esca-
lation, but controlled consequence.

Another feature of the Indian
response deserves attention. It was
cohesive. India did not respond only
through the armed forces. It
responded as a State. Military action
sat alongside diplomatic signalling,
legal and economic measures, and a
wider campaign to explain India’s case
abroad.

Parliamentary engagement was
especially important. It sent a broader
message. This was not the anger of one
party or one government alone. It was
a national position against cross-bor-

der terrorism. Legislators across politi-
cal lines carried the case that terrorism
cannot be excused or sanitised. It did
not remove every doubt in foreign cap-
itals or mean every country accepted
every Indian claim. But it gave India’s
response a political depth that military
action alone could not provide. Conse-
quence was not only delivered at the
border, it was explained in world capi-
tals.

Washington’s role needs to be
assessed with perspective. President
Donald Trump repeatedly claimed that
he ended the India-Pakistan crisis.
Pakistan, meanwhile, has regained
some room in Washington
since Operation Sindoor.
There is truth in the anxiety,
but not in the conclusion.

In every India-Pakistan
crisis, Washington calls
both sides, urges restraint
and later claims influence.
That s crisis diplomacy, not
command authority. India’s
position was that the cessation of firing
came through direct military channels
between the two DGMOs. More impor-
tantly, India did not stop before acting.
Itacted, absorbed retaliation, imposed
costs and accepted an off-ramp only
after the punitive purpose had been
served. The US may have helped locate
the exit ramp. It did not write India’s
opening move or determine its limits.

Pakistan’s renewed usefulness to
Washington should not be exagger-
ated. Islamabad has always known
how to monetise crisis geography. It
offers access and tactical convenience
whenever the US needs a route into
Afghanistan or a channel to Iran. That
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The conceptual core of Sindoor was simple. Not revenge, but consequence.
Revenge is emotional; consequence is colder. PTI

may give Pakistan visibility. It does not
give it strategic equivalence with India.
Pakistan can be useful in a crisis.
India’s economic weight and demo-
graphic scale make it central to any
serious American strategy in the Indo-
Pacific, from technology and supply
chains to the Indian Ocean.

Still, India should draw one sober
lesson. No external power, least of all
the US, will subordinate its interests to
India’s preferences. Washington will
engage Pakistan when Pakistan serves
a purpose. That is how great powers
behave. India’s answer should be capa-
bility: Forces that are ready, diplomats
who move fast, an economy with
weight, and the confidence to work
with America without depending on
American approval.

The harder question is whether Sin-
door deterred terrorism. The honest
answer is that it did not remove the
networks that recruit, fund and protect
militants. But deterrence does not
always mean making the threat disap-
pear. Sometimes it means forcing the
other side to think twice and risk more.
Operation Sindoor restored uncer-
tainty for those who had grown com-
fortable with Indian predictability. It
made clear to those behind cross-bor-
der terrorism that a major attack
would not necessarily be absorbed

through mourning, dossiers and diplo-
matic appeals. The cost might be more
direct.

Sindoor does not mean India will
strike after every provocation. It means
India will not surrender the choice in
advance. A serious doctrine of conse-
quence is not a reflex. It preserves
choice rather than replacing judg-
ment. Sometimes the response may be
military. Sometimes it may be diplo-
matic, financial, legal, covert, cyber or
technological. The point is to make
impunity harder. Thatrequires work
beyond the battlefield. It must be
harder to infiltrate, harder to fund,
harder to deny and harder to misrep-
resent the next attack. Consequence
needs capability behind it.

A year later, Sindoor’s measures,
from putting the Indus Waters Treaty
in abeyance to diplomatic down-
grades, endure. Peace remains India’s
preference. It should remain so. But
the operation also made clear that
peace cannot be a bargain in which
India supplies restraint while the other
side supplies the next outrage.

Syed Akbaruddin served as India’s Per-
manent Representative to the United
Nations in New York and is currently
dean, Kautilya School of Public Policy.
The views expressed are personal

{ SIMPLY ECONOMICS }
Pramit Bhattacharya

Need a gran bargain
to boost job growth

series of worker protests in North

India amid the rollout of the new

labour codes has drawn attention to

India’s lopsided labour regime once

again. India’s labour regime offers very little

protection to the vast majority of the country’s

workforce that is employed in the unorganised

sector. It seemingly offers very generous pro-

tection to those employed in the organised sec-
tor.

Yet, enforcement of labour laws remains
patchy, given the limited resources of the State.

India’s labour regime has been disjointed
right from the start. In the early part of the
20th century, both British administrators and
Congress politicians struggled to reconcile the
competing demands of a heterogeneous work-
force and a diverse group of employers. A com-
promise was reached only at the fag end of the
British Raj, when major employer groups and
trade unions agreed to a contributory model of
sickness insurance (involving paid sickness
leave and medical benefits) for industrial
workers.

Soon after Independence, the Employees
State Insurance Corporation (ESIC) and the
Employees Provident Fund Organisation
(EPFO) were set up to offer sickness insurance
and retirement planning benefits to workers
in the organised sector. Workers in the unor-
ganised sector remained outside the social
safety net. There were several attempts to
devise a broader safety net, centred around a
universal unemployment insurance scheme,
political scientist Louise Tillin wrote in her
recent book, Making India Work. But they all
ended in failure.

The labour regime took a turn for the worse
in the 1970s. Following industrial unrest, the
Indian State made retrenchment more difficult
than before, in a bid to appease trade unions.
At the same time, employers were encouraged
to hire more contractual workers, who could
be fired more easily. The labour department
was systematically starved of funds, weaken-
ing its ability to enforce labour laws. The liber-
alisation of the economy in 1991 accelerated
these trends. If the labour regime differed for
organised and unorganised workers earlier,
now it differed for workers within the orga-
nised sector.

Most large employers in the country had to
rely on regulatory arbitrage to survive and
grow. Legal and compliance cells were set up
specifically to deal with India’s byzantine

IfIndian capitalism has to grow while India
remains a democracy, we must build a

rational, fair labour regime. HT PHOTO

labour laws, and find workarounds. Contrac-
tual workers were hired en masse to bypass the
rigid rules governing the employment of regu-
lar workers. For small and medium enter-
prises, bribes to labour officials became part of
the usual cost of doing business.

This dysfunctional labour regime has hit
India’s manufacturing sector the hardest. Man-
ufacturing’s share in the workforce and its
share in the national output have stagnated for
several decades. India’s weak industrial base is
not just an economic liability. It is also a geopo-
litical constraint in a world of growing con-
flicts.

The new labour codes address only a small
part of the problem. They simplify multiple,
overlapping legislation into a set of four well-
organised codes. They offer greater flexibility
to employers and recognise new kinds of work
(such as platform or gig work). Yet, the basic
structure of the existing labour regime stands.

Large factories still need to take government
permission to layoff workers (only the thresh-
old has been raised), contract workers are still
prohibited in core activities (a provision that
has been routinely flouted, and almost impos-
sible to enforce in the modern workplace), and
social security benefits still remain unequal
across different categories of workers.

What India needs is a grand bargain between
citizens, firms, and the State that protects
worker rights and eliminates regulatory micro-
management at the same time. We need a more
minimalist labour code that focuses on work-
place safety, basic working conditions, and
effective grievance redressals. These norms
should apply to all firms, regardless of their
size, and to all workers, regardless of the nature
of their contracts. The unspoken hierarchy in
the labour market — with different levels of
social protection for organised regular workers,
organised contractual workers, gig workers,
and unorganised workers —must end.

Instead of a lopsided social security setup,
we need a universal unemployment insurance
mechanism. That should enable distressed
firms to lay off workers without State permis-
sion, and allow unemployed workers to meet
their basic needs while they look for other jobs.
Minimum wages (and annual increments to it)
should be based on a transparent and predicta-
ble formula, so that employers are spared sud-
den increases in wage bills, and employees are
protected from rising costs of living.

If Indian capitalism has to grow while India
remains a democracy, we must build a
rational, fair, and predictable labour regime.
Industrialists should not expect the Indian
society, or the Indian State, to tolerate the kind
of labour repression that China or East Asia
practised when they industrialised at break-
neck speed.

At the same time, labour activists cannot
expect the same labour standards here as in
Europe. Indian labour norms must be tailored
to suit local conditions, and take into account
the limited capacity of the Indian State — in
providing social security, in enforcing con-
tracts, and in monitoring violations. Without a
reset in capital-labour relations, we should not
expect a labour market boom.

Pramit Bhattacharya is a Bengaluru-based jour-
nalist. The views expressed are personal
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Itis utter cynicism to ask for a
ceasefire in order to hold propaganda

celebrations while carrying out
missile and drone strikes every

single day leading up to it

HT

Extreme punishments: When
care morphs into control

t begins with an image that is difficult to

forget—a small child, barely five, tied toa

gate under the unforgiving afternoon sun.

There is no ambiguity in the scene, only
discomfort. A punishment meant to be seen,
meant to shame, meant perhaps to “teach a
lesson”. But meted out to whom, and at what
cost? The incident in Faridkot, Punjab, involv-
ing the suspension of an assistant sub-inspec-
tor who allegedly subjected her granddaughter
to this treatment, has rightly provoked out-
rage. Yet, outrage alone is an incomplete
response. What demands attention is not only
the act, but the logic that sustains it — the quiet
acceptance of harsh discipline as both neces-
sary and justified.

There is no defensible interpretation of
what happened. It is abusive, degrading, and
dangerous. But what really underscores the
gravity of the lapse is that it was allegedly car-
ried out by a police officer — someone
entrusted with enforcing the law.

That said, reducing the episode to
individual misconduct allows the
larger system to remain unexamined.

i
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In the immediate term, such an incident can
trigger acute distress — fear, confusion, with-
drawal, and a profound loss of trust in the
caregiver. The very figure meant to ensure
safety becomes a source of threat.

The longer-term consequences are more
insidious. Early exposure to such experiences
can disrupt emotional regulation, erode self-
worth, and increase the likelihood of anxiety
and depressive symptoms. It may also normal-
ise coercive behaviour, shaping how the child
understands relationships and authority in
later life. For children in transnational fami-
lies, where caregiving arrangements are
already stretched and substituted, such rup-
tures can have lasting psychological effects.

What, then, should be the response? Sus-
pension is necessary — it signals accountabil-
ity. But it is not, and cannot be, the end of the
matter. A purely punitive approach addresses
the act but leaves its roots untouched.

A more effective response must
operate on multiple levels. Child pro-
tection norms must be enforced con-
sistently and without exception.

Policing in India operates under " Police reforms must move beyond
conditions of chronic strain. Long administrative restructuring to
hours, unpredictable demands, and Suman include sustained investment in men-
repeated exposure to stress and con- Verma tal health —mandatory counselling,

flict take a cumulative toll. Despite
this, institutional attention to the
mental well-being of police personnel
remains minimal. Counselling services, where
they exist, are often inaccessible or underutil-
ised. It is, therefore, necessary to ask whether
those tasked with maintaining public order are
themselves adequately supported in managing
stress within their personal lives. The answer,
more often than not, is in the negative.

Even so, stress does not fully account for the
nature of the punishment. Tying a child to a
gate, in full public view, is not an impulsive act
alone — it reflects a deeper belief system.
Across many households, discipline is still
equated with severity, and effectiveness with
fear. Public punishment, in particular, carries
a performative dimension: It asserts authority
not just over the child, but before an audience.

This is where the boundary between disci-
pline and abuse collapses. Research in devel-
opmental psychology has long established that
extreme punitive practices — especially those
involving humiliation or physical harm —do
not produce resilience or respect. They pro-
duce fear, anxiety, and, often, aggression. Obe-
dience extracted under duress is neither stable
nor developmentally healthy.

In this case, the child’s vulnerability is com-
pounded by circumstance. With parents
reportedly living abroad, she is likely already
negotiating the emotional strain of separation.

periodic psychological assessments,
and training in managing stress and
family dynamics. Equally, there is a
pressing need to challenge the social accept-
ance of harsh discipline through public aware-
ness and parenting interventions that promote
non-violent, evidence-based practices.

At the same time, both individuals in this
incident require attention. The child needs
immediate, trauma-informed support to
restore a sense of safety and trust. The grand-
parent, without being absolved of responsibil-
ity, requires psychological evaluation and
intervention. Without such engagement, the
cycle is merely paused, not broken.

The Faridkot incident is disturbing precisely
because it is not as rare as we might wish to
believe. It exposes how easily care can slip into
control, and discipline into cruelty, when
stress, silence, and social norms converge. A
child tied to a gate is not just a moment of
anger. Itis a warning — of what happens when
systems fail, and when we continue to look
away from the everyday violences we have
learned to excuse.

Suman Verma is a developmental psychologist
and a researcher whose work engages with child
protection, school stress, welfare systems, and
public policy. She is an associate editor of the
International Journal of Behavioral Development.
The views expressed are personal
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OPINION 9
More guidance and assessment

achieved in2025-26. Retail inflation projections for the
coming months also are on the higher side, compared
to 2.1 per cent for 2025-26. And India’s balance of pay-
ments pressure is set to increase.

The April edition of MER pulls no punches when it
says: “India enters FY2026-27 at the intersection of
domestic resilience and external turbulence. The out-
going fiscal year delivered real GDP growth of 7.6 per
cent, the strongest in recent years, encouraging a 7-7.4
per cent forecast for the upcoming financial year, only
tobe clouded by an altered macro-outlook in the wake
ofthe West Asia war. A ‘supply shock’is apparent in the
economy. Anaccompanying demand compressionisa
serious concern, given high prices, rising inflation, and
a reduced pace of economic activity. Inflation may
become cost-push as business/producers pass on their
increased input costs to protect their profit margins.”

What is missing in India at present is a similar
assessment from two of its major institutions — the
Economic Advisory Council to the Prime Minister
(EAC-PM) and the National Institution for Transform-
ingIndia (NITI Aayog). While the RBI and the finance
ministry present a broad outline of the state of the
Indian economy to the nation, the two bodies (EAC-
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Empty chairs
Govt should not delay board appointments at PSBs

The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has issued draft “Governance Amendment
Directions”, which, it says, are intended to improve how the boards of banks,
including scheduled commercial banks, payments banks, small-finance banks,
and local-area banks, operate. Earlier, specific prescriptive instructions had been
provided, but the regulator believes that principle-based guidance is a better way
to deal with issues of increasing complexity. These new norms are due to come
into force later this year, after stakeholder consultations are taken into account.
While this is an important step by the RBI to improve bank governance, itimplies
that the composition and capacity of bank boards is a crucial ingredient in it. And
here, anissue arises: What happens if the boards simply do not have the required
members? Under such circumstances, the guidance provided by the RBI, par-
ticularly as it is now designed around principles, may fail in its application.
Public-sector banks (PSBs) grapple with this aspect, largely due to the Union
government’s delays in appointing board members, including chairpersons. The
directions of the RBI draft stress the importance of the non-executive chairper-
sons’role, since the board convenes under their direction and they play a crucial mm I I
=]

A revamped NITI Aayog and EAC-PM should supplement
cfforts at understanding the state of the Indian economy

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

agenda-setting function. It is deeply concerning that a mere three of the 11 state-
controlled banks have a non-executive chairperson at the moment. As this news-

cations for the economy.

paper has reported, some of them have been missing this position for a
considerable length of time. This is also true of other senior positions. Canara
Bank, which is among the top PSBs, has not had a managing director, who also
serves as chief executive officer, for nearly four months.

Even the boards themselves are shorthanded, aside from the failure to
appoint chairpersons. Two of the 11 PSBs have only seven members on their
board. The highest number of members that any of the nationalised banks’
boards hasis 10, and only three of them do so. Of particular concern is that several
alsolacka director appointed in the category of chartered accountants. Such an
appointment is required to ensure that the audit committee of the board, to
which many vital duties are delegated, functions in accordance with the regula-
tions. Most also lack the full complement of independent directors, making do
with RBIand government nominees. This is a broader problem, of course. There
isashortage ofindependent directors in the private sector, even as various regu-
lations have piled more and more duties on to those roles.

Over the years, the government has made significant intervention in institu-
tionalising the appointment processes. But of late, action seems to have lagged.
The fact is, with or without the RBI's new directions, PSBs require a well-func-
tioning, fully formed board. Without a proper audit committee, for instance,
tasks of basic governance will remain unfulfilled. The bank board’s undercapac-
ity problem will only increase with the shift to principle-based governance. The
norms require boards to dedicate sufficient time to strategy and risk governance,
but those that do not have their full strength and have few independent voices
or financial expertise will wind up being unable to properly discharge these
duties. This will eventually affect the performance of PSBs, with broader impli-

Till a few years ago, an internationally acclaimed
information technology company was known for its
tactful management of its periodic profit guidance. In
the normal course of announcingits quarterly results,
the company would present a profit growth number
for the coming quarters. A retrospective analysis
showed that its guidance number for profit growth in
the upcoming quarters invariably turned out to be
slightly lower than the actual performance that was
eventually announced. Many experts
interpreted this as a classic case of r
managing expectations and springing a
positive surprise. The stock market and
analysts would marvel at the company’s
ability to exceed its guidance. Over time,
thiswas also described asthat company’s
deliberate guidance management policy.

Should the government’s think tank
and the Prime Minister’s advisory body
also follow this principle of providing
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months along with the monetary policy reviews. The
annual Economic Survey’s outlook for the economy is
comprehensive but it can quickly become outdated, as
recent developments show. For instance, the Econ-
omic Survey for 2025-26 was presented on January 29,
almost a month before the war began in West Asia. It
had, therefore, forecast an economic growth rate of 6.8
to 7.2 per cent for the Indian economy in 2026-27,
which is not what anyone is expecting now.

In recent years, the Monthly Econ-
omic Review (MER), produced by the
finance ministry, has made a big posi-
tive difference to understanding the
state of the economy. With a revamped
structure and updated content, the
MER provides a comprehensive analy-
sis of how the economy is performing
and what the headwinds or tailwinds
might be. Yet, it prefers not to project a
specific growth or inflation number for

guidance on the Indian economy’s
growth and inflation trajectory? Of
course, there should be no need to follow the kind of
guidance management policy that the company in
question might have adopted. But more analyses and
forecasts on how the Indian economy is going to fare
can surely be of immense help. Not only markets, but
even the government’s policymakers would benefit
from such early assessments.

At present, such guidance comes principally from
the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) and the annual Econ-
omic Survey from the Union finance ministry. The
RBI’s assessment is more frequent, coming every two

the year. Perhaps, it can use its own

sources of information and parameters,
includingthose of high-frequency indicators, to esti-
mate a growth number that can serve as a more pre-
cise barometer for the Indian economy.

The ongoing conflict in West Asia has cast a long
shadow over the Indian economy’s growth prospects
and its ability to keep inflation in check and the exter-
nal sector under control. In 2025-26, India’s gross
domestic product (GDP) grew at a healthy pace of 7.6
per cent. Forecasts for growth in2026-27 from govern-
ment outfits, international institutions and rating
agencies indicate a lower growth rate than what was

PM and NITI Aayog) currently do not issue similar
reports with monthly, quarterly or annual frequency.
To be sure, these two institutions produce a large
number of reports. But these reports focus on sectors
and schemes run by the government.

There is no reason for the EAC-PM or the NITI
Aayognottoissueaquarterly or a half-yearly report on
thestate of the Indian economy and the measures they
believe the government should consider. In the past,
EAC-PMdid produce such reviews of the Indian econ-
omy, igniting a healthy debate over how the economy
should be managed. In its earlier avatar as the Plan-
ning Commission, NITI Aayog was also engaged in
producing such reviews to supplement the work done
by the RBI or the finance ministry.

It is not that the EAC-PM or NITI Aayog lacks the
resources to produce such reports for the government.
The EAC-PM has many part-time members, who are
also economists with credibility and competence.
Similarly, the NITI Aayog has just been reconstituted
with Ashok Lahiri, a former chiefeconomic advisor, as
its new vice-chairman.

It is time the country had access to a larger and a
more varied range of assessments of the Indian econ-
omy. The RBI and the finance ministry should con-
tinue to bring out its periodic reports on the state of the
economy. Given the volatility in the global economic
order, caused by the West Asian conflict, the demise of
the multilateral trading system and the United States’
tariff tantrums, the EAC-PM and a new-look NITI
Aayog can supplement the efforts of the RBI and the
finance ministry in improving our understanding of
the Indian economy and offering policy prescriptions.

Watching the earth

Drishti will enhance capabilities

Bengaluru-based space startup GalaxEye’s Mission Drishti demonstrates new
capabilities being developed by India’s nascent aerospace sector. The 190-kg
earth-observation satellite was placed in orbit 500 km above the earth by
SpaceX’s Falcon9 rocket recently. India’s aerospace startups are working along-
side the Indian Space Research Organisation (Isro), NewSpace India Ltd (NSIL),
and Indian National Space Promotion and Authorisation Centre (IN-SPACe) to
develop technologies. Drishti is a big breakthrough in that it significantly
enhances India’s observational capability. It uses proprietary technology to

The consensus on China’s cconomy is wrong
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night imaging capabilities.

opening up aerospace.

combine two observational systems. It puts a “synthetic aperture radar” (SAR)
sensor and a seven-band multispectral electro-optical (EO) imager on a single
satellite in what GalaxEye calls an “OptoSAR” combination. GalaxEye claims
thisisthe first satellite to integrate EO and SAR, enabling all-weather, day-and-

SAR typically outputs black and white radar images. The EO imagers take
pictures in the human spectrum and beyond. Programmes based on Nvidia’s
Jetson Orin computing platform processes much of the raw data in orbit, stitch-
ing together data streams from the two technologies to output high-quality
images with up to 1.5 metres accuracy. The orbit surveys the same regions once
every four days, allowing it to pick up recent changes. Optical images are often
obscured by cloud cover or pollution. This is especially problematic in highly
polluted tropical regions such as India, where there is cloud cover 70 per cent
ofthe time. Radar penetrates clouds and smoke but images require interpreta-
tion. Moreover, it is difficult to point SAR and EO imagers at exactly the same
region at precisely the same time. Drishti has worked out methods to ensure
the two systems look at the same place.

GalaxEye claims it has signed distribution partnerships across over 20
countries, even before full commissioning. Multiple government departments,
including the defence and agriculture ministries, and the Defence Space
Agency have expressed interest. GalaxEye was founded in 2021 and has raised
over $20 million from investors. The technology was developed with support
from IN-SPACe, the single-window agency for space, which provided access to
testing infrastructure and regulatory approval. The dual-imaging system has
use cases and applications across defence, agriculture, disaster management,
maritime monitoring, and infrastructure planning.

Drishti, thus, gives India an observational system that can compare with
and perhaps supersede that provided by commercial global imagery providers
such as Maxar. Itisunder sovereign control as well as being protected by global
patents. Maxar, for example, has been instructed by the United States govern-
ment to not provide images of the Iran conflict but Drishti can do that. Gal-
axEye intends to build a 10-12 satellite constellation and sharpen resolution
further to 0.3 metres to 0.5 metres in subsequent iterations, scaling up satellite
size to 500 kg. This is a significant step towards global competitiveness. This
buildup of sovereign capability, albeit in the domain of private enterprise,
ensures strategic independence for India, not to mention the possibility of gen-
erating significant revenue streams. It is a clear validation of the policy of

Cultivating a new vocation

BOOK
REVIEW

NEHA KIRPAL

Inrecent years, there has been a growing
trend of city dwellers buying second
homes in rural hilly towns in search of a
better quality of life. Arti Dwarkadas’
debut book is her memoir about moving
from Mumbeai to a 10-acre organic farm
that she cofounded at Raigad, Maha-
rashtra, along with a friend in 2021.
MsDwarkadas’ mother had “the
greenest thumb”, soshe grewupina
home filled with plants. Naturally, some

of that early influence in her childhood
rubbed off, and her own balcony garden
became her refuge, especially during the
Covid-19 pandemic. One day, she
received a call from a friend asking
whether she would be interested in
buying farmland, going organic and
growing her own food. Surprisingly, she
found herself saying yes. “The idea of
doing something real, something
grounded and unpredictable, was
strangely exhilarating,” she recalls.

This was the beginning of a wild mis-
adventure, comprising everything from
bureaucratic mazes to bovine ambushes
and a colourful cast of characters. After
much research, Ms Dwarkadas and her
friend zeroed in on two plots near Kolad,
atown known mostly for white water
rafting. Navigating a wild, unfamiliar
land as a farming novice, her first hurdle

preferential towards production and investment over
consumption and welfare. For example, in Trade Wars
Are Class Wars, Matthew C Klein and Michael Pettis
contend that there is a serious distributional conflict
within China (“class wars”), with policymakers favour-
ingelitesand cronies in bigbusiness, and thus prioritis-
ing profits over wage income. Alternatively, someargue
thatrepressive labour policies are critical for the success
of the Chinese and East Asian model more generally.
Exhibit A for all these arguments is the share of
household consumption in Chinese gross domestic
product (GDP). Although this metric is
lower in China than in the United States,
it was respectably high until the early
1990s. That is when China turned mer-
cantilist, running large current-account
surpluses that brought the consumption
share down dramatically. This metric
bottomed out atabout 35 per centin 2010,
and stands at only 40 per cent today —
substantially below the US and even
below comparable countries in East Asia.
But this often-cited metric is poten-

ages can conceal sharp changes in income distribu-
tion, masking the median citizen’s real experience.
And China started off at lower levels of consumption,
which tends to flatter catch-up growth rates (at their
starting points, other countries’ consumption was 3-5
times that of China). Nonetheless, the notion that the
Chinese consumer is being short-changed is not con-
sistent with reality.

Itis also noteworthy that China’s extreme mercan-
tilist phase — when the consumption share of GDP
declined sharply from the late 1990s — did not cause
any slowdown in per capitaconsumption
growth. Although the consumption share
of GDP was declining, GDP itself was
rising so rapidly (owing to the broader
development strategy) that absolute
levels of consumption surged, too.

To put it differently, even if real (infla-
tion-adjusted) wages are growing more

slowly than productivity at every pointin
time, preserving global competitiveness
will allow for faster and more durable
growth over time on thebackofthe result-

ARVIND SUBRAMANIAN

tially misleading in three ways: It is of

more interest to macro-economists than development
economists; it does not assess countries at comparable
points in development time (meaning at similar
points in their growth trajectory); and it is probably of
more interest to analysts than to Chinese consumers.
The latter arguably care more about how their con-
sumption is changing in real time than about the
notional share of GDP or some counterfactual scenario
envisioning an alternative development strategy.

Thatiswhy my 2011 bookon China, Eclipse, offered
an alternative metric. When one looks at Chinese
household consumption per capita alongside com-
parable countries in terms of their post-war growth
“take-off time,” the picture changes.

If consumption per capitais a reasonable proxy for
the standard of living, Chinese citizens have done
remarkably well, even better than their counterparts
in the fastest-growing East Asian countries. For
example, between 1978 and 2024, Chinese household
consumption per capita grew by an astounding 7.6 per
cent per year, on average, compared to 5.2 per cent

ingexportjuggernaut. Thisisindeed what
the data show. Average annual Chinese household per
capita consumption growth was 7.9 per cent during the
phase of peak mercantilism (1995-2010), coinciding
with the sharp decline in the consumption share of
GDP;when thatwent intoreverse after2010, consump-
tion growth declined to 6.2 per cent.

What policy conclusions can be drawn from these
trends? For starters, China’s mercantilist strategy can
be questioned on the grounds that it harms other
developing countries by occupying excessive export
space in low-skilled goods, as Shoumitro Chatterjee of
Johns Hopkins and I recently argued. Moreover, the
distortions (from industrial policy and exchange-rate
undervaluation) that sustain Chinese mercantilism
have generated global imbalances and triggered trade
conflicts. And China’s approach is also leading to
excessive, unproductive investment at home —a prob-
lem with the potential to jeopardise future growth.

For all these reasons, calling on China to change its
development strategy may well be warranted. But
critics cannot question Chinese mercantilism on the
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grounds that it penalises Chinese consumers. Labour
repression hasevidently not come in the way of soaring
economic gains. It seems odd to criticise a country for
delivering growth rates in standards of living and con-
sumption that have been perhaps the fastest, longest,
and most broad-based (affecting hundreds of millions
of people) in history. The prevailing consensus tells us
more about Chinawatchers than itdoes about realities
on the ground. We should be wary of “China bashing”
masquerading as a concern for Chinese consumers.
The author is a senior fellow at the Peterson Institute
for International Economics and co-author (with
Devesh Kapur) of A Sixth of Humanity: Independent
India’s Development Odyssey (HarperCollins India,
2025). ©Project Syndicate, 2026

learnt — patience, humility,
resilience, and the art of laugh-
ing at oneself —apart from the
several joys it has given her.

e R R tior}ships, where goodwill, writes Ms Dwarkadas. . o
P patience and trust are the The author also advises diversifying
s ¥ most valuable currency. “Far- crops to reduce risks. “Accept that no
ming might start with land, amount of planning can override

was getting a farmer’s certificate to buy
the land. Moreover, the sale deed had to
be translated from English to Marathi.
Ownership was just the beginning.

This was followed by the logistics of
construction, electricity permissions
and the task of transforming the land
into a functioning farm. Ms Dwarkadas
also talks about using Google Lens for
farming, which turned out to be a “wild-
life Sherlock Holmes” — “arriving just in
time to identify creatures, unravel their
backstories and occasionally warn us
about their lethal tendencies.”

Over the years, the author found her-
self integrating more closely with rural
life, and connecting with the locals, who
too began warming to her. In the pro-
cess, Ms Dwarkadas came to realise that
she had grown as a person. Along the
way, she recounts all the lessons she has

“There’s aspecial kind of fulfil-
ment that comes from watch-
ing people — especially
children — connect with the
land in a way that feels primal
and pure, areminder that the
earth is meant to be touched,
nurtured and understood,”
writes Ms Dwarkadas.

The author also provides a
field guide for city dwellers
who may be interested in ven-
turing into farm life. “Choos-
ingtherightland is
everything,” she advises at
the outset. One should start
with simple, hardy crops that

are already well suited to the region’s
soil, climate and local conditions, she
adds. Ms Dwarkadas also emphasises on
the importance of building local rela-

Two Bandra Girls Buy a
Farm: Chaos,
Community and Crops
in Rural Maharashtra
by Arti Dwarkadas

Published by
Westland

218 pages 499

but it takes root in commu-
nity,” she writes.

The bureaucracy will test
you, warns Ms Dwarkadas,
adding that it helps to stay
organised, making detailed
checklists of permits and
documents as well as hiring
someone local who under-
stands the intricacies of the
system. “Build trust slowly,
and understand that rural
work rhythms are tied to
weather, festivals and tradi-
tion — not your calendar,”
she writes. Further, allocat-
ing a generous budget and

planning for infrastructure early is key.
“A good access road, secure storage,
fencing and reliable irrigation systems
are non-negotiable investments,”

nature’s unpredictability,” she writes.
The rewards from farming are slow, sea-
sonal and often intangible, she warns.
Finally, Ms Dwarkadas advises celebra-
ting every milestone, whether big or
small. “Farming is as much about the
journey as the destination, and celebra-
ting along the way keeps thatjourney
meaningful and fulfilling,” she writes.
“Packed with action, drama and the
occasional plot twist,” farm life is a test
of one’s patience, grit and optimism —
and so, not everyone’s cup of tea. How-
ever, the book is also a quiet reflection
on getting out of one’s comfort zone.
“There’s a kind of peace in taking risks
and sticking it out, even when it feels
impossible,” she concludes.
The reviewer is a New Delhi-based
freelance writer



WEDNESDAY, 6 MAY 2026
NEW DELHI

naE

e S, (O]~

India has a chance to fix
its east-west imbalance

The BJP's West Bengal win places this state under the same party that rules at the Centre.

This could improve its governance and help address India’s uneven economic emergence

he emphatic victory of the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) in elections to
the West Bengal assembly focuses
attention on an important aspect of
India’s political economy: the role
of politics and governance in eco-
nomic development. The link is hard to quan-
tify, especially in an era where economics is
increasingly about mathematical models.
However, as pointed out by a paper on “The
relative economic performance of Indian
states during the period 1960-61 to 2023-24’
by Sanjeev Sanyal, member, Economic Advi-
sory Council to the Prime Minister (EAC-PM),
and Aakanksha Arora, joint director, EAC-PM,
there is no getting away from harsh facts: the
economic performance of Indian states has
been vastly disparate. West Bengal, which
accounted for the third-largest slice of the
country’s GDP at10.5% in 1960-61, saw its
share shrink to 5.6% by 2023-24, the most
severe reduction among states. Accordingly,
its per capita income went from 127.5% of
the national average to 83.7% over the same
period. Another eastern state, Assam, which
had an above-average per capita income in
1960-61, saw it drop in relative terms to 61.2%
in 2010-11, though it improved to 73.7% in
2023-24. Likewise, Bihar; the undivided
state’srelative per capitaincome was 70.3% in
1960-61, hitalow of 31% in 2000-01 and then
stayed at around 33% after it was split into
Bihar and Jharkhand. Odisha, also in the east,
saw a consistent decline on that measure over
the three decades to 1990-91 (70.9% to 54.3%),
but then recorded a significant turnaround,
taking its figure to 88.5% in 2023-24.
The reasons for the relatively poor showing
of our major eastern states vary. What is indis-

putable, however, is that they have lagged not
just therest of the country, but more notably,
western states like Gujarat and Maharashtra.
The eastern states have been resource-rich,
but appear to have been held back by a combi-
nation of adverse factors. Some states have
lacked business-friendly policies. Land acqui-
sition for industrial projects in West Bengal
hasbeen difficult, for example, as seen in the
Nandigram and Singur episodes (in the latter,
Tata Motors moved a car factory to Gujarat).
Eastern states have also lacked the sort of
growth hubs full of local talent—such as Ben-
galuru and Hyderabad in the south—that could
attract tech-related investment. Law-and-or-
der has been sub-par too, though a long Maoist
rebellion in eastern forest belts is said to have
finally been quelled. In general, weak govern-
ance often features in investor complaints.
Now with West Bengal under the same political
dispensation as the Centre and the BJP part

of ruling alliances in Bihar and Odisha, can
investors expect a shift in business conditions
for the better? If so, the country would get a
chance to address an economic divide that has
not got as much attention as the gap between
the north and south.

In the mid-1980s, demographer Ashish
Bose coined the acronym ‘Bimaru’ for Bihar,
Madhya Pradesh (MP), Rajasthan and Uttar
Pradesh (UP) in a paper that outlined the slow
progress of these states that were home to
almost 40% of India’s population. Since then,
these four states have made concerted efforts
to shake off that tag, MP and UP especially. If
eastern states undergo a gear shift in favour of
economic growth, it might well be time for a
new acronym, Biba, which means ‘vibrant,’
for Bihar, Bengal and Assam.
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The denarius fate: has the dollar
started to lose its reserve status?

US actions have eroded the world’s trust in it but it’s still unclear which currency could replace it

is a professor of economics at Cornell
University and a former chief economic
advisor to the Government of India.

sthe economic consequences of

US President Donald Trump’s

war against Iran become evi-
dent, policymakers around the world
are running out of patience. The recent
Spring Meetings of the International
Monetary Fund and World Bank in
Washington made this abundantly
clear, with UK Chancellor of the
Exchequer Rachel Reeves lamenting
the “folly” of a war that is “not ours.”

But much of the cost will be borne by
the USitself. The immediate effects are
visible: a sharp rise in gas prices, infla-
tion climbing to a two-year high and
growing concerns that, as consumers
cut back on spending to offset higher
costs, unemployment will rise.

While these short-term shocks are
serious, a major risk that has received
less attention is that the dollar could
lose its status as the world’s primary
trade and reserve currency.

The decline of areserve currency is a
slow process. The British pound ceded
itsdominance to the US dollar over
roughly two decades, beginning in the
1920s. As Barry Eichengreen has
noted, the Roman denarius—arguably
the world’s first international cur-
rency—also unravelled over along
period, starting when Emperor Nero
debased it in the first century CE.

Any international currency ulti-
mately depends on trust. I witnessed
this during my time as chief economic

advisor to the Indian government
under prime minister Manmohan
Singh. On 5 August 2011, Standard and
Poor’s downgraded the US long-term
credit rating from AAA to AA+, fuelling
fears of immediate capital flight.
Instead, the opposite happened:
money flowed into the US economy. In
the face of global turbulence, investors
trusted that the US would honour its
obligations, no matter the cost.

That trust, a cornerstone of soft
power, israpidly eroding. Samantha
Power, the former administrator
ofthe US Agency for International
Development (USAID), highlighted
thisin arecent lecture at Cornell Uni-
versity, where she criticized the Trump
administration’s decision to dismantle
the agency. The abrupt and “heartless”
manner in which it was shut down, she
said, halted humanitarian aid without
warning, leading to immense suffering
among populations around the world
that had depended on its continuity.

The closure of USAID, alongside
Trump’s military adventures in Iran
and Venezuela and relentless verbal
attacks on long-standing allies like
Canada and Denmark, has casta
shadow over America’s global standing
and trustworthiness.

This, in turn, puts the dollar’s hege-
monic status at risk.

Tounderstand the potential cost,
consider seigniorage: because the US
dollaris globally trusted, the [country’s
central bank], its Federal Reserve, can
print a $10 bill for less than seven cents,
and it will be accepted at full value
around the world. As empires from
Rome to Britain have shown, issuing
the world’s leading currency allows a
country to create value almost out of
thin air. Losing that capacity would
slow economic growth.

Unless American policy reverses
course, this year may go down in his-
tory as the moment the American
dollar began to lose its status as the
world’s currency.

This raises an important follow-up

Baiichi wins
damages from
Singh b S

10 DEARS GO

attle deaths and hunger signal
looming famine in Bundelkhand

question: Which currency will replace
the dollar? The renminbi of China
appears to be the strongest candidate.
A decade ago, the Chinese currency
gained credibility when the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund included it in
the basket of global currencies under-
pinning Special Drawing Rights (the
Fund’sreserve asset), but it was still
widely dismissed as “no match” for
the greenback. Today, the prospect of
renminbi primacy no longer seems
unthinkable.

Yet China’s ability to assume that
global role is far from assured. As
economist Qiao Liu observed in his
2016 book Corporate China 2.0: The
Great Shakeup, the country combines
an “authoritative political regime”
with more flexible institutional
arrangements in which “relationships
still matter,” a hybrid that does not
readily inspire the kind of global confi-
dence areserve currency requires.

Chinese President Xi Jinping
appears to understand this dynamic.
In a 2024 speech, Xi emphasized the
need to internationalize the renminbi
to bolster China’s soft power, calling
for a “powerful currency that can be
widely used in international trade,
investment, and foreign-exchange
markets and attain reserve currency
status.” But the main obstacle to
reserve-currency status for the ren-
minbi—the maintenance of capital
controls—remains firmly in place.

The strongest rebuke of Trump’s
policies over the past year came from
an unexpected source: King CharlesIII
ofthe UK. His address to the US Con-
gress on 28 April, delivered with
characteristic British wit and restraint,
sent a clear message that the USison
the wrong path, one that could destroy
its global standing.

There was, however, cause for opti-
mism. The repeated bursts of bipartisan
applause that Charlesreceived from
members of US Congress suggested
they were already aware of America’s
predicament. ©2025/PROJECT SYNDICATE
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West Bengal had a head
start in industrialization,
but it failed to sustain

that advantage.

AMARTYA SEN

India needs a clear near-term plan for energy resilience

LEENA SRIVASTAVA

is anindependent expert on
climate change and clean
energy.

of freedom.

Atanaggregate level, the government has
managed to limit price increases for most
petroleum products by getting state-owned
oil companies to absorb a good part of the
crude-oil costrise, while cushioning the rest
ofthe impact on its own fiscal account. But

or a little over two months now, the
world has speculated on the impact of
the Israel-US-Iran war on the world
economy. As the war’s disruption stretched
on, concern began turning into panic over
energy and food security. Indiaisina partic-
ularly vulnerable position—both directly,
given its high energy dependence on West
Asia, and indirectly due to the ripple effects
of various impacts across the world.
India’s large import dependence makes
adaptive responses to economic and social
impacts of the war enormously challenging,
especially in the immediate time-frame of
two years. Approaches to re-evaluating and
strengthening energy security in time peri-
odsbeyond that would have greater degrees

last week’s steep price increases for com-
mercial LPG haverevealed the unsustaina-
bility of this approach. Projections by global
experts of the yearsneeded torevert to ‘nor-
malcy’ do not portend well for the country,
highlighting an urgent need for strategic
interventions that could have alarge impact.

Here is a quick recap of our most signifi-
cant vulnerabilities. India imports about
90% of its crude oil, even if imports from
West Asia are roughly half of this. Also, India
exportsover 25% of the major refinery prod-
uctsit produces (such as naphtha, diesel and
petrol), indicating that the country’simport
vulnerability is not as severe asit prima facie
seems. The exception here is LPG and the
‘heavy ends’ (fuel oil, bitumen, etc) from the
petroleum refining barrel. LPG is, by far, the
most sensitive product in the mix; India
imports over 60% of its consumption, most
of it typically from West Asia.

Indiaalso imports nearly half of its natural
gasrequirement. A large part of thisis used
for non-energy applications, such as fertil-
izer and petrochemical production, but its
consumption as a fuel for mobility and
source of energy in other processes is also
very significant. Supply-chain disruptions to
fertilizer imports (although the potential for
diversification exists) have combined with

natural-gas scarcity to threaten food pro-
duction in India with a double whammy.

Reducing vulnerabilities around energy
inIndiain the immediate term would mean
addressing demand-supply gaps for various
end-uses, in particular for LPG and natural
gas, while insulating India’s economically
vulnerable populations

from price increases, their = = months for special uses.
indirect impact included. ImmEdlate rellef Also, LPG pricing should
thisyearasaielyconse.  IMI€ASUrES could L e
quence of the El Nino off consumers pay more.
effect also cal}lls for special be tall(lenl thatd Within the comrﬁercial—
attention to the poor. i use category, small enter-
Over 85% of LPG in are w_e a Igne prises could be given
Lndiahisldconsumed bby W|th the Elfl:g?er access.g{le use ?j
}?use old consumers, but , orautomobiles cou
there are large disparities cou ntry S be entirely discouraged.
between regions and . Overall, sharp demand
income classes. Higher climate gOaIS management could shift

income classes consume

more than double the

quantity of LPG consumed by lower income
classes, while populations in many states
have very poor access to cooking gas. The
experience of recent weeks has reinforced
thereality thatin times of shortage, itis the
poor that are deprived first, whereas higher
income consumers in urban areas tend to

suffer little disruption; many of them have
back-up LPG cylinders. A much more
nuanced approach is therefore needed to
build LPG resilience in the immediate term.

Richer segments of society must be
nudged to move to electric hobsright away,
with their supply of LPG constrained to

Mobility fuelsin India are already heavily
taxed. Price increases can be cushioned
through adjustments of the tax structure if
the government so chooses. At the same
time, India has several years of experience
with electric vehicles (EVs), charging sta-
tions and battery storage. The multiple chal-

maybe a cylinder every two

richer users to electricity
while relieving the rest.

lenges that have been identified for an accel-
erated uptake of EVs could largely be
addressed through regulatory changes and
government orders. A significant reduction
in vulnerability may be possible to achieve if
we combine this with demand-management
measures such as work-from-home and the
use of large-capacity carriers by corporates,
publicinstitutions and industry.

India could achieve cleaner electricity
generation by using more natural gas and
renewables as its basic sources of energy, but
given our vulnerabilities around agriculture
and food production, we now have all the
more reason to prioritize renewable power
generation—particularly since this has
already proven to be economically attract-
ive—while we use natural gas for urea pro-
duction. The renewables sector in India is
robust, the bottlenecks are well known and
India has the capacity to address them.

In essence, India should focus on the
immediate solutions that are available to
enhanceits energyresilience in these times
of stress, while ensuring that these are
aligned with longer term objectives and cli-
mate commitments. An empowered com-
mittee to design and implement such anear-
term energy resilience strategy is the need of
the hour.
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Industrial policy is back in vogue
but can every country pursueit?

The World Bank has endorsed the idea under some conditions but doesn't ask whether universal adoption would weaken it

is executive director at Artha India Research
Advisors.

ennis Robertson was not only one
of the finest economic minds of the
20th century, but also an elegant
writer who was known for his witti-
cisms. In an essay written in 1956,
Robertson quipped: “High-brow
opinion is like a hunted hare; if you stand in the
same place, or nearly the same place, it can be
relied upon to come round to you in a circle.”

Those words resonate while reading a new
report by the World Bank on industrial policy, or
targeted government intervention to shape the
economic structure of a country by promoting,
protecting or developing specific industries
deemed vital to economic growth, export com-
petitiveness, import substitution or geopolitical
strategy. In simpler terms, the government has a
say in what is produced within a country. The
multilateral lender had famously released a report
in 1993 on the miracle economies of East Asia,
where it had said that the main reasons for success
stories in the region were sound macroeconomic
management, investment in human capital and
productivity growth driven by export industries.
Industrial policy to aid specific sectors or compa-
nies was less important in comparison.

Cut to 2026. World Bank chief economist Inder-
mit Gill wrote in the foreword to its new report that
the earlier injunction against industrial policy “has
not aged well—it has the practical value of a floppy
disk today.” In 2019, economists at the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund had a witty title for a paper
that described industrial policy as ‘the policy that
shall not be named.’ Be it the analogy of the hunted
hare, the floppy disk or Lord Voldemort of Harry
Potter novels, it is clear that the pendulum has
swung back towards industrial policy.

At the heart of the new framework is a set of
three country characteristics that the report
argues are decisive in determining what kind of
industrial policy is feasible. These are: government
capacity for sustained interaction with multiple
businesses and industries; local market size to
achieve economies of scale; and fiscal space to bear
the costs of business subsidies without sacrificing
spending on social services. Interestingly, the
World Bank says that India scores well on all three,
which implicitly means it has the requisite means
to pursue industrial policy.

This is a useful taxonomy. It does what good
policy frameworks are supposed to do: it converts
anideological debate into a diagnostic one. The
question is no longer whether industrial policy is
virtuous or vicious in the abstract, but whethera
particular government in a particular country at a
particular moment has the three things it needs to
make a particular tool work.

These three traits determine which of 15 possi-
ble industrial policy tools will work best—ranging

from industrial parks and job-skills training all the
way to import tariffs, production subsidies and
competitive exchange-rate devaluations. These
tools are a mix of sharp and blunt instruments,
and their effectiveness depends on progressively
higher levels of market size, government capacity
and fiscal space.

In the case of India, there is a lot of attention paid
toindustrial policy at the sub-national level, espe-
cially in Tamil Nadu. The World Bank has paid
special attention to how the state succeeded in
attracting production of Apple’s iPhone 16 through
acombination of what it describes as a top-down
and bottom-up approach. The former includes
subsidies for specific industries, while the latter
covers specific coordination failures such aslack of
housing for workers. It built housing for 18,000
workers near the factory site even before the pro-
duction facility came up, something that a private
builder may not have invested in without guaran-
tees of adequate rental returns.

One salient fact about industrial policy in our
times is that most governments seem to have some
variant of it. The World Bank reports that all 183
member countries target at least one industry.
There are some noteworthy patterns here. For
example, poor countries often depend on blunt
instruments such as higher tariffs to promote
domestic production, while upper-middle-income
countries are big spenders on business subsidies.

However, Gill warns in arecent blog on the

World Bank website: “By itself, industrial policy
has seldom been a game-changer: the record
shows that, even under ideal conditions (emphasis
added), it results in an average gain of just 1% of
[gross domestic product]. Still, in an era of persist-
ently sluggish growth, every option to boost
growth ought to be considered.”

The report’s most important omission is this:
Can all 183 countries pursue an industrial policy
simultaneously? It is akin to a mutual depreciation
problem in foreign-exchange markets. Itislogi-
cally impossible for all countries to depreciate
their currencies together. Just as all countries can-
not run trade surpluses. Does something similar
apply to industrial policy?

The East Asian success stories had something
that no framework can manufacture on demand:
they were exporting into a global economy that
was broadly open and not itself engaged in the
same game. South Korea’s shipbuilding and semi-
conductor industries were subsidized at home and
targeted markets overseas that, whatever their
imperfections, were not simultaneously running
competing subsidy programmes of comparable
scale. Itis hard to believe, for example, that all
major economies can achieve economies of scale—
and hence efficiency—in semiconductors for
domestic use.

In other words, is the very ubiquity of industrial
policy in our times also a barrier to its eventual
success?

Why a wealth tax is unlikely to
prevent power concentration

1t'll probably just empower bureaucrats in the government instead

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
€conomics.

t’shappening. Californialooks likely to

put a ‘one-time’ tax of 5% on wealth

above $1billion on the ballot in Novem-
ber and polls suggest it could pass— despite
opposition from some economists (not so
surprising) and Democratic politicians
(more so). Meanwhile, calls to tax the rich
are resounding across the country, from
New York’s proposed ‘pied-a-terre tax’ to
Washington State’s first-ever income tax,
imposed only on millionaires.

As someone who has been arguing for
more than a decade that these taxes are bad
economics, I find all this disheartening. I
missed the point. I thought the argument
was about optimal allocation of resources,
but it is really about the redistribution of
power. I concede that concentration of
power among the wealthy can be harmful.
But using the tax code to fix it will create
worse problems.

Wealth taxes—that is, taxes on assets as
opposed to income—are bad economics
because they are nearly impossible to col-
lect to the point where they are largely self-
defeating and can often result in less tax
revenue. They not only discourage entre-
preneurship and job creation, but also dis-
tort capital allocation. All of this is bad for
growth. Still, one of the economists behind
the California tax has admitted that it may
reduce wealth in the economy overall, but
that is a price worth paying because ine-
quality is so toxic.

Other prominent economists argue the
problem with wealth inequality is that it
makes the rich too powerful: They can
lobby the president and Congress to ensure
they maintain their status, which can dis-
tort markets and policy. Thisis a fair point.
No one elected Elon Musk, who has
amassed a lot of power in markets, media
and even the government.

At the same time, it worries me how
much anger is directed at the wealthy.
Increasingly, Americans don’t see self-
made billionaires as success stories worthy
of admiration. Nearly half of Americans
despise them, seeing the wealthy as the
beneficiaries of a corrupt system who got
rich at their expense.

I can point out, as I have, that wealth cre-
ationis not zero-sum, or how much the US
economy benefits from companies such as
Amazon and the jobs they create. But the
anger is there and it exists for a reason:
Many positional goods and services are in
short supply. If you're not wealthy, it is
hard to move, or find a home you like, or
afford many things that now feel necessary
toamiddle-classlife. There isresentment
that the rich live by different rules. They

Various states in America have flirted with

wealth taxes. ISTOCKPHOTO
don’t have to worry about paying their
mortgage, affording good schools or find-
ing a job with health insurance.

Now we are told all our jobs could disap-
pear—just astherich who have created the
job-stealing technology get richer. The
subsequent resentment could tear the US
apart, which could be another reason to
justify punitive taxes on the wealthy. The
resultis the societal equivalent of what we
economists call adoom loop.

Iamnotsaying that there are no serious
issues at stake. My point is that high taxes
are not the way to address them. No, Elon
Musk does not always spend his money
wisely. ButIam not convinced the govern-
ment would do better.

There are at least two other flaws with
this rationale for a wealth tax. One is that
imposing high taxes on the wealthy won’t
necessarily reduce their power; it will sim-
ply reallocate it to bureaucrats. True, they
are theoretically accountable to the public,
but giving them more influence is arecipe
for more corruption. At least billionaires are
subject to the discipline and transparency of
the market and their shareholders. Another
flaw is that a lot depends on who decides
what countsas ‘too much’ wealth. Maybe it’s
$1billion today, but who’s to say that won’t
be lowered over time, or used against per-
ceived political enemies? Appropriating
wealth to limit power has certainly not
worked well in other countries.

Don’t get me wrong: Taxes are a neces-
sary fact of life. Americans have big expec-
tations for their government and it doesn’t
collect enough revenue to finance itself.
The very rich are already paying a lot, but
they could pay more. But the principles of
good tax policy aren’t about resentment or
power—they’re about raising revenue
while minimizing distortions, maximizing
feasibility and emphasizing salience.

Concentration of power is a problem,
especially when paired with a corrupt
government. But that can be better
addressed by working on the weakness
and loss of trust in institutions. If you think
the rich have too much power, fine. But
punishing them by making them less rich
will only make everyone poorer by reduc-
ing growth. And ifinequality makes peo-
ple resentful, a no-growth economy will
make them even more so—and miserable
besides. ©BLOOMBERG

Why Al is evolving with so few self-restraints in place
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nDecember 2024, anumber of scientists

from around the world signed a four-page

paper in Science that urged their own
community to ensure that an entire class of
organisms is never created. Their efforts
managed to halt progressin a field that many
of them had themselves been pursuing. This
marked arare moment in science when an
entire field voluntarily abandoned the path
ithad been on because of the risks scientists
saw ahead of them.

The science in question was mirror-life,
and the fact that such a moratorium was
achieved raises the question of why similar
outcomes were not achieved in the field of
artificial intelligence (AI). How was a small
band of scientists able to pause progress in
mirror-life when some of the most powerful
voices in technology failed to do so in AI?

For this, we need to first understand what
mirror-life is.

All complex naturally occurring biological
molecules exist in one of two mirror-image
forms, or chiralities. These forms are identi-

calin every respect except that one cannot
be superimposed on the other, much like
our left hand cannot on our right. DNA for
example, exists as right-handed nucleotides
and the proteins they encode are made up of
left-handed amino acids. This pattern
repeatsin every microbe, plant and animal,
and has done so for four billion years.

A mirror organism would be identical to
its natural counterpart, except that its orien-
tation would be reversed. It would have left-
handed nucleotides encoding right-handed
proteins, and its every molecule would be a
mirror image of its natural counterpart.
Nothing like this exists in nature, but until
the paperin Science, efforts had been under-
way to create such an organism. It was effort-
ful but not beyond the realm of the possible.

The concernis not whether we can create
these molecules, but what happens once we
do. Ourimmune systems, the bacteriopha-
ges and other elements of our biome that
keep us healthy, aswell as the antibiotics we
use to fight disease, all rely on chirality-spe-
cific bindings. None of them would be able
to protect us from mirror-microbes that
exist under an entirely different set of rules.
Even benign mirror bacteria would breeze
through our defences—because nothing in
nature can check their spread.

Whatis truly remarkable about the 2024
paperisthatitslead author, Kate Adamala,
had been one of four principal investigators
onamajor US National Science Foundation-
funded grant for mirror cell research. Since
then, the Mirror Biology Dialogues Fund has
convened follow-on meetings in Manches-
ter and at the Pasteur Insti-

areality, Paul Berg, Stanley Cohen and Her-
bert Boyer—each a pioneer in the field—were
central to the Asilomar conference and the
moratorium that followed. The safety guide-
lines that emerged became guardrails for the
research that came after. The mirror life com-
munity is following in their footsteps.

The Al community

tute, with another planned = attempted the same Asi-
at the National University Too mUCh Is at lomar approach when, in
of Singapore. So far, the March 2023, the Future of
moratorium has held. sta ke for Al Life Institute released an

Five conditions made it H open letter calling for a six-
stick: the field itselfagreed to fOI Iow Ilfe month pause on frontier Al
that the harm would be science fields development. Thousands
uncontainable; no com- signed, including a lumi-
mercial capital had flowed where risks nary in the field, Yoshua
into this dangerous capa- . . Bengio. But unlike recom-
bility; the communitywas  [rlacde scientists binant DNA and mirror-
small enough to coordi- . . life, AI development did
nate;nostatehadstakedits ~ gIVe UP PU FSUILS notstopandcontinuesata

competitive position on
getting there first; and the
pioneers could be persuaded to abandon
their own work. Had all five not held simul-
taneously, there may still be scientists going
down this path.

This is not the first time the scientific
community has chosen to pause its own
progress. When recombinant DNA became

blistering pace to this day.

Asithappens, Al failson

every one of those five conditions. There is
no consensus that its harms are uncontaina-
ble; most Allabs believe they will be able to
constrain the technology enough to ensure
no harm results. By the time the Future of
Life Institute got its act together, Al labs
were already worth tens of billions and had

committed to spending more. The commu-
nity was large, multinational and fractured
alongideological and ethical lines, and the
US and China had already staked their
national strategy on AI dominance. Even
though Hinton and Bengio advised caution,
it was the founders of Al labs who really mat-
tered—and they were going hell for leather.

But the deeper asymmetry isin the stakes.
Mirror life would only have destroyed the
biological commons. As serious as this is,
frontier Al accelerates the very disciplines—
biology, immunology, ecology—that pro-
duced the mirror life moratorium in the first
place. A broad pause risks slowing entire
fields that depend on it to do their work.

The mirror-life example cannot serve asa
model for Al policy. While there may be nar-
row verticals where the same diagnostic
applies (autonomous biological design
assistance may be one), these are specialist
sub-problems whose answers cannot drive
the governance of Alasawhole. For that, we
must build governance capacity—through
post-deployment transparency, capability
evaluations and the steady augmentation of
regulatory skills that can meet the demands
of a new and dynamic technology. While
mirror life isa precedent worth admiring, it’s
not one we can follow.






